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ñWe can't solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we 

used when we created them.”  ALBERT EINSTEIN
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• Introduce “Effect Diagramsò with a quick example and their role in 

helping teams make sense of complex problems.

• Select a Problem to model

• Introduce the basic notation and start building a diagram

• Look at some more advanced techniques, and apply to those our 

diagrams

• Review some archetypes and interventions.

• FTQ, Wrap-up

Picture a Problem –What are we going to do?
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How do I increase the number of Customers?

# NEW 
CUSTOMERS
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How do I increase the number of Customers?
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How do I increase the number of Customers?
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• Works best when done it groups.  They are a good way to share mental 

models, test assumptions and generate new insights in to complex 

issues.

• When we are trying to make sense of a tricky problem/situation.  For 

instance, when getting stuck with repetitive conversations.

• Can be useful in Retrospectives, Business Case Modelling and General 

Problem Solving.

• To explore how a system works and consider appropriate interventions 

and long-term fixes.  

Picture a Problem –When should we do this?
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PICK A PROBLEM (5 MINUTES)

Form into teams of 4 (or more).

Introduce yourselves.  Choose a Team Name.

Choose one of the following themes to explore:

• How do I increase the number of Customers?

• What limits us improving our Product Usability?

• How do I keep my Customer (Boss/Team/…) happy?

• What are the sources of Pressure and Stress on my team?

Alternatively, pick another theme that interests you! 
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General Tips (1 of 2)

• Timeframe.  Consider over what period of time should we consider –

over what time period do the dynamics of the situation unfold?  

• Boundaries.  Agree which things are relevant for the diagram – don’t 

get overwhelmed…. 

• Details and Aggregation.  Keep the level of detail relevant and 

consistent.  Communication is more important than the absolute 

accuracy of the diagram.

• Brainstorm Variables.  Consider what’s related to what.  When 

introducing a new variable, review existing connections to see if it could 

be connected.
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General Tips (2 of 2)

• Variables should be measurable (not that we will necessarily measure 

them)

• Include Feelings and Emotions.  Happiness, Stress, and so on are 

often directly involved.

• Use the Positive form (e.g. prefer Growth to Contraction).  This makes 

the diagrams easier to read.

• Distinguish between Actual and Perceived states.  For example, 

Perceived Project Progress can be very different from Actual Project 

Progress.

• Use Post-It’s for the variables; easier to brainstorm, change and refine.

• Lot’s of different notation styles in use – we find Gerry Weinbergôs

notation the clearest and easiest to use.
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PICTURE A PROBLEM (15 MINUTES)

CODE REVIEWS # DEFECTS
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Weinberg-Brooks Law: More software projects have gone awry 

from management’s taking action based on incorrect system 

models than for all other causes combined.
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Reinforcing Loops (1 of 2)
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Reinforcing Loops (2 of 2)

# DEFECTS# TESTS

TIME
 PRESSURE
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Balancing with a Constraint
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Behaviour over Time
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Behaviour over Time
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Relationships
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REFINE DIAGRAMS (20 MINUTES)
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Shifting the Burden

SHORT-TERM FIX
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Shifting the Burden Example
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How to Intervent?

5 – Numbers, Targets and Buffers

4 – Delay Reduction and Information Flows

3 – Balancing and Reinforcing Feedback Loops

2 – Rules, Goals, Constraints, Self-Organization

1 – Mindset and Paradigms
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FACT, TIPS, QUESTIONS
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Thank you, Further Resources

Books:

Peter Senge - Fifth Discipline

Fifth Discipline Fieldbook

Donella Meadows - Thinking in Systems

Gerald Weinberg - Quality Software Series

Gerald Weinberg - An Introduction to GST

Online:
Daniel H. Kim - Guidelines for Drawing Causal Loop 

Diagrams.

Diagrams of Effects

Learn to Read Causal Loop Diagrams

theWay of Systems

LeSS Systems Thinking Resource

shaun.smith@verseworks.com @evalstate

david.putman@verseworks.com @davidputmanUK

http://www.cs.toronto.edu/~sme/SystemsThinking/GuidelinesforDrawingCausalLoopDiagrams.pdf
http://www.cs.toronto.edu/~sme/SystemsThinking/GuidelinesforDrawingCausalLoopDiagrams.pdf
http://amr-noaman.blogspot.co.uk/2014/04/diagrams-of-effects.html
http://systemsandus.com/2012/08/15/learn-to-read-clds/
http://www.systems-thinking.org/theWay/theWay.htm
http://less.works/less/principles/systems_thinking.html

