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By Joseph O’Connor & Ian McDermott


The book, The Art of Systems Thinking: Essential Skills for Creativity and Problem Solving by Joseph O’Connor and Ian McDermott was one of the most interesting and informative books I have ever read. The premise of the book is that we are systems and we live in a world of systems, some of which are simple and others are complex. The book describes how systems function, the way they are connected, and how to affect them. The concepts were easy to understand because of the insightful examples and descriptions throughout the book. I kept nodding and agreeing with many of the statements and ideas presented in the book and would highly recommend it to anyone.

If we do perceive ourselves as systems then I would think that human beings would be very complex systems both physically and emotionally. In systems thinking everything is connected or linked to another part of the system and if part of the system is influenced then there is a great likelihood that the whole system will feel the impact in some form or another. “The side-effects of drugs may appear years after treatment and it is hard to make the connection between the two. For example, steroid drugs are used to treat a whole variety of conditions: inflammation, asthma, eczema and arthritis. Yet they can also cause muscle wasting, high blood sugar, diabetes, water retention, insomnia, mood changes, menstrual problems and osteoporosis.”  
. My hip problems stemmed from steroid use and so I was able to really relate to this example. Sometimes we never know the consequences of our actions and at 17 I didn’t know that 10 years later I would have to deal with these medical issues. I don’t think that having this knowledge would have affected my decision at the time but I think that it is something to consider for all future events that somehow they may tie back to our past and previous decisions we have made. By the same token all the decisions we make today may affect us in the future so we should really think carefully about the ramifications of our choices today.
In systems thinking the way we make decisions or solve problems are based upon our mental models which are, “deep-rooted assumptions, strategies, ways of looking and guiding ideas” 
.  Systems’ thinking supposedly goes beyond logical thinking but to me systems’ thinking seems very logical. Our mental models keep us from learning things, and distort the way we see things. “We try to use logic when human communication is full of self-reference and judge often by expectation rather than observation. We also attribute behavior, success and failure to individuals, instead of to the structure and limits of the system. We judge how effective and successful we are too soon, before the feedback has worked its way around the system. Thus we do not appreciate the consequences of our actions.” 
. I agree with that statement because I feel that many people don’t realize or appreciate the structure and limits of the human system. I think that many medical problems may stem from people not recognizing their limitations and can be attributed to lifestyle whether it is from working too hard, or eating too much, or drinking excessively or even all of the above. Some people go through their whole lives without becoming aware of this, and therefore don’t stop or attribute their behavior and choices to the problems they end up facing.
Feedback is an essential part of a system. There are two types of feedback, reinforcing feedback which amplifies change and balancing feedback which opposes change. “Maybe illness is another example of balancing feedback. When we are tired or overworked, we are more likely to fall ill, then we have to rest for a few days, our body recovers and we continue. Stress, which has been shown to make us more prone to illness, is one way the body signals the difference between its goal – our comfort zone – and our current situation. Illness forces us to take it easy for a few days and, hopefully, return to work more effectively afterwards. So some illness is (unwelcome) balancing feedback.” 
.  I have experienced this myself and have also noticed that right after mid-terms, or finals most students get sick.  I think many of us attribute it to late nights or poor food choices and I think those are legitimate factors but I think most of all the stress gets to us. I know more and more medical studies are showing stress as a factor or cause for many diseases, and I agree that psychological factors have a great impact on our bodies. I think the most amazing thing is that our bodies, our systems, have this great ability to heal and fix themselves. Our bodies are able to regulate our temperature, fight off infections, rebuild bones, clot wounds, and heal skin all in an effort to rebalance our system and get the feedback that things are back to normal. 
I think many of the things we do and the choices we make are a result of who we are and how we grew up. Recently I saw an example of this with my cousin on my dads’ side who lives in Chicago. When I was growing up my dad always tried to teach me the value of money, when I was 16 I got a job and at 17 I was working for Wells Fargo Bank. Working at the bank was a great experience and I really learned a lot about the value of money, how to manage money and having a credit card. Those things are still with me today and I value those lessons. My aunt recently opened up her credit card statement to see roughly $500 worth of charges on her card, and it turns out that my 13 year old cousin had been buying movies and video games online and obviously lost control. She was surprised to find that my uncle had given him his credit card and no real limits or tips for safely shopping online. I told her about secured credit cards, and getting a small limit on the card for online purchases, and advised that perhaps an IT consultant could help put proper software on the computer and provide online purchasing tips. I told her how my father had helped me to be responsible with money and how important it is to learn those lessons young because they can be very helpful or harmful depending on what you learn later on in life. I think systems thinking is based on exactly those types of circuitous learning skills and behavior patterns. 

I found the book delightful and all the examples were so easy for me to relate to. I was reading the reviews from Amazon.com and most of the reviews for this book were so brutal, calling the work superficial and pedantic. One critique specifically stated that this was the type of book “forced upon unfortunate college students.” 
. I thought it was great, very informative and all the examples were very relevant to me and even if it didn’t delve into the mathematical aspects of systems thinking I would still recommend it as a great overview of the concept. I found the book intriguing enough that I would probably purchase another book on this subject.
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