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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK

The premise of this book is that many (most) organizations are managed by event-driven thinking.  Senge asserts that this type of thinking, without exception, makes them reactive – and that their reactions are inadequate to maintain long-term success, or even viability.  He says that only a larger perspective can break this mold, and that this takes discipline – The Fifth Discipline – the discipline of true systems thinking.  A critical point is that this is not the systems analysis of engineers – hardware, software, and typical process analysis.  This systems thinking is about human systems, which involves the interrelationships of the various people and the consequences of their decisions (both internal and external), as well as the typical engineering analyses.

The book is based on a large body of academic research and uses real-world examples to make its points.  It is clearly written, and the main points stand out.  The author is the Director of the Systems Thinking and Organizational Learning Program at MIT’s Sloan School of Management, and a founding partner of Innovation Associates.

BY THE NUMBERS

PART I 

HOW OUR ACTIONS CREATE OUR REALITY AND HOW WE CAN CHANGE IT

Chapter 1: “Give Me a Lever Long Enough ... and Single-Handed I Can Move the World”

“From a very early age, we are taught to break apart problems ... This apparently makes complex tasks ... more manageable, but we pay a hidden, enormous price.  We can no longer see the consequences of our actions; we lose our intrinsic sense of connection to a larger whole.  When we then try to ‘see the big picture,’ we try to reassemble the fragments in our minds ... [but] the task is futile – similar to trying to reassemble the fragments of a broken mirror to see a true reflection.”

This book asserts that work is made up of connected, related forces, and that a new discipline is required to break our old ways of thinking (and acting) to achieve the best potential success.  Senge calls this approach, when applied to organizations and the people in them, a Learning Organization.  He quotes successful Arie De Geus (Royal Dutch/Shell) as saying that “The ability to learn faster than your competitors may be the only sustainable competitive advantage.”  He asserts that organizations that excel in the future will be those “that discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels ... (emphasis original).”

Senge says that we are at a new stage of organizational development, that our industrial society has evolved and that people’s view of work has transformed from “a means to an end [to a view] where people seek the ‘intrinsic’ benefits of work.”  This transformation has been occurring slowly in the background, to the point where many people in leadership positions now hold this concept as part of their personal philosophies.  The major premise of this book is that, in this new type of organization, mastery of certain basic disciplines will be vital.  Those disciplines are examined in great detail.

To set the stage, Senge discusses the difference between an “invention” and an “innovation.”  In engineering terms, an item is invented when it is proven in the lab.  An idea becomes an innovation when it can be replicated reliably on a meaningful scale at reasonable cost.  He gives examples: the telephone, the digital computer, and commercial aircraft.  In each case, decades passed between invention and innovation.  Another characteristic difference between an invention and an innovation, per Senge, is that inventions usually are “stand alone,” while innovations integrate multiple component technologies.  Using commercial aircraft as an example, he cites the DC-3 as the first real innovation in the industry (it created the industry), and that five component technologies were required to elevate it to innovation status: the variable-pitch propeller, retractable landing gear, monocque body construction, a radial air-cooled engine, and wing flaps.  The Boeing 247 had four of the five component technologies, but was a failure (it didn’t have wing flaps and was unstable on landing and takeoff).  

Building on the DC-3 concept, Senge states that “Today ... five new ‘component technologies’ are gradually converging to innovate learning organizations.”  Those five are:


1.  Systems Thinking


2.  Personal Mastery


3.  Mental Models


4.  Building Shared Vision


5.  Team Learning

He then discusses each in detail.

Systems Thinking

Business and other human endeavors are systems.  They are bound by invisible fabrics of interrelated actions, which often take years to fully play out their effects on each other.  However, we tend to focus on snapshots of isolated parts of the systems.  The discipline of systems thinking is required to make the full patterns clearer, so that we can change them effectively.

Personal Mastery

Senge’s definition of mastery is “a special level of proficiency.”  When people exhibit mastery, they are able to consistently realize results that are important to them.  A characteristic of such people is that they have a commitment to lifelong learning, a cornerstone of the learning organization.  Typical organizations hire the best and brightest, only to see most of them fade into the woodwork.  They lose their commitment, their sense of mission, and the excitement with which they began their careers.  Their best efforts usually are lost to the overall goals.  The discipline of personal mastery starts with clarifying the things that matter the most to us.

Mental Models

Mental models are deeply ingrained assumptions and generalizations about how we understand the world and take action within it.  Usually, we are not aware of our mental models.  When widely shared, their influence is great – for good or bad.  Introspection at a very deep level is the discipline required to uncover these mental models, which can be changed to great effect.

Building Shared Vision

“One is hard pressed to think of any organization that has sustained some measure of greatness in the absence of goals, values, and missions that become deeply shared throughout the organization.”  A common identity and sense of purpose are powerful ties that bind people together.  Senge says that when “there is genuine vision (as opposed to the all-too-familiar ‘vision statement’), people excel and learn, not because they are told to, but because they want to (emphasis not original).”  Most people prefer to pursue a lofty goal.  The discipline of shared vision involves the skill to unearth shared “pictures of the future” that foster genuine commitment rather than compliance.

Team Learning

Senge asks “How can a team of committed managers with individual IQs above 120 have a collective IQ of 63?”  He says that all too often, such “teams” – aren’t.  Instead, they are a collection of people at cross-purposes, with different agendas and unstated fears and assumptions.  They tend to “discuss” topics/events rather than having “dialogue.”  He makes a clear distinction between the two words.

Dialogue, in its purest form from the Greek roots, means to facilitate free-flowing meaning throughout a group.  Discussion (having the same roots as words like percussion and concussion) means to heave a concept back and forth until a “winner” emerges – the winner then takes all.  Senge states that the discipline of dialogue requires learning how teams are affected by patterns of interaction that undermine learning.  Recognition of those patterns is essential.  Why is this important?  Because unless teams within an organization learn, the organization doesn’t learn.

One final note on definitions is required to understand this book.  Senge does not mean “control” when he uses the word discipline.  Rather his definition of discipline is “a body of theory and technique that must be studied and mastered to be put into practice.”

Once again expanding on the DC-3 example, Senge states that “it is vital that the five disciplines develop as an ensemble”.  Remember the Boeing 247 example.  Then, his main point: “this is why systems thinking is the fifth discipline.”  To make the point, he notes that vision alone doesn’t ensure success; many great visions are never implemented.  This is true of any of the other components discussed previously.  All must come together in a synergistic way, integrated by true human systems thinking.  

Senge touches a subject that some (hopefully, most Naval Research Sciences Advisors) can relate to – the feeling of being part of an excited team that excels at something of value.  A team that has shared vision and purpose.  A team that produces great results.  Few of us ever have that feeling in our working lives.  If we are so fortunate to have experienced it, we try to find it again.   Senge says these are products of being part of a learning organization, and that the disciplines introduced in this chapter can help us get there.

All this talk about the learning organization leads to an examination of what it means to “learn.”  Senge says, that to most of us, learning means “taking in information.”  He says that absorbing information does not equal “learning.”  Rather, learning comes when one takes in information, digests it, understands that information’s relationship to all other relevant information, and makes decisions.  Results then are examined to learn – and the cycle repeats itself, never ending.  For business, the basic meaning of the learning organization is one “that is continually expanding its capacity to create its future.”

Chapter 2: Does Your Organization Have a Learning Disability?
Few large corporations live even half as long as a person.  Senge quotes statistics that in 1983, one third of the firms in the 1970 Fortune 500 no longer existed.  He says that, in most failed companies, there was abundant advance evidence of trouble.  Some look at these facts and say “that’s capitalism.”  Senge’s key question: what if the corporate mortality rate is not only a symptom of companies that fail, but also a symptom of a problem that affects all companies?  If true, then even the companies that survive have not realized their potential.  We’re grading on a curve and “excellence” measured this way may actually be “mediocrity” on some absolute scale.  Senge says that few companies reach their potential.  

Organizations show learning disabilities, just as individuals do.  Senge says there are seven:


1.  I Am My Position


> People confuse who they are with what they do



* Therefore, they have little sense of responsibility




* Change threatens them at a personal level and




* Limits them and their potential


2.  The Enemy Is Out There


> It is human to look externally for blame when things go wrong



> We forget that our actions impact beyond our own position



> We miss the truth that “out there” and “in here” are both part of “the system”


3.  The Illusion of Taking Charge


> Taking aggressive action against an external enemy is not being proactive




* It is reactive; and it is most common



> “True proactivity comes from seeing how we contribute to our own problems”


4.  The Fixation on Events


> We are conditioned to think of life as a series of events




* With each event having one obvious cause



> That’s not how life works.  Business, either




* Events are snapshots, and short-term snapshots at that




* Many things results from systematic, long-term trends, not events




* Blindness to the long-term drivers leads us to incorrect actions





- And is what really threatens corporate survival


5.  The Parable of the Boiled Frog


> If put in boiling water, the frog jumps out immediately



> If put in regular water, not scared, and the temperature is raised slowly, 

* the frog doesn’t recognize the threat, sits there, and dies



> Learning to see slow, gradual processes requires slowing down and paying
                           attention to the subtle as well as to the obvious

6.  The Delusion of Learning From Experience


> Senge says that the most powerful learning comes from direct experience




* but only if the consequences of our action can be observed directly


> In business today, that condition doesn’t hold, therefore ...




* We rarely experience the consequences of most of our work decisions




* We have little opportunity for trial and error learning at work



> Coupled with unawareness of long-period cycle effects, he concludes that




* When our actions have consequences beyond our learning horizon, 
                                       it becomes impossible to learn from direct experience.


7.  The Myth of the Management Team


Senge says that when complex issues cross functional lines, as the most important
                        problems in a company do, analysis will be negatively impacted by fiefdoms and
                        stovepipes.  Simply, the typical “management team” approach doesn’t work.



> So what’s new here?




* The team may work well on routine issues, so everyone thinks it’s OK





- But truly complex issues, ones that threaten or embarrass,





   appear to destroy “teamness”

Getting back to the question Senge used in the previous chapter, the team IQ of 63 appears to be reached by people unwilling to admit ignorance (thus, to learn), and a human desire to appear busy and competent.  Senge calls this trait “skilled competence.”  The team merrily proceeds doing only what everyone can agree on or what one powerful person has dictated.  The long-term drivers beyond most complex issues remain undiscovered and not acted upon.  Even leaders are not immune.  Senge cites Tuchman, who studied leaders from the fall of the Trojans through Viet Nam in The March of Folly.  She states that “leaders could not see the consequences of their own policies, even when they were warned in advance that their own survival was at stake.”

So what should we do?  Senge suggests that the five disciplines, taken together, are an antidote to these learning disabilities – after we recognize that such disabilities exist – and that they exist in each of us and in our organizations.

Chapter 3: Prisoners of the System, or Prisoners of Our Own Thinking?

Senge uses the “Beer Game” laboratory experiment as the concept behind this chapter.  This experiment has been performed thousands of times with very predictable results.  See pages 27 – 40 for details.  There are three critical lessons to learn from the Beer Game:


1.  Structure Influences Behavior


> More often than realized, systems cause their own crises

* Not the people in them


2.  Structure in Human Systems is Subtle


> In human systems, structure = the basic interrelationships that control behavior




* Thus structure includes how people make decisions, which is very subtle


3.  Leverage Often Comes from New Ways of Thinking


> People often have potential leverage – that they don’t use




* Lack of use often results from not understanding how they are impacting
                                       the system in the first place

Senge then goes much deeper into each of the three lessons learned.

Structure Influences Behavior: the first principle of systems thinking.

When placed in the same system, people, however different, tend to produce similar results (emphasis original).  Therefore, we must look into the underlying structures which shape individual actions and create the conditions where types of events become likely.  “A truly profound and different insight is ... that the system causes its own behavior.”  

Once again, Senge is careful to note how he uses the word “structure.”  Not as lines on an organizational chart, but as “key interrelationships that influence behavior over time.”  He discusses the structure beneath the Beer Game, and points out that “we often have the power to alter structures within which we are operating ... However, more often than not, we do not perceive that power.  In fact, we usually don’t see the structures at play much at all.  Rather, we just find ourselves feeling compelled to act in certain ways (emphasis original).”

In the Beer Game, each of the three players think they are acting independently, but “the system” has characteristics that prevent them from knowing what is happening in the others’ domains.  Or, so they perceive.  Therefore, each player’s underlying assumptions become the basis of their actions, to the detriment of all.  All decisions are made in good faith, with good aims.  But the result is bad – because each player impacts the others without knowing it.  In Senge’s terminology, the structure was creating the problem, not the people.  And they were unaware of it.  Each person used a “manage my own position” perspective, without realizing that – to some extent – they were also managing the other players’ position.  Their impact wasn’t limited to what they perceived as their own (only) sphere of influence.  To improve performance in this laboratory experiment, each player “must redefine their scope of influence.”  The lesson for us is – this applies in our working world, too.

PART II

THE FIFTH DISCIPLINE: CORNERSTONE OF THE LEARNING ORGANIZATION

Chapter 4:The Laws of the Fifth Discipline

Senge makes some foundation-level statements in this chapter, the first to begin delving into the “science” of human systems.  His purpose in this chapter is to set the stage for what will follow.


1.  Today’s problems come from yesterday’s “solutions.”



> What exists today results from decisions made and actions taken in the past


2.  The harder you push, the harder the system pushes back



> Systems resist change, just as people do




* The concept is called “compensating feedback”



> Pushing harder may make one feel better – but is exhausting




* Such people may be glorified, even as they burn out





- And they are feeding the problem, not working on the solution


3.  Behavior grows better before it grows worse (sounds strange, doesn’t it?)



> Low-leverage interventions usually help – but in the short term, only



> Because compensating feedback involves a delay ...




* between the short-term benefit and the long-term disbenefit



> This is what makes “political decision-making” so counterproductive




* I.e., decisions based on feeling good v. addressing fundamental issues



“In complex human systems, there are many ways to make things look better in
                         the short run.  Only eventually does the compensating feedback come back to
                         haunt you.”  The key word is “eventually.”  Because the problem will come back.


4.  The easy way out usually leads back in



> We all find comfort in applying familiar “solutions” to problems




* But if such a “solution” makes us work harder to fix the problem, 

- then we have not really found a “solution”



> Often, we apply familiar solutions because they are easy




* But even more often, they don’t fix the problem


5.  The cure can be worse than the disease



> Sometimes the easy solution isn’t only ineffective

* Sometimes it is addictive or dangerous

> The long-term, most insidious consequence of applying nonsystemic solutions
    is an increased need for more and more of the solution 


* From disease (alcoholism or drug addiction) to


* Government programs (subsidies, welfare programs, etc.)

6.  Faster is slower


> Virtually all natural systems have an optimum growth rate



* It is always less than the maximum possible growth rate


> If growth occurs too fast, compensating mechanisms will come into play



* Even stopping growth altogether

7.  Cause and effect are not closely related in time and space


> But our culture and way of thought lead us to assume they are



* This assumption often leads to bad decisions and bad results


> This notion must be corrected if systemic thinking is to occur

8.  Small changes can produce big results – 

> But the areas of highest leverage are often the least obvious

>  There are no simple rules for finding high-leverage changes


* But there are ways of thinking that make it more likely:



- Think of structures, not events (see previous chapters)



- Think of processes of change instead of snapshots in time



- Learn about system archetypes (yet to come)


9.  You can have your cake and eat it too – but not both at once (emphasis original)



> E.g., low cost & high quality used to be considered either/or




* Because the thinking was not systemic.  It was an assumption.



> The key is that focusing on one produced the other – in time




* I.e., better quality actually lowered costs


10. Dividing an elephant in half does not make two small elephants



> Living systems have integrity; their character depends on the whole.  

* The same is true of organizations



> Principle of the system boundary says that ...




* Interactions important to the issue at hand must be examined ...





- regardless of parochial organizational boundaries




* Often difficult, because organizations are designed to keep people away

    from the boundaries (different divisions, departments, etc.)

11. There is no blame



> Systems thinking shows that there is no outside (us/them), just a single system




* The cure lies in your (our) relationship with “them”

Chapter 5: A Shift of Mind

Systems thinking is a discipline and a framework for seeing interrelationships and patterns of change rather than things, events, or snapshots in time.  It also is a specific set of tools and techniques.  Senge gives an example that touches us all: the arms race between the U.S. and the former Soviet Union.  He says that for “forty years, the two mightiest political powers ... engaged in a race to see who could get fastest to where no one wanted to go.”  [Note: the book was written in 1990; the Berlin Wall had just fallen; and there was hope that this would be reversed.  Some of his text addresses what is now history].  His analysis, from a systems point of view: “The roots of the arms race lie not in rival political ideologies, nor in nuclear arms, but in a way of thinking both sides have shared.”  He uses the arms race to make some important points about systems thinking, as shown in the diagrams below, from page 70.


The U.S view of the situation was:



U.S.S.R. Arms ==> Threat to Americans ==> Need to build U.S Arms


The U.S.S.R. view of the situation was:



U.S Arms         ==> Threat to U.S.S.R      ==> Need to build U.S.S.R Arms

The key point is that both used the same thinking, with the same result, the arms race.  In truth, Senge says that the two systems are really one, and the system view would perceive the arms race as a circle.  His diagram circulates clockwise.





Senge notes that both sides failed to adopt this systems view despite having many systems analysts, analyses of each other’s systems and capabilities, and extensive computer simulations.  He then makes a critical point: “current tools are all designed to handle the sort of complexity in which there are many variables (detail complexity).  But there are two types of complexity.  The second type is dynamic complexity, situations where cause and effect are subtle, and where the effect over time of interventions are not obvious [emphasis original].  Conventional forecasting, planning, and analysis methods are not equipped to deal with dynamic complexity.”  He goes on to say that “the real leverage in most management situations lies in understanding dynamic complexity, not detail complexity [emphasis original].”  

To tie into the chapter title, Senge makes the point that “the essence of the discipline of systems thinking lies in a shift of mind:

· seeing interrelationships rather than linear cause-effect chains, and

· seeing processes of change rather than snapshots

He then moves to the concept that flows from the diagrams above: reality is made up of circles, but we see straight lines.  And he says that this is where our limitations as systems thinkers begin.  From this beginning limitation, our very culture works against us.  English is linear: subject, verb, object.  In diagramming a sentence, they come out in a straight line.  Systems thinking requires a language of circles – indeed, beginning in this chapter he introduces us to that language.

A key concept of systems thinking is that every influence is both a cause and an effect.  It is not either/or.  It is interrelated.  The word feedback used earlier is now defined: it means any reciprocal flow of influence.  The diagram on page 76 shows the concept of influence.  It is mimicked here for understanding.  Flow is clockwise around the circle.  Influences occur on the circle between every box.  Influences also flow from outside the circle.  In this example, my intent is to fill a glass with water, which causes me to open the faucet, and for water to flow into the glass.  I monitor the water level and compare it to the desired water level, then turn off the faucet when the desired level is reached.  His point: filling a glass with water can be viewed as a system.






One of the primary effects of this type of thinking is that the ethical issue of responsibility is redefined.  In the linear view, both the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. pointed the finger of blame at the other.  In a systems view, who can say that one or the other is to blame?  They both are part of the same system.  Which leads to a key point: the feedback perspective of systems thinking suggests that everyone shares responsibility for problems generated by the system [emphasis original].

Senge says that there are only three basic building blocks of systems thinking:


- Reinforcing feedback


> Amplify; are the engines of growth (or decline)


- Balancing feedback


> Stabilize; operate whenever there is goal-oriented behavior




* E.g., slows/stops growth when a goal is neared/reached


- Delays


> Interruptions in the flow of influence




* Make consequences of actions appear later/gradually

“All ideas in the language of systems thinking are built up from these elements, just as English sentences are built up from nouns and verbs.  Once we have learned the building blocks, we can begin constructing stories: the systems archetypes of the next chapter.”

Reinforcing feedback

Enable small actions to grow into large consequences.  We can all think of at least one “vicious circle,” where every small action seems to increase the downward spiral.  Reinforcing feedback can also work in “virtuous circles,” where small actions produce large positive results.  In a vicious circle, reinforcing feedback accelerates decline; in a virtuous circle, it accelerates growth.  One characteristic of reinforcing loops is that they often take people by surprise.  Senge uses a small lily pond as an example.  On day 1, there is one water lily.  The number doubles every day.  People don’t take notice until day “x” when a quarter of the pond is covered.  Two days later, coverage is 100%.  Awareness came too late to change the result.

Balancing feedback

Fortunately, pure accelerating growth or decline rarely occurs unchecked in nature – or in business.  Somewhere along the way, limits are encountered, which can slow or stop growth, divert it, or even reverse it.  These limits are one form of balancing feedback, the second basic element of systems thinking.

A balancing system is one that is seeking stability.  If the system’s goal is one you like, you’ll be happy; if not, you’ll be frustrated.  Senge says that balancing feedback processes are everywhere.  They underlie all goal-oriented behavior, and include organizations and societies.  Balancing systems have implicit goals, unspoken but every bit as real as explicit goals.  Both explicit and implicit goals strive to create balance, and both must be understood.  They are resistance forces, self-correctors that try to stabilize the system.  

Planning is a form of balancing mechanism.  But what makes planning hard are those implicit goals mentioned above, especially when one realizes that most people are unaware that the balancing process even exists.  In fact, Senge says that “though simple in concept, balancing processes can generate surprising and problematic behavior if they go undetected.”  

Leaders attempting organizational change often find themselves unwittingly caught in balancing processes.  They think they are clashing with sudden resistance that came from nowhere.  In fact, the system is responding by trying to maintain its stability.  Usually, there are implicit goals behind the resistance.  Senge’s advice: find out and deal with the hidden balancing processes, otherwise, the change will fail.

Delays: When Things Happen ... ... ... Eventually

Delays occur between an action and its consequences.  They can cause you to overshoot your mark if unrecognized, or assist you if you work with them.  Think of trying to set the shower temperature in the morning.  If your “system” is responsive, there will only be a small delay between when you turn the hot water on and get hot water out of the shower.  If there is a long delay, your natural reaction is to turn the faucet “some more.”  You overshoot and scald yourself.  Then you go the other way, overshoot, and freeze yourself.  If you know the amount of delay, you wait until that amount of time has passed before making any other adjustment and hit the mark quicker, without painful side effects.  Business works the same way.  

Unrecognized delays can lead to instability and breakdown, especially when they are long.    Senge goes back to the arms race example.  Because the delay between one side introducing a new weapon and the other side developing a counter-weapon (or an equivalent weapon) is measured in years, each side perceives it has an advantage during those intervening years (the delay time).  This is perceived as an incentive to keep the race going, even to the point of absurdity.

Having introduced the three basic building blocks (reinforcing feedback, balancing feedback, and delays), the next chapters will start to put them together into “archetypes” – systems that recur frequently.  Surprisingly, there are not that many, and they apply to a large number of varied situations, whether personal, professional, or societal.

Chapter 6: Nature’s Templates: Identifying the Patterns That Control Events

Senge uses a canoeist’s death at the base of a waterfall to illustrate a point: if he had just ducked under the water for a few seconds, the force of the flow would have propelled him downstream and out of danger.  Instead, he used all his energy trying to stay on top of the water, and died.  In systems speak, he didn’t recognize the forces at work, and paid a very heavy price.  What was required was counterintuitive.  

Systems thinking helps identify all influences, counterintuitive or not.  In fact, when different systems are analyzed, patterns begin to emerge.  These recurring patterns are called “archetypes.”  

Archetype 1: Limits to Growth

A reinforcing (amplifying) process is set in motion to produce a desired result.  It creates a spiral of success, but also creates inadvertent secondary effects that eventually slow down the success.  In this situation, 


Management Principle: Don’t push growth; remove the factors limiting growth


Structure: Balancing forces are at work


Behavior Pattern: Limiting (balancing) forces gradually become more powerful


How to Achieve Leverage: Change the balancing system (i.e., remove limiting factors)

Archetype 2: Shifting the Burden

An underlying problem generates symptoms that demand attention, but the underlying problem is “too hard” to confront/fix.  So people come up with other, easy, “fixes” that ameliorate symptoms, but do not cure the underlying cause.  In this situation, 


Management Principle: Beware the symptomatic solution


Structure: Two balancing forces are at work 

> One for the symptoms, one for the real cause

> There may also be a reinforcing loop at work (causing side effects)


Behavior Pattern: Mitigates symptoms; may be addictive; doesn’t cure the cause.


How to Achieve Leverage: Strengthen the fundamental response and weaken the

         symptomatic response simultaneously

Chapter 7: The Principle of Leverage

What is leverage?  Senge says it is “seeing where actions and changes in structures can lead to significant, enduring improvements.”  However, he notes that “our non-systemic ways of things are so damaging specifically because they consistently lead us to focus on low-leverage changes: we focus on symptoms where the stress is greatest.”  It’s hard to disagree with the principle of leverage, but seeing those structures and finding the leverage points is hard.  

Senge begins to build his third archetype by detailing a typical technology start-up story.  Rapid early growth, followed by backlogs created by demand for which they weren’t prepared (underinvested is his term).  Customer dissatisfaction, lowered standards to meet delivery times.  More customer dissatisfaction.  Eventual bankruptcy.  What is interesting is the use of simulations using real data for the real company, which showed that if they had treated the fundamental problem – the backlogs which caused the customer dissatisfaction – they would have had a long and profitable life.  They treated the symptoms instead.

This is Archetype 3: Growth and Underinvestment 

Demand is known to be larger than current supply, but past underinvestment has resulted in deficient capacity.  Without more sales (growth), there isn’t the revenue for future investment, resulting in a vicious circle.

Management Principle: Build capacity in advance of demand


Structure: Two reinforcing forces and one balancing force are at work 

> Reinforcing: growth and investment

> Balancing: demand


Behavior Pattern: Limited supply to meet demand


How to Achieve Leverage: Reduce the balancing force; invest ahead of time

Some other key points:


- It is vital to hold to critical performance standards through thick and thin


- More sales and marketing campaigns treat the symptom, not the cause

Chapter 8: The Art of Seeing the Forest and the Trees

Many people, including world leaders, are victims of complexity.  That is, they drown in details without ever achieving a clear perspective on those details – “the big picture,” or “the forest from the trees” adages we all know so well.  In fact, when most people step back from the edge of the forest to get the big picture all they see is – a lot of trees.  They then focus on one or two of them.

Senge states that systems thinking will help us distinguish high-leverage from low-leverage activities, by helping us get the “forest” perspective – as well as the trees.  It is possible to have both.  How does systems thinking do this?  It “organizes complexity into a coherent story that illuminate the causes of problem and how they can be remedied in enduring ways.”  These stories then are useful in helping groups or teams develop a shared understanding prerequisite to taking effective action.

Senge uses the story of People’s Express (PE), a pioneer in the cut-rate no-frills airline business.  PE introduced a new concept in 1980, and began spectacularly.  Employee morale and attitude were sky high due to universal stock ownership.  These were reflected in outstanding and friendly  customer service.  Demand was high and growing.  When demand outstripped capacity, negative things happened – but so slowly that they weren’t recognized.  In particular, customer service became less friendly and customers found many flights booked up.  American Airlines introduced a new service, selling deeply-discounted unfilled seats at the last minute.  The competition was on.  To cut to the chase, declining sales were seen as resulting from American’s new service, not from customer dissatisfaction with poorer service by PE.  In the end, PE folded, and the CEO still didn’t have the picture.  What was key: falling service standards made price the only competitive advantage, and American eroded that.

This pattern is the growth and underinvestment archetype.   In this case, the underinvestment was in service, not a product, but the result is the same.

PART III

THE CORE DISCIPLINES: BUILDING THE LEARNING ORGANIZATION
Chapter 9: Personal Mastery

“Organizations learn only through individuals who learn.  Individual learning does not guarantee organizational learning.  But without it no organizational learning occurs.”  Senge – and others – note that our human ability to deal with complexity resides in our subconscious minds, to a large degree.  He uses the example of infants learning to walk, talk, manipulate their fingers and toes – all done subconsciously once learned.  But how do we learn these things?  That’s Senge’s focus here.  This chapter focuses on identifying models, techniques, and practices that underlie our innate ability to deal with complexity.  

Senge’s concept is personal mastery, which goes beyond competence and skills, beyond some level of spiritual understanding, to spiritual growth.  Personal mastery means “approaching one’s life as a creative work, living life from a creative as opposed to reactive viewpoint.”  Personal mastery connotes two underlying movements:


- Continually clarifying what is important to us



> At the deepest levels


- Continually learning how to see current reality more clearly



> Objectively and honestly, truthfully

To Senge, personal mastery “suggests a special level of proficiency in every aspect of life – personal and professional.”

People with a high level of personal mastery share several characteristics.  They:

- Have a special sense of purpose that lies behind their visions and goals


> A vision is a calling rather than simply a good idea (emphasis original)

- See “current reality” clearly, and as an ally, not an enemy

- Are deeply inquisitive

- Feel connected to others and to life itself


> Connected but not subsumed; influencing, not controlling

- Learn continually; and they learn faster

- Are more committed; have a deeper and broader sense of responsibility about their work

- Have the courage to take a stand, to fight for their vision

- Take more initiative

- Are happier

O’Brien, CEO of Hanover Insurance, says these people have “advanced maturity.”  He describes them as building and holding deep values, making commitments to goals larger than themselves, being open, exercising free will, and continually striving for an accurate picture of reality.  They also have a capacity for delayed gratification, which makes it possible for them to aspire to objectives that others would disregard.  O’Brien believes that there should be no difference between “morals of the marketplace” and personal integrity.  Both should be held to the highest standard.  He says that “there is no fundamental tradeoff between the higher virtues in life and economic success ... that, over the long term, the more we practice the higher virtues of life, the more economic success we will have.”  

Yankelovich makes the point that the old/instrumental concept of work says that work is what we do during the week to earn money to do what we really want to do on the weekends.  Does this have to be the case?  He says “no.”  Work can be rewarding, personally fulfilling, and a source of positive energy in our lives.  What concept(s) can change the instrumental view of work to this new “spiritual/covenant” view?  Yankelovich believes the required concept is “a shared commitment to ideas, to issues, to values, to goals, and to management processes ...”

Senge then says that this concept seems so good, so pure, who would want to resist it?  The answer – plenty of people – and the system itself.  Some reasons: 

- It’s soft, unquantifiable, not measurable

- Cynicism: “we’ve been through this before, and what did it get us?”

- It leads to empowering people at all levels

> This is a valid threat to the current order



> Danger: empowering people in an unaligned organization is disastrous




* Aligned = shared vision, goals, and mental models of the business

So, how does one start down the path to personal mastery?  Treat it as a discipline, one with a series of practices and principles that first must be learned, then applied, to be useful.  What are those practices and principles?


- Develop a personal vision, and clarify it constantly 



> Not limited goals and objectives; these derive from the ultimate vision



> Foundation level desires; what you want your future to be



* Keep asking “why do I want [that]?” until the foundation is reached


   This will be what pulls you forward when the going gets tough.  The ability to focus


   on ultimate intrinsic desires is a cornerstone of personal mastery


- Learn that purpose is not the same as vision, but that they are intertwined:



Purpose



Vision



A general heading


A specific destination, a desired future



Abstract



Concrete



Underlies a vision


Can’t be achieved without purpose



Propels a new vision
...

After the original vision is accomplished


- Face current reality


> Most people talk about their visions as “I would like to do [what] but ...”




* The “but” becomes a “reason” for not doing [whatever]




* The “but” should highlight the gap between current reality and the vision





- Thus, lead you to what needs changed to achieve the vision



> The “gap is the source of creative energy” – creative tension

- Recognize the attributes of creative tension 



> Creates emotional tension, which is not the same: fear, anxiety, stress




* Beware the temptation to relieve emotional tension by





- Compromising the vision





- Reducing the goals or standards






> These always reduce the stress, but result in failure



> Creative tension forces the mind to innovate, to come up with original solutions




* If viewed as a source of energy, much emotional tension goes away



> Creative tension inspires action, but results take time



* Allow the action time to have impact; patience is a virtue here


- Discard false “realities” and hidden assumptions/beliefs


> E.g., the belief that for adults, fundamental change requires a crisis in our lives




* The above is a widely held, but dangerous, oversimplification





- Humans seek change.  But they do not like to be changed



> Know that our preconceived ideas shape our “reality”




* Changes in our preconceptions change our reality




* Identify and root out incorrect/harmful preconceptions





- Often, these are subconscious

“ ... the first choice in pursuing personal mastery is to be true to your own vision, the second fundamental choice in support of personal mastery is commitment to the truth.  Both are equally vital to generating creative tension.”


- Become aware of two deep beliefs humans hold almost universally:



> We don’t have the power to create what we really want (our vision)



> We aren’t worthy to receive the benefits (that we’ll get if the vision is achieved)




* These must be brought out in the open and dealt with

What does the above mean in terms of our real world and our actions that we might take?  Fritz says that the system involving both the tension pulling us towards our vision and the tension anchoring us to our underlying beliefs is a “structural conflict.”  This system pulls us in two directions simultaneously, both towards and away from what we want.  He says that this happens at a level below our conscious awareness, usually.  Unawareness is what gives this structural tension its great power.  Fritz says there are three responses to structural tension: let go of the vision (or let it erode); create an artificial conflict to generate motivation to overcome any obstacles presented; and “willpower” – just put your head down and plow ahead against all obstacles.  Each has disadvantages.  Most notably, each leaves the system underlying the structural tension unchanged.

So, where is there leverage in dealing with structural conflict?  One could change the deeply held underlying beliefs, but psychologists tell us this doesn’t happen readily; those beliefs are set early in life.  So then what?  Make a commitment to the truth.  Simple yet profound.  This does not mean seeking “Truth” with a capital “T,” but a “relentless willingness to root out the ways we limit or deceive ourselves from seeing what is, and to continually challenge our theories of why things are the way they are ... to continually [broaden] our awareness and to continually [deepen] our understanding of the structures underlying current events.”  Given this commitment, the challenge becomes to recognize structural tension when it is occurring, so that action can be taken at the right time, before it pulls us away from our vision.  Senge uses Scrooge and his three ghostly visitors to make his point:.  Scrooge sees the reality of his past, and how it got him to the present, his current reality.  He sees his likely future.  But then he wakes up, becomes aware that the future isn’t here yet, and that the future can be changed if he acts differently.  Most importantly, he realizes that he controls his own future – he has a choice.  He chooses to change.

“Implicit in the practice of personal mastery is another dimension of the mind, the subconscious.  It is through the subconscious that all of us deal with complexity (emphasis original; see also comments by Fritz, above).”  Equally important, the subconscious is critical to how we learn.  Once an activity is “learned,” it moves from the conscious mind to the subconscious – from an exercise in mental concentration to the routine or habit.  It becomes automatic.  In fact, some call this the “automatic mind” rather than the subconscious.

Can we put the automatic mind to work for us in addressing complexity?  Yes.  How?  By focusing on the desired intrinsic result.  Separate what we truly want from the list of tasks that must be done to reach the goal.  Imagine that the goal is fully realized, and ask yourself “If I actually had this, what would it get me?”  Do this until your most foundation-level desire is identified, then focus on that.  Why does this work?  Because the subconscious works at a very basic level, and requires a clear focus – on both the vision and current reality – to work most effectively.  Coupled with this is the subconscious need for the goal to be “worthy.”  If the “feeling” about the goal is good/right, then the subconscious works better to achieve a solution.

What external effects result in us when we practice this personal mastery?  Senge says that we begin to effectively integrate reason and intuition, that we experience a sense of being more connected to the world; that we develop more compassion; and that we become more committed to the whole.  He says many experienced managers have a highly developed sense of intuition, and use it effectively.  But, they usually cannot “explain” the reasons behind their decision to others.  Systems thinking gives them the language and diagrams to explain it.  

The final concept is this chapter is of great importance to any organization that seeks to become a learning organization: no one can be forced to develop personal mastery.  This will always backfire.  The only surefire way to create such an organization is to lead people into it, for the leader to exhibit their own commitment to the principles and practices Senge describes, and to stay the course over the long haul.  In his words: “be a model.  Commit yourself to your own personal mastery ... There’s nothing more powerful you can do to encourage others in their quest ... than be serious in your own quest.”

Chapter 10: Mental Models

“One thing all managers know is that many of the best ideas never get put into practice.”  Senge increasingly believes that this comes “not from weak intentions, wavering will, or even nonsystemic understanding, but from mental models (emphasis original).”  Others might use the word paradigms.  Why are mental models so powerful in affecting what we do?  “Because they affect what we see.”  They make us observe selectively, or, as Einstein wrote, “Our theories determine what we measure.”  The problem with mental models is not whether they are right or wrong – the problem is that all of them are simplifications, have underlying assumptions, and generally operate at the subconscious level.  Because we’re unaware, we don’t realize the assumptions, which may or may not be valid.  The simplifications are generalizations that may or may not be true.  And our actions may be totally counterproductive as a result.

Knowing that mental models exist, what do we do about them?  Awareness is step one.  Step two is to get the assumptions out in the open, and examine them honestly.  That’s the commitment to the truth maxim from previous chapters.  Step three is to honestly look at alternative courses of action, using system thinking.  Intertwined in the steps are two skills crucial to successful outcomes: business skills and interpersonal skills.  These skills are necessary in “balancing inquiry and advocacy.”  Another crucial skill is “reflection.”

How do the skills tie together?  Inquiry leads to discovering assumptions (your own and others).  Advocacy involves putting forth your best ideas (complete with not only supporting data but conflicting data; honesty is critical).  And Reflection means that all involved really consider the assumptions and suggestions of others.  The goal is not to get others to accept your mental model (pure advocacy) but for the group to come up with the best mental model for the situation.  Reflection is the action that balances inquiry and advocacy. 

Some dangers to look out for and approaches to combating them:


- Leaps of abstraction; unwarranted generalizations that cloud thought/decisions



> Combat by asking for data upon which a generalization is based




* Examine the data.  If inaccurate or misleading, STOP NOW


- Thinking, but not saying, in a conversation



> “Left Hand Column” method of Argyris and colleagues




* These thoughts color your actions




* They usually could clarify things, but don’t get spoken




* They make you a contributor to an unsatisfactory outcome





> I.e., you’re part of the “system” in the conversation



> By the way, the right hand column is the total/real conversation 


- Pure advocacy


> Just a verbal arms race.  Begets anger and frustration




* Combat by balancing advocacy with inquiry


- Pure Inquiry


> Only one side presents its case, data, and logic



> Can be seen as insincere or manipulative




* Combat by balancing advocacy with inquiry

Some concrete advice for conflict situations:


- When advocating your view


> Make your own reasoning explicit



> Encourage others to explore your view



> Encourage others to provide different views



> Actively inquire into others’ views that differ from yours


- When inquiring into others’ views


> If you have assumptions about their views




* State them and acknowledge that they are assumptions




* State the data upon which your assumptions are based



> Don’t ask questions if not genuinely interested in the answers


- When at an impasse (others not open to inquiring into their views)



> Ask what data or logic might change their views



> Ask if there is a way to design an experiment together 




* To get new information relevant to the issue


- When you or others are hesitant to express views or to experiment with alternate ideas


> Encourage [them] to think out loud about what might be making it difficult



> If there is a mutual desire, jointly design ways to overcome these barriers

There are assumptions beneath these guidelines, of course.  They include the belief that you (and the others) are truly curious and willing to change your mental model of the situation.  Everyone involved must believe that all others are open to having their mental model examined, and that each one is willing to admit their model is wrong for the situation at hand.  The other assumption is openness – that all the data are being presented – that everyone is being honest.

Finally, from a real world perspective, it’s really hard for us to examine ourselves, for us to see our own mental models in action at the time of occurrence.  For this reason, Senge suggests that we may need a “ruthlessly compassionate” partner to help us in this regard. 

Chapter 11: Shared Vision

“A shared vision is not an idea.  It is not even an important idea such as freedom.  It is, rather, a force in people’s hearts, a force of impressive power ... Few, if any, forces in human affairs are as powerful as shared vision.”

Shared vision permeates an organization and gives rise to diverse activities.  What does “shared vision” mean?  That you and I both have a similar (but not necessarily the same) picture.  That you and I are each committed to the other having such a vision.   And that you and I each care about the other’s version of the vision.  We are connected.  The shared vision reflects our own personal visions.

Shared visions can be extrinsic (focused outside) or intrinsic (focused internally), positive or negative.  Positive intrinsic shared visions have the greatest potential power.  Unfortunately, many visions are both extrinsic and negative: examples include all the “antis” – anti-drug, anti-war, anti-this or that.  When the “threat” or target is removed, the vision disappears.  Positive intrinsic visions uplift and inspire: put a man on the moon in 10 years.  Work then becomes part of a larger purpose, and addresses worthy goals.  Positive intrinsic shared visions represent great dreams.  And as Fritz put it “in the presence of greatness, pettiness disappears.”  In the absence of a great dream, pettiness prevails.

Above all, shared vision is personal.  It is no longer their vision but is our vision.  It embodies my set of values, concerns, and inspirations.  I am inspired, and have both courage and the willingness to take risks and to innovate to help achieve the vision.  I want to learn everything I can to help us reach the vision.  I am willing to stretch myself beyond my comfort zone to reach it.  It was not forced on me; I chose it by my own free will.  I even help create it, every day, by my actions and their results.

The paragraph above describes a person who is truly committed to the vision.  This level of commitment is rare.  Other levels of commitment exist.  The whole list is:


- Commitment: Wants it.  Will make it happen.  Create whatever “laws” are needed.


- Enrolled: Wants it.  Will do whatever can be done within the spirit of the law.


- Genuine compliance: Sees benefits.  Does everything expected and more, 

  to the letter of the law.  Good soldier.

- Formal compliance: See benefits.  Does what’s expected, no more.  Pretty good soldier.

- Grudging compliance: Doesn’t see benefits, but doesn’t want to lose job.

   Does enough of what’s expected to keep job; gripes.

- Noncompliance: Doesn’t see benefits and won’t do what’s expected.

- Apathy: Neither for nor against.  No interest.  No energy.  “Is it quitting time yet?”

Differences between the different states of compliance can be subtle and hard to detect.  Especially tough to recognize is the difference between genuine compliance and enrollment or commitment.  What is the subtle difference?  Genuinely compliant people accept the vision; enrolled or committed people want it.  The genuinely compliant person works hard, is a real team player.  The committed person has a passion, energy, and zeal beyond the genuinely compliant.

So, how does a manager get people to enroll?  Senge provides some guidelines:


- Be enrolled yourself.  Walk the talk.


- Be on the level.  Describe the vision as simply and honestly as you can.


- Let the other person choose.  Real choice (as in, no penalty to say “no”)

A shared vision is anchored in a set of governing ideas: an enterprise’s vision, purpose (mission), and core values.  A vision not consistent with day to day core values will be viewed cynically, and will not have impact (well, not positive impact).  So what questions lead us to discovering vision, purpose, and core values?


- Vision = What?  The picture of the future we seek to create


- Purpose (Mission) = Why?  The reason for our existence


- Core Values = How (do we want to act as we move towards the vision)?

Taken together, the three answer a basic question: What do we believe in?

Sometimes (often), organizations come this far and find that “things” decline after a period, despite their best efforts.  What’s happening?  Does the vision need changed, or the mission?  Have we missed some core values along the way, or not lived by them?  Senge asserts that even if you do everything right, systems behavior still underlies the human system here – i.e., all human systems have built in balancing forces (as discussed in earlier chapters).  In fact, most organizations will, at this stage, exhibit a “limits to growth” archetype, with implict goals or norms resisting the changes needed to achieve the vision.  What’s the cure?  Use the inquiry process discussed previously.  Then use reflection skills to determine the meaning of what is discovered.  In fact, Senge says that “the visioning process is a special type of inquiry process.”  And he goes on to say that if it develops into a pure advocacy process (i.e., is handed down from “on high”) it will result in compliance at best, and resistance or revolution at worst.  

It is the combination of shared vision and systems thinking that is truly powerful.  

Chapter 12: Team Learning

This chapter begins by quoting Bill Russell, the Boston Celtic Hall of Fame center.  He points out that those Celtic teams (which won 11 world championships in 13 years) were a diverse collection of talent and personalities.  They didn’t always agree with each other.  But they knew one thing –their performance on the court relied completely upon applying their very good individuals skills as a team.  Individual statistics didn’t matter; winning the game mattered.  Each knew he had to complement the others’ specialties, and they all tried to come up with ways to make each other more effective.  It wasn’t friendship; it was a team.  In today’s terms, the Celtics were “aligned” (see also The Power of Alignment).  Senge says that “alignment is a necessary condition before empowering the individual will empower the whole team (emphasis original).”  Without alignment, empowerment of individuals induces chaos.

Senge also uses the jazz ensemble concept (see also Jamming).  His point: regardless of individual skills – whether a basketball team or a symphony orchestra – a beautiful result is achieved only after much practice.  Team practice.  And practice for management teams is essentially non-existent.  In fact, such teams are usually assembled to fix problems, especially crises.  He discusses the skills necessary for such teams to be effective: systems thinking, conversation (both dialogue and discussion), reflection, and inquiry.  

Bohm identifies three conditions necessary for effective dialogue:

- Suspension of assumptions
> Suspension doesn’t mean giving them up, rather it means ...

* holding them up for observation and dialogue without being defensive


- All participants must regard each other as colleagues


> The conscious act of thinking of each other this way changes behavior, ...

* enabling better team play and real dialogue


- There must be a facilitator who “holds the context”



> Not a controller/expert, but a facilitator who understands system thinking

In most organizations, these conditions are hard to meet.  Especially, participants often cannot view each other as colleagues, when their positions are hierarchical in the organization.

Senge then returns to an earlier discussion on the differences between dialogue and discussion, adding that both can lead to new courses of action.  But actions are the focus of discussion, whereas they are the by-product of dialogue.  

What about conflict in teams?  Senge says that the absence of such should be worrisome.  In fact, conflict, when handled collegially through dialogue in a team setting, actually is a force that can spawn new thinking.  New ideas flow when opposing views are examined.  Innovation can flourish.  What is destructive: if the participants devolve into defensive behavior, which they often do – and are unaware they’re doing it.  How do we combat that?  Each of us knows when we’re being defensive; this should raise our own personal alarm.  We should then use the inquiry and reflection skills to open up our point of view for dialogue with other team members.  In this way, barriers are broken down, communication enhanced, and progress made.  He reminds us that defensive systems are best changed by weakening the symptomatic solution while simultaneously strengthening the fundamental solution (see earlier chapters).  

PART IV

PROTOTYPES

Significant innovation can’t be achieved just by talking about new ideas.  Prototypes must be built and tested.  Along the way are many forces that will resist change.  If we are to be successful, ways of reducing, eliminating, or coping with these forces must be found and implemented.  The chapters in this section discuss some of the key concepts and issues surrounding successful usage of the five disciplines presented in this book.

Chapter 13: Openness

How can the internal politics and game play that dominate traditional organizations be transcended?  First, a definition: a political environment is one in which “who” is more important that “what.”  Where there are always winners and losers.  Power ebbs and flows, is concentrated, and is wielded arbitrarily.  One person can determine another’s fate, without recourse.  The atmosphere is authoritarian.  Most people just accept this as “the way it is” and get on with their job.  But is this the way they want to live and work?  Most would say no.

By contrast, a nonpolitical climate is characterized by merit – where doing what is right predominates over “who wants that done?”  This type of environment begins with a shared vision, but that alone is insufficient.  Openness is also required.  Without openness, the vision cannot propagate.

What is openness?  It has two facets.  First is the ability for everyone to speak openly and honestly about important issues.  Openness also implies the capacity to continually challenge one’s own thinking.  The first is known as participative openness, the second as reflective openness.  Both are required.  

Openness has an impact on how we view, and learn about, complexity.  As shown earlier, complex human systems behave in ways such that there usually is no “one right answer.”  In fact, there are multiple pathways through any situation, to various results.  In this environment, it is imperative to generate possibilities, to know the options.  Openness facilitates the generation of those options.  Without openness, we won’t know what we don’t know.  And openness is, itself, a reinforcing force in the system.  More openness begets more curiosity, which leads to more options, which results in more innovation ...  in a virtuous circle.  

Chapter 14: Localness

How do you achieve control without controlling?  As stated earlier, people learn best by direct experience.  It is a long-held management belief that the people closest to the problem usually have the most knowledge of the problem.  Taken together, these facts argue for learning to occur at the location nearest the work (or problem, or situation, or ...).  Put another way, learning should be localized.  If we accept Senge’s basic premise (that organizations should/will become learning organizations), then we can conclude that the learning organization will be a local one.  The big management issue, then, is how to “control” a collection of localized, semi-autonomous, organizations.

First, we are led through a mental exercise to show us that power – the authority to make decisions – is not the same as control.  Picture one roller skate.  Imagine controlling it across the floor to a designated spot.  Easy.  Now imagine two, connected by a spring.  Tougher, but still doable.  Now three.  Then a hundred, a thousand, each pair with their own spring constant.  Above a few, the task is impossible.  Senge calls this the illusion of control.  A large organization, with hundreds or thousands of people, is like the roller skates.  Managers may think they’re in control – but they’re not.  Instead, the decisions of the thousands, made day-to-day, are what really control the outcome.  

This illusion underlies systemic failure in many companies.  It results in vacillation – wild swings between control from the top and decentralization, depending on external forces.  Good time?  Let the locals control themselves.  Times getting bad?  Better pull back control to the home office.  This behavior is endemic.  

So what works in this new, localized, learning organization?  Control results from a shared vision.  Senge uses the metaphor of a hologram, as opposed to a photo.  A photo, when cut in half, has two pieces.  When cut into multiple pieces, each is just a fragment of the whole.  Understanding what the original picture represented requires putting the pieces back together into the “big picture.”  When a hologram is “cut,” each piece is still a full replica of the original – all the information still is there, contained in each piece.  When you look at the piece you hold, you see the whole picture.  For an organization, this metaphor suggests that a shared vision, along with shared values and principles, will guide each person towards the same goal.  In this way, decisions are (usually) congruent with the vision, and the sum of all actions pull the organization towards the desired outcome.  Decision-making becomes localized, but the outcome is controlled – i.e., it gets you where you want to go.  Other authors would say the organization is aligned.  Senge uses that term elsewhere, too.

Archetype: Tragedy of the Commons

This archetype is found when local decision making becomes myopic and short-term, mis-aligned with the vision.  It represents a very real-world problem: when local managers make decisions that are entirely logical and “correct” for their own situation, but which contribute to failure at the overall level.  It has a particular center of gravity, a “commons,” which is a shared resource available to multiple, localized, autonomous managers.  We can see the result coming right away – each local manager tasks the resource, which then reacts in one of two ways: cutting quality (by reducing time spent on any one task) or asking for more resources, which leads to more use of their internal resource to train new hires, which makes less of the resource available to the localized managers, which – another vicious circle.  Classic examples are the typing pool, HRO, design, graphics, R&D, etc.  The total impact is that the resource doesn’t meet any of the local managers needs, thus the company’s needs are unmet – failure at the highest level.

This situation brings up a key management issue – who will manage the commons?  There are two options.  One is to set up a manager of the commons, an often thankless and counter-productive position.  Or, local managers can learn to control their requests, based on the shared vision and their knowledge of systemic thinking.  Senge suggests the latter.  

A second key management issue is what “things” should be common?  That lies in the realm of corporate management and leadership.  This leads to a discussion of the new role of central management.  Senge says this new role is one of a researcher and designer.  Research what?  Research organizational understanding at the systemic level, internal and external forces, and how they interact.  Design what?  Design the learning process whereby managers at all levels come to understand these forces, and how to make good decisions in the system.  Design new systems based on learning from past experience. 

Chapter 15: A Manager’s Time

As we’ve seen, learning doesn’t result from simply ingesting information.  It takes time to digest that information, to reflect on meaning, then to take action, and to observe results.  Only after observing results – and more time for reflection – do we “learn.”  So how do managers create the time required for learning?  For themselves and for the people they manage?  Even more challenging, since much learning involves others, how do we create the time required for collaboration and collective (organizational) learning?

Before delving into answers, Senge cites the classic symptoms we all know so well: not enough time, too busy going to meetings, travel, etc.  But he adds a new twist: our culture and values are part of this system.  And our culture values people who “think on their feet,” who can ingest information rapidly and spit out an “answer.”  After all, this is what we learned in school and in life, right?  In fact, experiments show that even when there is ample time for reflection, Americans almost never use it.  American managers almost never reflect on the problems or issues in front of them.  This is the true nature of the problem, per his systemic approach.

The title of this chapter suggests that Senge is going to give us a prescription.  He doesn’t.  Instead, he gives us some sage advice from O’Brien (CEO of Hanover Insurance).  “It’s a big year for me if I make twelve decisions ... my job is not consumed with making many decisions.  It is consumed with identifying important issues the organization must address in the future, helping others sort through decisions they must make, and the overarching tasks of organizational design.”  “In a well-designed organization, the only issues that should reach a senior manager’s attention should be complex, dilemma-like “divergent” issues.

Chapter 16: Ending the War Between Work and Family

Studies have shown that children of “successful” parents are more likely to suffer a wide range of emotional and health problems than children of “less successful” parents.  Correlation of the skills required for success at work (perfectionism, impatience, and efficiency) and the effect is high.  To Senge’s knowledge, all such studies have missed the main point that results from systemic thinking: since almost all successful parents have “this problem,” perhaps the system itself is contributing to the problem.  He says it does.  The good news is that, once we examine “the system,” there appears to be ways to correct the imbalance.

Archetype: Success to the Successful

Consists of two reinforcing growth processes, each of which tends to fuel the other.  At work, success breeds more work, which takes more time, which leads to more success ... At home, less time results in worse relationships, which leads to a desire to spend less time at home, which leads to ... The link is time, and the result is more and more time spent at work, with less and less time spent at home.  And like other structures dominated by reinforcing feedback, this one is unstable.  Once started in one direction, it will continue on in that direction – with a vengance.  In this case, even more forces towards work are involved.  One must eat and provide for the family, right?  That means I must work, at least to some minimum level.  The swing towards work has begun already.

So, what should [I] do?  Senge says it’s not easy.  Step one is to examine your vision.  Do you really (really, really) want to spend more time at home?  Step two is just do it.  And be prepared for the consequences and resulting pressures to change your vision.  Less time at work will mean others may perceive you as not dedicated; you’ll make less money; promotions may go to others; etc.  But if your true vision is to spend more time with your family, then you realize these tradeoffs and are willing to accept them.  It’s a conscious choice.  Your choice.

From an organizational point of view, choices are available also.  In particular, Senge submits that a true learning organization has different ideas and values – for itself and for its people.  A learning organization sees itself as part of a larger whole, and understands that work and family are interrelated.  In fact, we all know they are interrelated, but traditional organizational systems operate as if they aren’t.  That’s the fundamental cause of the imbalance and the leverage point for change in the total system.  

Senge identifies specific steps an organization may take to lessen the stress on the family while improving morale and productivity at work.  He truly believes that both goals can be accomplished – just like higher quality and lower costs.  Those steps include:


- Support personal mastery as part of the organizational philosophy & strategy (Ch. 9)


- Make it acceptable for family issues to be part of dialogue & decisions



> Especially where time issues are concerned


- Where needed, help people obtain counseling and guidance



> On how to make effective use of their family time

“The most important step ... is acknowledging that one cannot build a learning organization on a foundation of broken homes and strained personal relationships.”  “The conflict between work and home diminishes dramatically when the organization fosters values in alignment with people’s own core values that have equal meaning at work and at home.  Only then will it be possible for managers to stop living by two codes of behavior, and start being one person.”

Chapter 17: Microworlds: The Technology of the Learning Organization

Basically, this is the world of simulation.  When the book was published (1990), PCs were just coming into general use.  The premise of this chapter is that the new technology would allow business simulations on a wide scale, thus facilitate systemic thinking and learning.  He predicts large potential impacts from the learning that would occur.  In fact, he feels that this new technology may be the equivalent to the DC-3’s fifth technology, leading to a whole new way of thinking and acting on an organizational level.  Only time will tell.

What are the distinguishing characteristics of microworlds that make them have such potential impact?  They allow one to question basic assumptions, and to test theories. They can expand and contract time and space.  They can run a simulation over and over, holding different variables constant.  They give time for observing results and reflection, requisites for learning.  They are reversible, unlike the real world.  And they can leap into the future by asking “what if” questions that don’t exist in today’s world.  

Chapter 18: The Leader’s New Work

If this type of organization – the learning organization – is so good, so preferable, why don’t we see them everywhere?  Leadership.  So far, people don’t know what is required and how to create the environment.  They don’t know the systemic skills required and how to inculcate them in an organization.  They haven’t learned yet.  And what they have to learn involves new perceptions and new concepts.  It will take time – all learning takes time.

“The new view of leadership in a learning organization centers on subtler and more important tasks.  In a learning organization, leaders are designers, teachers, and stewards.  The previous chapter introduced the concept of leader as designer; earlier chapters discussed leaders as teachers.  Teaching means to teach systemic thinking (the five disciplines) – and to integrate this knowledge with the story (see next paragraph).  Again, Senge warns about pushing; pushing is not leading; leaders pull others along with them.  Designing means to design the systems, to integrate the five disciplines.  

Stewardship revolves around a sense of higher purpose.  For Senge, writing this book was also an exercise in learning – a journey of personal discovery.  One insight he gained during his interviews with leaders of learning organizations is that each had not only a story, but the story, to tell.  In every case, they embodied their vision, values, and purpose into a story that was about more than business.  It was about people, and how the business improved the world, or quality of life, or some other more noble enterprise beyond the company.  He calls this the purpose story – the very essence of why the company exists.  This chapter cites three of those purpose stories and invites us to think about them, to learn from them.

PART V

CODA

Chapter 19: A Sixth Discipline?

This chapter is half a page long.  It states Senge’s belief that the five disciplines may be approaching critical mass.  We may be witnessing the birth of an innovation.  The result may become the sixth discipline.

Chapter 20: Rewriting the Code

This chapter appears repetitive of concepts presented earlier.  In particular, it discusses how the human mind approaches detail complexity (as opposed to dynamic complexity).  This was the information on the subconscious mind, from multiple chapters.

Chapter 21: The Indivisible Whole

This chapter is almost spiritual in nature.  It is comprised mostly of the feelings of Rusty Schweikert, an Apollo astronaut.  He recounts a story we’ve heard from almost every person who has ever been in space: the world appears whole, there are no national boundaries, everything is connected, and somehow the viewpoint from space changes the viewpoint within the mind.  Senge’s belief is that if we approach the world from this viewpoint – that all things are interconnected – we fundamentally change how we approach business – and the learning organization will result.

Appendix 1: The Learning Disciplines

This Appendix has concise schematic representations of the Practices, Principles, and Essences of the five disciplines.  Recommend that the reader examine these.  Each could be its own viewgraph if one were briefing the concepts to others.

Appendix 1: The Systems Archetypes

This Appendix presents schematic diagrams, characteristics, early warning symptoms, management principles, and typical business stories associated with each of the nine archetypes:


- Balancing Process with Delay


- Limits to Growth


- Shifting the Burden



> Special Case: Shifting the Burden to the Intervener


- Eroding Goals


- Escalation


- Success to the Successful


- Tragedy of the Commons


- Fixes that Fail


- Growth and Underinvestment

A final note.  At 390 pages without endnotes, this is a long book.  It is also deep.  Reading it will take time – learning from it will take even more time.  It is best read by taking one chapter at a time, then reflecting on the meaning behind the words.  Hopefully, much of that meaning has been captured here.
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