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Learning about practising

Practising Systems Thinking can be messy …

… the situations we inhabit are messy …

… the language of practise can be messy … 

… the landscape of practitioners, bodies, evangelists, 

methods, and educational providers is complex. 

So how do we learn about how to practise …

… how is that different to 'teaching’ …

… what opportunities are there out there for learning?

How can we learn to practise without becoming seen 

to be, or actually becoming … technocratic?



Practitioners inhabit a big, messy landscape
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Learning and/or Teaching - who, what and how?



Patterns of Learning – what’s best?

There’s a skills and training design orthodoxy that’s built up since the 
1980’s with McKinsey and then 1990’s with IDEO Design – but is that any 
good for Systems Thinking? 

appropriate?

T-shaping Pi-shaping



Patterns of Learning – what’s best?

Because of the variety that we find in complex messes, we don’t expect 
that practitioners can function merely with one deep skill, or even two … 
this expectation is set out in England’s Systems Thinking Practitioner 
apprenticeship standard …

appropriate?

“Has a sound working knowledge of at least 
three modelling approaches, as defined in 
the SCiO Competency Framework, including 
at least two of the widely-used systems 
methodologies or approaches: 
• Critical Systems Heuristics, 
• Soft Systems Methodology, 
• System Dynamics, 
• Viable Systems Model.”

CSH
SSM
SD
VSM



Patterns of Learning – what’s best?

… but to show competence as a practitioner, one may draw from up to 
thirteen deep systems thinking skills …

appropriate?

The thirteen approaches in the standard are:
• Confrontation Analysis (CONAN),
• Critical System Heuristics (CSH),
• INFORMED Group Dynamics,
• Interactive Management,
• Interactive planning,
• Mosaic Transformation & Bubble Strategy,
• Multi-methodology,
• Patterns of Strategy (PoS),
• Socio-Technical Systems,
• Soft Systems Methodology (SSM),
• Syntegration/Syntegrity TM,
• System Dynamics (SD),
• Viable System Model (VSM).

CSH
SSM
SD
VSM



Patterns of Learning – what’s best?

… and that’s not all; what about handling the intervention in a systemic 
way? There are c.50 intervention skills to consider …

appropriate?

The thirteen approaches in the standard are:
• Confrontation Analysis (CONAN),
• Critical System Heuristics (CSH),
• INFORMED Group Dynamics,
• Interactive Management,
• Interactive planning,
• Mosaic Transformation & Bubble Strategy,
• Multi-methodology,
• Patterns of Strategy (PoS),
• Socio-Technical Systems,
• Soft Systems Methodology (SSM),
• Syntegration/Syntegrity TM,
• System Dynamics (SD),
• Viable System Model (VSM).

CSH
SSM
SD
VSM

“Has a working knowledge of at least two 
methods or methodologies for: intervention 
planning, information gathering, 
engagement and change implementation.”



But dealing with relationships in a systemic inquiry can be difficult
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Comb-shaping skills in Systems Thinking?

In actual practise, because no situation of interest is 
like any other, these skill sets can display huge variety.



A possible VSM for STP learning (in the UK)?
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What can practitioners access for learning?

The offerings to STP professionals address some of  
the potential need, but not in a joined-up way.

core STP the 13

intervention

A massive range of sources, but many, 
whilst offering systematic method, do not 
have a systemic inquiry focus, e.g. six-sigma, 
data gathering, project mgmt., stakeholders.
May cover theory, but not always practise. 

A wide range of knowledge sources, but 
arguably some of these are shallow, e.g. 
information cards, overviews. 
Useful, brief, not NOT practice

Specialist single-subject learning, or via the 
STP L7 apprenticeship (England) from a 
limited set of providers, or from SCiO.
May cover theory, but not always practise. 

Specialist single-subject 
learning, or via the STP L7 
apprenticeship (England) 
from all providers, or SCiO.
Nearly always covers theory, 
but not always practise.

In-depth academic research, typically single-subject 
with a high-end qualification at the end. 
Will cover theory, but not always practise. 



An alternative way of regarding the space?

Courtesy of Des Brown and MIRO
https://miro.medium.com/v2/resize:fit:1400/format:webp/1*XFHP52YJsM9rjr9KVloV0w.jpeg 

https://miro.medium.com/v2/resize:fit:1400/format:webp/1*XFHP52YJsM9rjr9KVloV0w.jpeg


There is so much more to understand …
• How are decisions made about STP learning – macro/micro levels?

• What is a ‘good’ trajectory for learners? What destinations are there?

• What are the dynamics, shifts, changes in this situation?

• How do we learn about the experience or wisdom of ‘lay-doers’?

Thank you for listening … questions?

  … find out more at:
https://www.systemspractice.org/en/courses
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