
(Some) Insights from Systems Thinking



A patient pathway: everybody 
doing their best

• A patient pathway has 20 key steps

• Eg: GP to outpatients to x-ray to … to theatre to rehabilitation

• Each step has planned capacity to see 1 to 6 patients per week 

• Avg: 3.5 patients per week

• 10 weeks = 3.5*10=35 patients

• 20 weeks = 3.5*20=70 patients

• Predict the chance of 70 patients going through the pathway after 20 weeks? 0 to 100% 
• High:50-100%

• Moderate: 10%-50%

• Low: 1%-10%

• Very low: <1 in a million
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Dice Game: everyone doing their best

• https://www.the-dice-game.com/game1.html
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https://www.the-dice-game.com/game1.html


• “Pride & Joy” Alex Knight
• To improve whole system flow we must focus 

• “which resource causes most delay for most patients most often”

• Local (sub-)optimisation
• Financial cuts in departments led to cut to portering budget (lower wheeler chair stock)

• Surgical teams waiting longer for patients 

• This means that there should be porters sitting and drinking coffee rather than surgical 
teams standing waiting.

• To improve flow
• Theory of Constraints (ToC)

• Bottlenecks
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Causes of misalignment and suboptmisation?

Targets & competition for rewards

…?

Misalignment leads to failure demand - ~50%
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Sub-optimisation vs Optimisation

Dept Effect Effect

A A B C

i + +

ii + +

iii + +

B

i + +

ii + +

C

i + +

ii + +

iii + +
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Sub-optimisation vs Optimisation
Dept Effect

A A B C Net

i + - - -

ii + - + +

iii + - - -

B

i - + - -

ii + + - +

C

i + - + +

ii - - + -

iii - - + -

Net ++ ---- 0 --
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Sub-optimisation vs Optimisation
Area Effect

A A B C Net

i + - - -

ii + - + +

iii + - - -

B

i - + - -

ii + + - +

C

i + - + +

ii - - + -

iii - - + -

Net +++ - + +++
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Anti 
systemic 
thinking
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All trying their best
All report honestly

All views are valid from that perspective
But all incomplete & misleading until we see the whole



The organs of the body were having a meeting,
to decide who should be in charge.

Brain: "I should be in charge, because I run all the body's systems, 
so without me nothing would happen".

Blood: "I should be in charge, because I circulate oxygen all over 
so without me you'd all waste away."

Stomach: "I should be in charge, because I process food and give 
all of you energy."

Feet: "We should be in charge, because we carry the body 
wherever it needs to go."

Eyes:  "We should be in charge, because we allow the body to see 
where it goes."

Rectum: "I should be in charge, because I'm responsible for waste 
removal."

All the other body parts laughed at the rectum.
So in a huff, rectum shut down tight. 
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Anti systemic thinking

Within a few days, the brain had a 
terrible headache, the stomach was 
bloated, the legs got wobbly, the eyes 
got watery, and the blood was toxic. 

They all decided that the rectum should 
be the boss. 

The Moral of the story? 

The a$$whole is usually in charge



When you are confronted by any complex social system… with things 
about it that you’re dissatisfied with and anxious to fix, you cannot 
just step in and set about fixing with much hope of helping. This 
realization is one of the sore discouragements of our century . . . You 
cannot meddle with one part of a complex system from the outside 
without the almost certain risk of setting off disastrous events that 
you hadn’t counted on in other, remote parts. If you want to fix 
something you are first obliged to understand . . . the whole system. 
. . . Intervening is a way of causing trouble.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.2307/41166098

…thoughtful leaders increasingly suspect that the tools they 
have been using have not only failed to solve the persistent 
problems they face, but may in fact be causing them. 

Director, MIT System Dynamics Group





Share your 
insights…

Any key insights...

So what… 

(any scope for application)

One wish…



Theory of Constraints
(Throughput Accounting)

Eli Goldratt
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https://www.ideou.com/blogs/inspiration/from-design-thinking-to-creative-confidence

Use of anaesthesia dropped from  80% to 27% (Cracked It!pg 141)
TEDx Talk Doug Dietz - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jajduxPD6H4



https://www.michelestanners.com/send-in-the-clowns/



https://www.druckerforum.org/blog/the-ecosystem-of-wicked-problems-by-christian-
sarkar/#:~:text=As%20humanity%20faces%20a%20growing,moment%20we%20need%20them%20most.



https://www.druckerforum.org/blog/the-ecosystem-of-wicked-problems-by-christian-
sarkar/#:~:text=As%20humanity%20faces%20a%20growing,moment%20we%20need%20them%20most.



Systems thinking requires a wholistic 
perspective
• A system is never the sum of its parts. It is the product of the 

interactions of its parts.

• Systems fail/misalign at the boundaries 

• Flow across the whole system is a crucial metric

• Global not local optimisation

• System change
• Novel ideas
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“A network of interdependent 

components that work together to 

accomplish the aim of the system.”

When a system is taken 

apart it loses its defining 

properties
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Appreciation for a system

• System
• “A network of interdependent components that work together to try to 

accomplish the aim of the system.”
• “Without an aim there is no system.”

• Does your organisation have an aim?

• Work together
• Co-operation and not competition

• Management’s job
• Manage the components towards the aim of the system
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