










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































the art of systems thinking pos] 

He telephoned again. The company had lost the receipt from the 

courier. Without the receipt, the keyboard did not officially exist 

and therefore could not be replaced. Joseph told them to find the 

receipt. That was their problem, not his. Eventually, after two 

weeks, he got the keyboard. The weak link was presumably the 

communication between the supplier and the manufacturer. 

You probably have some equally frustrating examples. 

These sorts of delays happen much more often when the 

person who has to deal with the customer is not empowered 

to make a decision without consulting a higher manager. 

Empowerment, together with a flatter business structure, 

has improved many parts of business. 

Continuous improvement may work if you direct your 

efforts towards continuously improving the weakest or slowest 

link in the chain and keep the total system in mind. At the back 

of the weak link there is usually an unquestioned mental model 

that dictates this 1s how the situation has to be. Changing the 

mental model that creates the weak link is the generative learn- 

ing that prevents the problem from happening again. 

Looking at the principle of the weakest link from another 

angle, it implies that a system does not work as well as its 

strongest link. In a system you can have too much of a good 

thing. We know from personal experience that too little of any 

nutrient is a problem, but so is too much. Too much of anything 

is harmful (even water can kill you if you have too much of it). 

Money may be the only exception (although even this is doubtful 

beyond a certain level — research with lottery winners found that 

a year after their win, their self-reported level of happiness and 

satisfaction with life was almost the same as before their win).’ 

Also, when you try to maximize one part of a system, the 

feedback works in such a way to put pressure on other parts of 

the system. It puts it out of balance. So, when you make one 



part of the system very fast or very efficient, the system as a whole 

may become less efficient. For example, if you overdevelop some 

muscles, this puts unequal strains on the tendons where they 

insert into the bone and may well lead to injuries. Muscle groups 

have to balance. Whether they are overdeveloped or not is a 

question for your whole body, not just the particular muscles. 

Arnold Schwarzenneger’s biceps look fine on him, but would 

look ridiculous on Woody Allen. 

A business example: we know a company that hired a consul- 

tant to streamline their accounts department. This he did. His 

recommendations led to the department becoming much more 

efficient. Unfortunately, this meant they needed more informa- 

tion from the marketing division, which could not supply them 

without a great deal more work. Marketing complained and the 

overall efficiency of the organization went down until a compro- 

mise could be reached. Neither the consultant nor the organiza- 

tion had looked at the wider implications of the change. Accounts 

blamed marketing, marketing blamed accounts, and they both 

blamed the consultant. 

Good enough for each part is often best for the whole system. 

There is another implication. It is the adaptable that do best in 

the long term, not the well adapted. When you make part of a 

system super-efficient or very fast, you are only making it so for 

that particular time and context. Times change. Contexts change. 

Therefore what is well adapted to one environment is not so well 

adapted to a new one. Every adaptation is bought at the price of 

some flexibility in the face of changing circumstances. The 

ea” closing the circle ) 
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