
Overcoming 
Polarisation 

to Create 
People 
Synergy 

A Systems Approach 



We often approach complex problems with 
simple solutions 



This can fail to produce results, and even 
create unintended consequences 



Complex problems involve relationships 
between multiple factors 



There is no simple cause-effect relationship and the 
most obvious solution might not have the most 
leverage 



A systems approach avoids simple linear solutions 
and zooms out to understand the bigger picture 



What are systems? 



“…dividing the cow in half does not give 

you two smaller cows. You may end up 

with a lot of hamburger, but the 

essential nature of “cow” — a living 

system capable, among other things, of 

turning grass into milk — then would be 

lost.  

This is what we mean when we say a 

system functions as a “whole”. Its 

behavior depends on its entire structure 

and not just on adding up the behavior 

of its different pieces.” Draper 

Kauffman, 1980 



A typology of levels of understanding 

Level of Understanding 
 

Action Mode Time Orientation Typical Questions 

Shared Vision Generative Future 
What are the stated or 
unstated visions that 

generate the structures? 

Systemic Structure Creative 
What are the mental or 

organisational structures 
that create the patterns? 

Pattern of Events Adaptive 
What kind of trends of 

patterns of events seem 
to be recurring? 

Events Reactive Present 
What is the fastest way to 
react to this event NOW? 

 



Key Concept: Interconnectedness 



Key Concept: Synthesis 



Key Concept: Scales 



Key Concept: Causality 



Key Concept: Systems Mapping 



Key Concept: Feedback Loops 



The Iceberg: a tool for guiding systemic 
thinking 



Determining Causal Relationships 



Alex and Jenny 



Causal loop diagrams 
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Balancing Feedback Loops (B-Loops) 
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Reinforcing Feedback Loops (R-Loops) 
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Reinforcing Feedback Loops (R-Loops) 
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Reinforcing & Balancing Loops Combined 
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Practical application: Systems thinking and 
polarisation in South Africa 

We are going to work in groups to map some of the issues that cause 
polarization in South Africa – and how this impacts our workplaces: 
 
• We will use causal loop diagrams 
• Try to identify reinforcing or balancing loops 
• Try to identify leverage points where interventions might be possible 



Causal loops and polarisation in South Africa 
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