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Toolbox

Each Toolbox presents a different systems tool using relevant business examples. Readers are
encouraged fo practice using these tools by applying them fo issues of personal inferest. See page

10 for a symbol key for the diagrams.

Levels of Understanding:
“Fire-fighting” at Multiple Levels

t's another busy night in the hosp-

ital emergency room. Several car

accident victims have been rushed
into surgery, one little boy is having a
broken arm set, a drug overdose victim
is being treated, and numerous other
people fill the chairs in the waiting
room. Each night is different, and yet
they are all the same. The doctors and
nurses must act fast to treat the most
seriously injured, while the others wait
their turn. Like an assembly line of de-
fective parts, patients are diagnosed,
treated and then released. Each
injury is a crisis that demands immedi-
ate attention.

So what’s wrong with this picture?
After all, isn’t this what emergency
rooms are meant to do? The answer de-
pends on the level of understanding at
which we are looking at the situation.

Levels of
Understanding
There are multiple

by Daniel H. Kim

breaks, it rains, we eat dinner, see a
movie, or write a report. Patterns of
events are the accumulated memories of
events—when strung together as a se-
ries over time, they can reveal recurring
patterns. Systemic structure can be
viewed as “event generators” because
they are responsible for producing the
events. Similarly, shared vision can be
viewed as “systemic structure genera-
tors” because they are the guiding force
behind the creation or change of all
kinds of structures.

We live in an event-oriented world,
and our language is rooted at the level
of events. At work, we encounter a se-
ries of events, which often appear in the
form of problems that we must “solve.”
Our solutions, however, may be short-
lived and the symptoms can eventually
return as seemingly new problems (see

“Using Fixes that Fail to Get off the
Problem-Solving Treadmill,” Vol. 3,
No. 7, September 1992). This is consis-
tent with our evolutionary history,
which was geared toward responding to
immediate events—those things that
pose an immediate danger to our well-
being.

Events require an immediate re-
sponse. If a house is burning, we react
by taking action to put out the fire.
Putting the fire out is an appropriate ac-
tion, but if it is the only action that is
ever taken, it is inadequate from a sys-
temic perspective. Why? Because it
has solved the immediate problem (the
burning house), but it has done nothing
to alter the fundamental structure that
caused that event (e.g., inadequate
building codes, lack of fire detectors, fire
prevention education). The “Levels of
Understanding” diagram and framework
can help us go beyond typical event-ori-
entation responses and begin to look for
higher-leverage actions.

From Fire-fighting to Fire
Prevention
At the event level, if a house is on fire,
all we can do is react as quickly as pos-
sible to put the fire out. The only mode
of action that is appropriate and avail-
able is to be reactive. If we reacted to
fires only at the events level, we would
put all of our energy into fighting
Continved on next page

Levels of Understanding
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fires—and we would probably have a lot
more fire stations than we do today.

As fire-fighters, if we look at the
problem of fires at the pattern of events
level, we can begin to anticipate where
fires are more likely to occur. We may
notice that certain neighborhoods seem
to have more fires than others. We are
able to be adaptive by locating more fire
stations in those areas, and staffing
them accordingly (based on past pat-
terns of usage). Because the stations are
a lot closer, we can be more effective at
putting out fires by getting to them
sooner. Being adaptive allows us to be
more effective fire-fighters, but it does
nothing to reduce the actual occurrence
of fires.

At the systemic structure level we
begin asking questions like: “Are smoke
detectors being used? What kinds of
building materials are less flammable?
What safety features reduce fatalities?”
Actions taken at this level can actually
reduce the number and severity of fires.
Establishing fire codes with require-
ments such as automatic sprinkler sys-
tems, fire-proof materials, fire walls, and
fire alarm systems, saves lives by pre-
venting or containing fires. Actions
taken at this level are creative because
they help create a different future. Sys-
temic structure includes not only the or-
ganizational structures and physical
buildings but people’s mental models
and habits as well.

Where do the systemic structures
come from? They are usually a reflec-
tion of a shared vision of what is valued
or desired. In the case of fire-fighting,
the new structures (e.g., fire codes) were
born out of a shared value of the impor-
tance of protecting human lives, and of
living and working in buildings that
would be safe from fires. At the level of
shared vision, our actions can be genera-
tive, to bring something into being that
did not exist before. At the level of
shared vision, we begin asking questions
like “What's the role of the fire-fighting
function in this community? What are
the trade-offs we're willing to make as a
community between the resources de-
voted to fire-fighting compared to other
things?”

It is important to remember that the

process of gaining deeper understanding
is not a linear one (from events to
shared vision). Our understanding of a
situation at one level can feed back and
inform our awareness at another level.
Events and patterns of events, for ex-
ample, can cause us to change systemic
structures and can also challenge our
shared vision. To be most effective, the
full range of levels must be considered
simultaneously. The danger lies in op-
erating at any one level to the exclu-
sion of the others.

Our ability to influence the future
does, however, increase as we move
from the level of events to shared vi-
sion. Does this mean that high-leverage
actions can only be found at the higher
levels? No, because leverage is a relative
concept, not an absolute. When some-
one is bleeding, the highest leverage ac-
tion at that moment is to stop the
bleeding. Any other action would be
inappropriate. As we move up the lev-
els from events to shared vision, the fo-
cus moves from being present-oriented
to being future-oriented. Consequently,
the actions we take at the higher levels
have more impact on future outcomes,
not present events.

Back at the Emergency Room

The emergency room (ER) offers a very
graphic example of a situation in which
people must be focused on the present.
It also reveals the limitations, however,
of the events-oriented response. ER
treatment offers maximal leverage to af-
fect the present situation with each pa-
tient, but it provides very little leverage
for changing the future. If we go up one
level and examine ER use from a pat-
terns level, we may discover that certain
areas of a city seem to have higher
emergency room needs. We may try an
adaptive response and increase ER ca-
pacity in those regions. If diversion
rates are high, we can also find out
where the ambulances are being di-
verted from and try to enhance capacity
there.

At the systemic structure level, we
can begin to explore why certain regions
have an increased need for ER’s. We
may discover, for example, that 40% of
the ER admissions are children’s poison-
ings, because a large percentage of the

community cannot read English and all
warning labels are printed in English.
By redrawing the boundary of the ER is-
sue to include the community, we can
take actions that will change the inflow
of patients. Electrical utilities have
been doing this for some time. Instead
of building another expensive power
plant to supply more power, they are
working with customers to reduce the

demand for power.

Tho highest leverage
lies in clarifying
the quality of life
we envision for ourselves
and then using that
as a guide for creating
the systemic structures
that will help us
achieve that vision.

At a community-wide level, we may
want to explore the question “What is
our shared vision of the role our health-
care system plays in our lives?” Perhaps
the resources that are going into ER
could be better utilized elsewhere, such
as community education and prevention
programs. The highest leverage lies in
clarifying the quality of life that we en-
vision for ourselves and then using that
as a guide for creating the systemic
structures that will help us achieve that
vision.

The basic message of the “Levels of
Understanding” diagram is the impor-
tance of recognizing the level at which
you are operating, and evaluating
whether or not it provides the highest
leverage for that situation. Each level
offers different opportunities for high-
leverage action, but they also have their
limits. The challenge is to choose the
appropriate response for the immediate
situation and find ways to change the
future occurrence of those events. @
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