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(really) About Kishau



AGENDA 

To demonstrate how systems thinking can 
support agile development.



CASE STUDY 
! Software-as-a-service 
! Supporting tens of thousands of active end-users 
! Product was validated at Websmith, Inc. as a special project  
! In marketplace 13+ years 
! From Waterfall to Agile 
! Integrated systems thinking principles & tools to transform product development 
! Using systems thinking, pivoted to an emerging tech startup 

AGENDA: To demonstrate how we’ve integrated systems thinking and agile to 
transform our product development



WHAT IS SYSTEMS THINKING? 

Systems thinking is the process of 
understanding how things influence one 

another within a whole. 

The system for thinking about systems. 



SYSTEM 

ANY entity that maintains its existence through the 
interaction of its parts. The connection and interaction is 
what makes it a system as opposed to a collection or heap. 



WHY SYSTEMS THINKING? 

To increase understanding and determine the 
point of “highest leverage”, the places in the 
system where a small changes can make a 

big impact. 



HIGHLIGHTING 4 PRINCIPLES 

! A system is more than the sum of its parts. Dividing an 
elephant in half does not produce 2 small elephants. 

! The easy way out leads back in. 
! Small changes can produce big results, but areas of 

highest leverage are the least obvious. 
! Cause & Effect are not always closely linked in time & 

space 



Lesson 1 

Integrating Systems Thinking Principles 
regarding “Wholeness” expands how 
you think about what you do, which 
opens new possibilities for action 



! Each person will reach a different 
conclusion based on the part of the 
system that that they can touch. 

! The best solution may require 
examining the situation from 
perspectives beyond your touch-
points.  

! The best solution may not involve 
coding. 

! This is a mindset shift that serves as 
the foundation for our analysis, 
decisions & actions 

“A system is more than the sum of its parts”



Increasing the solution space 

By examining issues from multiple 
perspectives, a range of intervention points 

can be considered, bringing about 
transformational innovations



SYSTEMS THINKING PRINCIPLES EXPAND THE SOLUTION SPACE

PRINCIPLES PRINCIPLES PRINCIPLES 

HOLISTIC MINDSET



Agile Systems Thinking Agile + Systems 

Principle Simplicity Wholeness  The simple and best 
solution may not 
involve coding (“what 
you do”).

Intent To continuously 
improve

To improve 
understanding

To deliver the highest 
and best value



Lesson 2 

Address the Real Problem 

“The easy way out usually leads back in” 
Reacting is the easy way out. Systems 

Thinkers transform, not react.



Iceberg Model
! Address the real-problem by 

thinking beyond the event-
level  

! Identify opportunities to 
deliver the highest value 

! Clarifying the real issue 
drives design

CASE: Elevate The Help desk 
Your discovery team are the 

thinkers responsible for 
identifying patterns, structural 
issues and mental models, not 

responding to “events”



SYSTEMS THINKERS DISCOVER OPPORTUNITIES TO DELIVER VALUE

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

HIRE SYSTEMS THINKERS



Agile Systems Thinking Agile + Systems 

Principles People > Process 
Collaboration

Diverse Perspectives 
Patterns 

Gain clarity beyond the 
event-level to discover 
opportunities to deliver 
the highest value

Intent To continuously 
improve

To improve 
understanding

To continuously deliver 
the highest and best 
value



Lesson 3 

“Purpose is deduced from changes in 
behavior, not goals” ~Donella Meadows 

Recognizing patterns of change allows you 
create virtuous cycles and to avoid vicious 

cycles. 



Causal Loops - Virtuous vs. Vicious Cycles
! Observing patterns of change 
! Avoiding the vicious cycle 
! Creating virtuous cycles

CASE: Data Entry vs. Integration 
Understanding how data 

acquisition sources impact data 
quality influences how we design 

the solution. 

More
Data

Smart
Algorithms

Customer
Service

Customers



SYSTEMS THINKING TOOLS FOR EMBRACING & INFLUENCING CHANGE

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

DIAGRAMS 

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

DIAGRAMS 

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

DIAGRAMS 

INFLUENCE CHANGE



Agile Systems Thinking Agile + Systems 

Principle Change Connectedness Purpose is deduced 
from changes in 
behavior, not stated 
goals.

Intent To continuously 
improve

To improve 
understanding

Embracing how things 
change to understand 
how to change things



Lesson 4 

“Cause & effect are not closely 
related in time & space” 

A single snapshot cannot be counted on to 
convey what is happening; trends over time 

provide richer information



Everything is an Experiment 

Systems thinking tools such as simulation 
and modeling allow you to run experiments 

in a safe space with lower risk and lower 
commitment of resources (time, people, 

money). 



SIMULATION 
A simulation is the manipulation of a model over time. It is the 

execution of a model to see how it performs under various 
conditions.

MODEL 
A model is a representation of (the most important elements 

of) a system at some particular point in time or space 
intended to promote understanding of the real system.



! Compress time, investigate quickly the long term effects of real life 
changes  

! Instead of Static pictures or spreadsheets, simulations offer rapid and 
interactive problem solving. 

! Provides flexibility to describe events and timings as they actually are in 
real life.   

! Evaluate high-risk, high-cost changes in a safe space 
! Evaluate complex systems which are not easily modeled via spreadsheet.

SIMULATION AS A BUSINESS TOOL



SIMULATION VS. SPREADSHEETS

Spreadsheets don’t handle the 
following well:  

! parameters changing over time 
! resource constraints 
! variability  

WORKING USE CASE: Development Team Operations 
In reviewing ticket load, average resolution time, staff availability, and issue complexity, this spreadsheet suggests that the team can 

handle the load, as modeled



SAMPLE MODEL



Models - Working “On” the system
! Compress time, investigate quickly the long term effects of real life changes
! Evaluate high-risk, high-cost changes in a safe space

CASE: DEV. WORKFLOW 
Using modeling to determine 

how increasing capacity & 
reducing complexity improves 

quality & delivery.



“Plans based on the assumption that average conditions will occur 
are wrong on average.”  

~Sam Savage, The Flaw of Averages

WORKING USE CASE: Development Team Operations 
In reviewing ticket load, average resolution time, staff availability, and issue complexity, this spreadsheet suggests that the team can 

handle the load, as modeled



A good model is one that promotes understanding & deeper 
insights.

WORKING USE CASE: Development Team Operations 
We’ve created a simulation model with the same inputs as the spreadsheet. The simulation Model is able to provide deeper insight. 

The hour by hour display shows Tier 2 staff working above desired utilization levels most of the day (burnout!)



CLICK FOR LIVE DEMO

https://insightmaker.com/insight/83593/AGILE-2017-True-Cost-of-Escalation


PUBLIC SERVICE 
ANNOUNCEMENT 

Simulation models are stories, not real life. 

The REAL value lies in the insights gained from 
building & interacting with the model



THE SYSTEMS THINKING TOOLBOX PROVIDES DEEPER INSIGHTS

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

DIAGRAMS 
MODELS

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

DIAGRAMS 
MODELS

PRINCIPLES 
TEAM 

DIAGRAMS 
MODELS

COMPRESSING TIME



Agile Systems Thinking Agile + Systems 

Principle Working Software Context & Complexity Don’t disturb a complex 
system until you’ve 
evaluated its behavior 
over time. 

Intent To continuously 
improve

To improve 
understanding

To obtain deeper 
insights



Systems Thinking  

Provides deeper understanding of your 
systems which will expand how you think 

about what you do and increase the 
possibilities of what can be done.



Agile Systems Thinking Agile + Systems

Principle People > Process 

Collaboration  

Change 

Working Software 

Simplicity

Wholeness  

Context  

Connectedness 

Patterns 

Diverse Perspectives 

Holistic Solution Space 

Purposefulness 

Transformative > Reactive 

Trends > Snapshots 

Deep insights of Performance 
over Time 

Intent To continuously improve To improve understanding To continuously improve 
understanding to determine 
how to deliver the highest and 
best value 



For Resources Visit
systemsthinking.bigthinking.io 

Donella Meadows “Thinking in Systems” 
bigThinking - Simulation Resources  

Sample Insight Maker projects (play!) 
Insight Maker (the tool) 

Kumu Perspectives Project (mindset stuff) 

http://systemsthinking.bigthinking.io


CONTACT 
Kishau Rogers 

(w) websmithstudio.com 
(e) kishau@websmithstudio.com 

Twitter: @kishau 
LinkedIn: /in/kishau 
Blog: bigthinking.io

http://www.twitter.com/kishau
http://www.linkedin.com/in/kishau
http://bigthinking.io



