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There are two key concepts in systems thinking. The first is that a system’s structure causes its behavior and 

the second is that to understand its behavior a system’s structure must be studied holistically. The later concept 

implies that a system’s constituent parts and their interactions must be studied together, as a whole, rather than 

as individual entities to be examined in isolation, and whose behaviors are simply summed up to identify system-

wide dynamics. 

Importantly, to a large degree, impactful leaders are systems thinkers. For example, many prominent thinkers 

of the Enlightenment era in general, and key authors of the U.S. Constitution in particular, were systems thinkers. 

Thomas Paine, with his pamphlet Common Sense, helped to shift the public’s focus from events (Lexington and 

Concord), persons (King George) and policies (taxation without representation) to a new system of government.1 

Similarly great writers, novelists, and storytellers are systems thinkers. Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, for example, 

is chocked full of systems thinking concepts.2 Great leaders in team sports (e.g., point guards, quarterbacks) are 

also frequently systems thinkers as they are said to be able to “see the whole court” or quickly “read the defense” 

and adjust things on the fly. Finally, consider the military. The bottom of the hierarchy is populated by “specs” – 

i.e., “specialists” while the top of the hierarchy is populated by “generalists” – i.e., “generals”. Generals need to 

survey the entire battlefield and think through the interactions of the infantry, cavalry, artillery, medical corps, 

supply lines, etc., as well as the likely actions and reactions of the enemy. 

Although impactful leaders frequently think holistically they suffer, as do all humans, from an inability to 

accurately think through the implications over time of their own mental models. In other words, the human mind 

is a poor dynamic simulator. As a consequence, dynamic simulation tools are necessary for impactful leaders to 

take complete advantage of their systems thinking perspectives. This leads to a third key concept in systems 

thinking: the principle of accumulation, which states that all dynamic behavior in the world occurs when flows 

accumulate in stocks. To become masters of systems thinking, impactful leaders need tools that can be used to 

map-out their mental models with networks of interconnected stocks and flows and then reveal, via simulation, 

the dynamic behaviors inherent in their structures. Happily, tools such as system dynamics modeling can be used 

for precisely this purpose.3 

In economics there are many different schools of thought. Although they can be categorized in a variety of 

ways, one approach for classifying them involves utilizing their method of explanation. At the risk of 

oversimplification, there are two main methods of explanation employed in economics. Orthodox economists 

employ the deductive covering law model of explanation, which involves deductive logic and deriving testable 

hypotheses (i.e., econometrically estimable equations) from fundamental laws and antecedent conditions (i.e., 

from economic theory). The approach is top-down or from the general to the specific: theory and logic come first, 

an examination of the real world occurs second. 

Heterodox economists, on the other hand, utilize the pattern modeling approach to explanation, which 

involves inductive logic, empiricism, and the case study method.4 In pattern modeling an economist “detective” 
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tries to piece together an explanation for what has happened (i.e., a pattern) from all of the “clues” at the “scene 

of a crime”. The metaphor is a puzzle whose pieces have been scattered around the floor. Any similarities among 

“crime scenes” are collected by the economist detective into a set of “real typologies”, and any similarities among 

real typologies are identified as “principles of economic systems”.5 The economist detective utilizes knowledge of 

real typologies and principles of economic systems as an aid to assembling a pattern model at the next crime 

scene. This approach is bottom-up or from the specific to the general: an examination of the real world occurs 

first, followed by the assembly of economic principles and theory second. 

Of note is that system dynamics modeling follows the pattern modeling process. System dynamics models are 

pattern models. Similarities among system dynamics models are known as generic structures and similarities 

among generic structures are known as principles of systems, the most important of which is the principle of 

accumulation. System dynamics modelers utilize principle of systems and generic structures to model the next 

problem with which they are presented. 

In sum, heterodox economists are systems thinkers and they can exhibit impactful leadership by translating 

their economic pattern models into their equivalent system dynamics representations, simulating their 

implications, and redesigning their structures for improved behavior. 
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