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Connection to Characteristics of Complex Systems Project 
Lesson Title:  The Systems Thinking Playbook, Exercise 28: Avalanche 

Overview: 
Participants must lower a long pole to the ground without losing contact with the pole or 
allowing washers to fall off the ends.  As participants attempt to reach this shared goal, the 
tendency is to blame one another for failure rather than looking at the underlying structure of the 
system. 

Related Characteristic(s) of Complex Systems: 
 The cause of the problem is within the system.  

Ideas and Examples for Connecting to the Characteristic: 
Use a visual tool, such as the iceberg to help students see beyond the events to the systemic 
structure and resulting trends.  In the Avalanche activity, the structure of the system leads to an 
emergent behavior that was opposite the desired result.   

 
The example shows one interpretation of how individuals in the activity generally focus only on 
following the rules, so the whole system begins moving in an unexpected and undesired 
direction. One key insight is that no one causes the pole to rise.  Rather, the structure of the 
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system (the rules) creates the behavior.   
 
The top loop shows how a gap should produce an adjustment to move the current state of the 
system in the desired direction, thus closing the gap.  Instead, the opposite happens.   
 
The reinforcing loop on the bottom takes over, moving the system farther and farther away from 
what’s desired (higher and higher instead of lower and lower).  The gap increases because of the 
overwhelming emphasis on following the rules, which can additionally lead to increasing anxiety 
about breaking them.  If even one individual loses contact, the entire group must start again.  
Thus, individuals tend to work only toward an individual goal, to do everything possible to avoid 
losing contact.  
 
As part of a debrief conversation, examine how the structure of the “avalanche” system 
generates specific behaviors over time. 

• Why does the pole tend to rise rather than fall? 
• What are underlying beliefs about having a gap, about following rules, etc.? 
• How could people in the group have an impact on the system structure in ways that help 

create the desired results? 
 

Resources: 
The Systems Thinking Playbook by Linda Booth Sweeney 

 
 


