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Connection to Characteristics of Complex Systems Project 
Lesson Title:  The Systems Thinking Playbook, Exercise 4: Thumb Wrestling 

Overview: 
Participants play a game with commonly known rules and goals, although the facilitator does not 
state these. The only stated goal is to “collect as many points as you can in one minute.” 
Participant's previously held mental models about the system’s structure (the rules and goals of 
the game) get in the way of achieving the goal.  As efforts increase, performance actually goes 
down. 

Related Characteristic(s) of Complex Systems: 
Action is often ineffective due to application of low-leverage policies.  
The cause of the problem is within the system.  

Ideas and Examples for Connecting to the Characteristic: 
Use a visual tool, such as the ladder of inference, to help students see how the system’s structure 
(specifically the underlying 
mental models about the 
structure) leads to poor 
results.   
 
This simplified example of the 
ladder of inference shows how 
two groups of players can 
interpret the activity 
differently and how their 
understanding of the structure 
leads one pair to more success 
in comparison to the other.   
 
The ladder on the left shows 
partners who see the structure 
of the game as competitive.  
The ladder on the right shows 
partners who see the structure as collaborative. For them, the goal of earning points is a priority 
over winning against the other person.  
 
As part of a debrief conversation, examine how the two different views can lead to different 
results. 

• How do previously held mental models about thumb wrestling as a structure (unstated 
rules and goals) interfere with meeting the stated goal of collecting the most points? 

• Why does the structure of the system tend to create more participants who follow the 
mental model illustrated for Group A? 

• What do the two groups see as leverage for earning points?  What strategies do they use 

We are going to play 
a competitive game 
I’ve played before. 

I need to win against 
my partner to get the 
most points.

I try very hard to get 
points against my 
partner and prevent 
my partner from 
“pinning” my thumb.

Action

Interpretation

Perception

Simpli!ed Ladder of Inference 

Group A

The goal is to get the most 
points, but the facilitator 
didn’t state any rules about 
doing this.

I can collaborate 
with my partner and 
take turns at 
winning points.

We take turns and 
each earn a point 
every few seconds.

Group B
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to work toward the goal? Given the results for Group A vs. Group B, what is the highest 
leverage in this system and why?   

Resources: 
The Systems Thinking Playbook by Linda Booth Sweeney 
  
Ladder of Inference. The original ladder has seven levels and was originally developed by Chris 
Argyris. 

 
 
 


