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Connection to Characteristics of Complex Systems Project 
Lesson Title:  The Systems Thinking Playbook, Exercise 6: Warped Juggle 

Overview: 
Participants in this group activity attempt to improve performance as they toss an object among 
individuals in a particular order.  Participants attempt to improve performance by changing the 
structure of the system, but the action is only effective up to a point.  Participants must change a 
mental model about the rules in order to create significant change in the system. 

Related Characteristic(s) of Complex Systems: 
High-leverage policies are difficult to apply correctly.  
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 mental 
models in the system can interfere with 
accomplishing a team task.   
 
This simplified example of the ladder of 
inference shows how people in the group often 
limit success through a limiting mental model 
about the structure of the system.  In this case, 
the participants incorrectly assume that the 
object must be tossed because the facilitator 
initiated the activity with tossing.  No rule is 
stated to this effect, but nonetheless, it requires 
one or more participants to challenge this 
structure before the group can create 
significant improvement.  
 
Leverage comes in changing the mental model about tossing and then reorganizing the group. 
They can get “in order” and then quickly hand the object around the circle rather than tossing.  
Some groups put the object on a table, and people quickly touch it in the same established order.  
Others have the facilitator hold the object and quickly turn a circle while everyone makes contact 
in the same order.  Completion times go from a full minute to just a couple of seconds as the 
group adjusts the structure of the system to be more and more efficient. 
 
As part of a debrief conversation, examine how unspoken mental models can affect results, 
limiting improvement over time. 

• How do the mental models of participants impact the results? 
• How does this type of behavior occur within teams in general? 
• What other situations are similar to the warped juggle in that the action taken is not high 

The facilitator tossed 
the object when 
starting the activity.

We should all toss the 
object as we move it 
from one person to the 
next.

I throw it across the 
circle to someone on 
the other side, just 
like the facilitator 
did.

Action

Interpretation

Perception

Simpli!ed Ladder of Inference 
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leverage?  How can we evaluate proposed actions in order to assess potential barriers or 
limitations to improvement? 

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. 

 
 
 


