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Connection to Characteristics of Complex Systems Project 
Lesson Title:  The Systems Thinking Playbook, Exercise 8: Five Easy Pieces 

Overview: 
Without talking, teams work toward a group goal of having every team member complete a 
square using puzzle pieces.  To reach the group goal, every team member must be successful in 
accomplishing this task. Individuals on the team may complete the task (short-term), but that 
completion can actually get in the way of the team completing the task (long-term).  The 
experience can also illustrate interdependencies within team structures. 

Related Characteristic(s) of Complex Systems: 
Conflicts arise between short-term and long-term goals. 

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 two people can interpret the 
activity differently.  The ladder on the left shows Person A, who considers the task to be done 
once his square is completed.  The ladder on the right shows Person B, who considers the 
activity done only when the team goal has been met.  
 
The conflict occurs when Person A, who considers himself done once his square is complete, has 
a “puzzle” piece that Person 
B (or another team member) 
needs to complete his or her 
square.  If Person A does not 
release that piece back into 
the common pile, then 
Person B will never be able 
to complete a square, and the 
team goal will never be met.  
Person A’s individual 
decision to stop collaborating 
when his square is complete 
directly interferes with 
achieving the long-term, 
team goal of having every 
team member complete a 
square. 
 
As part of a debrief conversation, examine how the two different views can lead to different 
results. 

• How can having an individual (short-term) goal interfere with having a team (long-term) 

I notice that I made a 
square.

Once you make a 
square, you’ve 
completed the task.

I can just wait until 
everyone else is 
done.  There’s 
nothing else for me 
to do.

Action

Interpretation

Perception

Simpli!ed Ladder of Inference 

Person A

I notice that I made a 
square but that 
others have not.

I am only successful 
when everyone has 
completed a square.

I need to stay 
engaged and 
participate as 
needed to make sure 
everyone is 
successful.

Person B
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goal? 
• What do different team members pay attention to that leads them to take different action? 
• What other systems have short-term goals that can interfere with reaching long-term 

goals? 

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. 

 
 


