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Overview and Objectives 

Overview 

This HSD module defines and outlines Human Systems Dynamics 
approach to leading change. Participants use models and methods to 
solve a work-related issue. 

 

Learning Objectives 

At the end of this session, you will: 

• Explain what HSD is and how it can help us transform our workplace 

• Know the essential language of HSD 

• Experience select models and methods and engage with others to 
apply them in real life situations 

• Recognize and influence patterns—amplify desired patterns, reduce 
unwanted patterns, influence potential patterns 

 

Agenda 

• Introduce each other 

• identify your sticky issue 

• Name HSD core concepts 

• Influence patterns 

• Practice your learning 



H S D  E S S E N T I A L S  

©2012. HSD Institute. Use with permission.     6 

Human Systems Dynamics Background 
Human systems dynamics is an emerging field of theory and practice 
that helps people see, understand, and influence patterns of 
interaction in their lives and organizations. We study HSD because it 
offers insights and opportunities for action to increase the efficiency 
and effectiveness of individuals and organizations in times of radical 
change. The concepts are grounded in science, but they continue to 
emerge as we explore the complex behaviors of human systems. In 
this new and emerging field, we are all learning together. 
 
We use a wide variety of models and methods, and today’s session is 
designed to review a handful of concepts that are core to our work. 
 
A short list of simple rules influences the patterns of action and 
relationship for all HSD Associates.  
• Teach and learn in every interaction 
• Search for the true and the useful 
• Give and get value for value 
• Attend to the whole, the part, and the greater whole 
• Engage in joyful practice 
• Share your HSD story 
 
What is the Human Systems Dynamics Institute? 

The Human Systems Dynamics Institute was established in 2003 to 
facilitate the development of theory and practice in the field of human 
systems dynamics (HSD). This non-profit organization provides 
services to the field in a number of ways.  
• It is a network of individuals who have been certified as Human 

Systems Dynamics Professionals through completion of the HSD 
Institute certification program. They use the principles of HSD in 
their work across diverse fields of study and work. If you want to 
know more about certification, please contact the Institute at 866-
HSD-INST. 

• HSD Institute is a referral and support network for individuals who 
have completed the certification program.  

• The HSD Institute has published three books in its own Press, on-
line access to a number of books, papers, and resources in the 
field.  

 
To learn more,  
• visit us online at www.hsdinstitute.org or www.AdaptiveAction.org 
•  contact us at info@hsdinstitute.org or 866-HSD-INST 
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Sticky Issues 

 

Sticky issues are tough issues that  

• Seem too complex to solve 

• Hang around for a long time 

• Appear to defy solution  

• Involve many dimensions of a system  

• Continue to plague us, even when we think we have solved them  
 

What issues are you currently working on that seem to be unsolvable? 
Take a few minutes to identify one and we’ll work it through the materials 
today. 

What is your Sticky Issue? Describe its basics and complexities. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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Core ConceptsCore Concepts  
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Complex Adaptive Systems 

 
 

A complex adaptive system (CAS) is defined as “a group of semi-
autonomous agents who interact in interdependent ways to produce 
system-wide patterns, such that those patterns then influence 
behavior of the agents.” (Dooley, 1996) 

This process is often referred to as self-organization. 

In organizations we call these predominant patterns that influence 
agent behavior “culture.” Whether it is the culture of an organization, 
a group of people or a family, the patterns of expectations and 
decision making become characteristic of that particular group.  

What are some patterns in the culture of your organization? 

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________ 

 

Ultimately individual behavior is influenced by those patterns as people 
try to “fit in” the existing culture. 
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Self-Organizing Activity 
 
How did the rules in the activity influence your behavior? How was that 
reflected across the group? 
 
________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

 
Culture emerges as a group agrees (either explicitly or implicitly) and 
acts on their shared identity, on what’s important to them, and on how 
they will connect. What insights did you have about a group’s culture, 
based on the activity? 
 
________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

What characteristics of your sticky issue remind you of a complex 

adaptive system? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Patterns 

 

What are patterns and why are they important?  

“Patterns” refers to behaviors or events that repeat themselves over 
time and space. Patterns in time may be seen in cycles of economic 
growth, changes in customer requirements, and shifting sources of 
competition.  

Patterns in space may appear when teams in different places work 
together on a shared project or when information is accessible to part, 
but not all, of an organization. Different types of patterns influence 
organizations in different ways.  

Multiple patterns play themselves out across organizations, through 
functions like operations, communication, decision making, and 
accountability. Leaders who identify, observe, and learn from patterns 
are better equipped to establish conditions for successful adaptation 
within the organization.  

What similarities, differences, and connections create some of the 
patterns in your workplace? 
 
________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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HSD Theory of Change 

 

 
Each of us makes sense of our world through experiences and interactions. We 
see and experience our world, collecting data and information about what’s 
happening--in the environment, in our own thinking and emotions. 

We ask “What?” to help us know what’s happening.  

We ask, “So what?” to help us interpret the experience. 

We ask, “Now what?” as we take action, see the impact, and circle back to the 
next “What?” 

In that process of meaning making  and action, we decide what to do with the 
information. HSD models and methods help us at each point on the cycle.  

Our very survival depends on being able to see, understand, and influence the 
patterns in our lives. This is a cycle that we each engage with intuitive, but with 
HSD we can be intentional in our own actions and we can articulate our 
intentions and actions with others. 
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Reflection 

What did you learn this morning that you can use to shift a 
pattern with your sticky issue? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Speak and Listen 

 

The teacher always learns twice! One of the simple rules of HSD is to 
teach and learn in every action. To help us build some muscle memory 
with the models and methods, here is an introduction to a “Speak and 
Listen” exercise. 

• Pick one concept from the morning that was new for you. 
• Using a personal example to illustrate, teach the concept to someone 

else. 
• Work with someone new  
• Take 3 minutes each. 
 
What did you learn? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Constraints  

 

Constraints describe the degree to which expectations, policies, 
processes, interactions, and relationships from inside the system limit 
the agents’ abilities to determine their own individual and group 
actions and behaviors.  
 
Constraints emerge in a system as a way to dissipate the “chaos” and 
uncertainty that exists, and shape the path of self-organization and 
the emergence of patterns across the system. Constraints influence 
patterns by shifting the speed, path, and direction of self-organization.  
 
If you want to change patterns of self-organization, you have choices 
in three areas: 

• Increase or decrease the boundaries that contain the system 
• Increase or decrease the amount of difference in the system 
• Increase or decrease the number or strength of the connections 

across the system 
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What are some constraints in our session today? 
 
________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

What are some constraints for your sticky issue? 
 
________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Landscape Diagram 

 

 

The Landscape Diagram represents the impact of constraints on a 
system. It represents a “map” or picture of how those constraints 
influence patterns of activity and decision making across the whole 
system. 

The “X” or horizontal axis represents the degree of certainty in the 
system, and maps the degree to which the system can be predicted. 

The “Y” or vertical axis represents the degree or agreement in the 
system, and maps the degree to which the agents in the system see 
the world in the same way.  
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Where are you? 
Activities can be assigned to one of three zones, based on the level of 
constraint, relative to either or both dimensions. Given any particular 
situation, the two dimensions can be graphed according to the 
constraints that are in action. 
1. Stable – Close to Agreement and close to  

Certainty – this zone is governed by procedure, rules, and policies. 
It is highly predictable and constrained. 

2. Emergent – Further from Agreement and Certainty – this zone is 
governed by simple rules. It is the area of learning, relationships, 
creativity, and innovation. 

3. Unstable – Far from Agreement and Certainty – this zone is 
characterized by unconnected blips and trends that may or may not 
have meaning in the system. It is an area of random activity, 
unpredictability, and surprise. 

 
Think about your sticky issue. 
 
What might happen if constraints increase? What new patterns might 
form? 
________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________ 
 
What might happen if constraints decrease? What new patterns might 
form? 
________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________ 
 
Can an organization be in two places at once on the Landscape 
Diagram? Examples? 
________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________ 
 
How does change relate to this model? Creativity? 
________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________ 
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Landscape Diagram in Action 

Where are you now? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

Where do you want to be? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

How will you get there? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

Where do you prefer to be on the Landscape Diagram and how does that 
influence the current and future pattern you want to create? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Adaptive Action 

 

Adaptive Action Planning is an iterative planning process involving the 
three questions we looked at earlier. 

1. What? – We gather data. What are the patterns we see and what 
do we know about their impact on the system? 

2. So What? – We examine data to make sense of it. We come to 
understand what the “picture” of our current status means and 
begin to explore and plan next steps.  

3. Now What? – We take action and then pause for a second check 
to measure our impact. We gather more data. By following up and 
asking where we are now and what is to be done next, we start the 
next cycle in the iterative process. 

 
Progressing through the three steps to collect and analyze data that 
informs next steps becomes an ongoing cycle that can be carried out 
at all levels of the system. This approach to planning never ends as we 
continue to feed data back into the system for the next step in the 
continuous improvement cycle. 
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Sticky Issue Worksheet 
Use the following worksheets to identify and explore your sticky issue. 

What?  
1. Describe the challenge Talk about its history, the roles people 

play, how it shows up, etc,  

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

2. Identify and explain the constraints. 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________                

3. Talk about the patterns you see across time and across the 
system. 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

 
 



H S D  E S S E N T I A L S  

©2012. HSD Institute. Use with permission.     22 

So What?  
1. Describe the impact of the patterns you see. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

2. Identify the patterns you want and explain them fully. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

3. Identify ways you can change the constraints of this pattern to get 
what you want. 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

4. Define your options for action and plan how you will carry them 
out? 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 
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Now What?  
1. Track how the work is going to move toward the new patterns: 

a. Resource use 

b. Communication plan 

c. Emergent outcomes, both unintended and hoped for 

d. Action and adaptive action 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

2. Watch for the outcomes you described relative to the changes in 
the patterns and constraints. 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

3. Start the cycle again as you see the new, emerging “What?” 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Further LearningFurther Learning  
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The Final Word 
 

Pick one model, method, or idea from today. 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

How will you integrate or use it in your world? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

What do you think will be the outcome or result? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________  

How will you and others benefit? 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 
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Resources 
• www.hsdinstitute.org 

• www.AdaptiveAction.org 

• http://wiki.hsdinstitute.org/ 

• http://hsdcommunity.ning.com/ 

• Email us at info@hsdinstitute.org. to subscribe to 

o ATTRACTORS, a monthly info-letter by Glenda Eoyang 

o Change the World, a monthly free download of models and 
methods for applying HSD 

 

 

 

Books 
• Adaptive Action: Leveraging Uncertainty in Your Organization 

(Eoyang & Holladay, 2013) 

• Influencing Patterns for Change: An HSD Primer for Leaders  
(Holladay & Quade, 2008) 

• Coping with Chaos: Seven Simple Tools  
(Eoyang, 1997) 

• Facilitating Organization Change: Lessons from Complexity Science  
(Olson & Eoyang, 2001) 
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Notes 
________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________ 


