
  

Sys t em s 
 
Politicians like to promise to make our world better. They talk 
about a cleaner environment, better education, curbing crime and 
violence, more affordable health care, thriving economy and even 
world peace (well, at least a more peaceful world). They pretend 
and we believe that there is a simple solution to these problems 
that can be enacted with a stroke of the pen. But, of course, it is 
not that simple. 
 
I t is not simple because our problems are contained in a system 
that is more like a house of cards than a line of dominos. Take 
education for example; teachers, administrators, students, 
families, economy, the buildings, the school calendar, books, 
computers, societies expectations, etc. Ð they are each a card. Any 
change in any one card affects the whole. And look out if two or 
three or more of the elements want to go in different directions Ð 
youÕll be playing 52 Pick-Up. The house of cards is a system. To 
make a successful change, all elements must be involved. When 
you realize that the worldÕs problems are manifested in such big 
systems, itÕs no wonder we are still struggling with them. 
 
Nursing homes are systems too. Elders, staff, families, the 
community, the facility itself, dietary, housekeeping, clinical care, 
human resources, etc. - they are all part of the system. By 
inspiring high involvement in all the cards in your nursing homeÕs 
system you can really start to make some deep change in your 
organization. When everyone can understand that it will take 
everyoneÕs involvement to make a change, they will be charged up 
to make a difference and also be comforted by knowing what they 
are up against. 
 
I  borrowed this exercise that illustrates systems from Brian 
Foster, a consultant from New York who attended our most recent 
Choreography workshop. ItÕs bri lliant. Go ahead and download it 
and try it out. You may want to start a binder to keep the exercises 
you download from this site. This way youÕll have them to refer to 
when a particular topic pops up. TheyÕre like trading cards Ð 
collect them all! 
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L ea r n ing  Too l  Exe r c i se :  
Und e r s t an d in g  Sys t ems 
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An understanding of systems is essential to growing a sense of team in your 
organization.  People within the organization need to know that each person impacts 
the whole. If one or two people are headed in a different direction their actions will 
throw off the whole organization. This exercise will illustrate how systems work and 
get people thinking about working together for a common goal. 
 
 
Get  your  team togeth er  in  a r oom wher e th er e is some open space. 
Ask  ever yone to  st and ar ound as i f th ey wer e mingl ing at  a par t y. 
Have th em each si lentl y pi ck  out  t wo peopl e in  th ei r  head. Now, 
ever yone should move ar ound so th at  th ey  ar e equidi sta nt f r om th e 
tw o people th ey pi cked out.  Ini ti al ly , th er e wi l l  be a lot of  moving 
ar ound which wil l  event ual ly  slow down into  a l i tt le r eadjusti ng. The 
gr oup has just  i l lustr at ed a system at  wor k .  
 
I f th e t eam you have gath er ed is di ver se enough in  th e r oles th ey pl ay  
in your  faci l i ty , you can t ake i t  to  th e nex t level. Have ever yone 
gath er  as above. Have each per son pi ck  out tw o people th ey deal wi th  
on a dai ly  or  r egular  basis. (You can even have a few elder s si t in t he 
middle Ð a gr eat  way to  also i l lustr at e r esident -center ed systems) . 
Again, ask  th em to  move so th at t hey  ar e equal di st ance fr om th e t wo 
peopl e t hey  chose. On th is level t hey  wil l  be able to  see t he system 
even mor e clear ly . 
 
After  ever yone has pr ett y much sto pped moving, r ead or  par aph r ase 
th is par agr aph  on systems: 
 
 ÒYou al l  have just i l lustr ated a system. The nur sing home is a 
 system and as you can see, ever y  move an indi v idual makes 
 affect s th e whole syst em. In or der  for  us to  make deep change 
 in our  or ganizat ion, we must al l  change and al l  wor k  toget her  
 to  make th ose changes.Ó 
 
 
Debr ief  with  a lear ning ci r cle. Ask , ÒHow di d i t feel to  move in th e 
system? What did you noti ce? Or  what  par t s of dai ly l i fe her e di d i t 
br ing to  mind?Ó 
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