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Understanding 

System Thinking

and

System Modelling
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Causation vs. Correlation
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CausationCorrelation



Source : http://less.works/less/principles/systems_thinking.html

System Modelling with CLD (example)
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Causal Loop Diagrams (CLDs): Annotations
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Sample System Model – Causal Loop Diagram (CLD)

Existence of a 
REAL product 

definitiono

Reliance on 
‘technical 

BA/SA/proxies/
proxies of proxies

Likelihood of seeing 
technical backlogs, 
full of “technical/ 

component stories”
o
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Likelihood that locally 
optimized component 

teams will be “sprinting” 
and delivering 

“technical/component 
stories”

Amount of UnDone
work at the end of 

each sprint. Need for 
‘integration’/coordinat
ion/hardening/stabiliz

ation/testing/blah-
blah sprint

6

Likelihood of having 
fake projects and 
rolling them into 

programs, 
portfolios, etc

Likelihood of having 
overly complicated WBS 
and convoluted “agile” 
tooling configurations

o
Likelihood that real 

Product Owner will be 
identified and enabled to 

define strategy,  
prioritize work, control $

Ability to 
deliver 

PSPI every 
sprint

o

Organizational 
trust & faith in 

teams’ capabilities

Degree of micro-
management and  
team assessment 
(AMMs) by “bee-

watchers”

o

Maturity 
of DoD

Safety & 
willingness (by 

teams) to  
innovate/

experiment

Teams’ 
true agility 
and health

Needs to rely on 
PMO, project, 
program and 

portfolio 
managers

?

Degree of 
MUDA

o

ROI

o

o



Source: https://www.scrumalliance.org/community/articles/2016/july/from-the-less-toolbox-causal-loop-diagrams-to-visu

System Modelling with CLD (example)
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Local Optimization in Agile “Big Bangs” - Instructions

Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm what could some 

reasons for Big-Bang Superficial Agile 

Transformations and what they may lead to.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

https://miro.com/welcomeonboard/zUotxFBlLrQbsmN8kHCYR9ws4mD6q9pR1fGXxstWsffclKKhTGQmipwnyHHJr09V 8
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Local Optimization in Agile “Big Bangs” - Exercise 

Likelihood of 
getting poor 

guidance

Impression 
that many

coaches are 
required for 

this

Turning to VMS 
for ‘preferred 
staffing firms’

Building 
internal Agile  
Power Towers

Traditional staffing, 
with very low 

quality ‘coaches’ 
(cheer leaders)

Likelihood of getting 
‘best practices’ 

installations and 
‘DDT’ and ‘TDT’ 
transformations

Likelihood of 
seeing real, 

tangible results

Likelihood of 
ending up with 

“unwrap & install” 
cookie cutting 

approach

o

Reputation: 
trust and faith 
in agility and 
agile coaches

?

o
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QF

Company’s 
desire to 
become 

more agile 

o



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in 

Agile Leadership in your respective 

organizations. Work with provided system 

variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Agile Leadership Instructions
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Local Optimization in Agile Leadership - Exercise 
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People, switching titles 
from managers to 

‘agile managers’, scrum 
masters and coaches

Laman’s Law # 4

Increasing the very 
same silos, 

redundancy and 
overhead that the 

rest of a company is 
being told to reduce

Number of ex-
managers, 

looking for ways 
to stay busy

Organizational 
enablement, to grow 
internal quality, agile 

expertize as per 
highest standards

Building 
internal Agile  
Power Towers

Reputation: 
trust and faith 
in agility and 
agile coaches

C

O



Exercise

Class: In-groups, think of how (legal) contracts, if 

‘translated’ into an internal contracts, could lead to 

local optimization. Work with provided system 

variables to create a model.

Instructor: Give short feedback.  Offer a recommended 

solution.

Duration: 10 min
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Local Optimization in Internal Contracts - Instructions
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Local Optimization in Internal Contracts - Exercise 

Penny-wise fixed-
everything SOW 

micro-
management 

(PMO)
o

Healthy Scrum 
dynamics

Likelihood that vendor 
workers will be 

‘managed’ by “senior” 
engagement leads

Likelihood that ‘us 
vs. them’ mindset 

will prevail in a 
relationship b/w a 
vendor and client

Chances that properly 
structured Scrum 
team can be built 
from internal and 
external people

Likelihood of 
getting low 

quality experts 
from vendors 

Quality of direct
interaction b/w client 
workers and vendor 

workers (actual 
doers)

o
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o

Flexibility/ 
agility of an 

external 
(legal) 

contract

o

o

Likelihood that 
developers are 
doing analysis 

and talking 
directly to  

customers/users

Likelihood that 
real Product 
Owner can 

prioritize and 
control $



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm typical anti-patterns 

associated with misunderstanding Scrum Master 

profession ; use post-it notes to capture discoveries

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Scrum Master Role - Instructions
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Local Optimization in Scrum Master Role - Exercise 

Chances of 
seeing real, 
long-lasting, 

organizational 
improvements

Risks of having 
agile “Theater”, 
Broad & Shallow 

adoptions

Likelihood that 
experienced, self-

driven Scrum 
Masters will have 

freedom and 
safety

Note: This is a Exercise. Not one-and-only  solution.
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Allowing to 
develop!!! 

Scrum Master 
Community

c

o

15

QF

Company’s 
desire to have 
more Scrum 

Masters

o
Building 

internal Agile  
Power Towers



Local Optimization in Roles & WBS - Instructions

Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common pitfalls in defining a product and problems 

with complex WBS (projects, programs and 

portfolios) and redundant roles. Work with provided 

system variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class
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Local Optimization in Roles & WBS - Exercise 

Existence of a 
REAL product 

definition

o

Reliance on ‘technical 
BAs’/proxies

Likelihood of 
seeing technical 
backlogs, full of 

“technical stories” 
component

o
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Likelihood that locally 
optimized component

teams will be 
“scrumming” with 

component “stories”

Amount of UnDone
work at the end of 

each sprint. Need for 
‘integration’ sprints, 

coordination…
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Likelihood of 
creating fake 

projects

Likelihood of 
rolling up fake 
projects into a 

programs & 
portfolios

False sense of ‘we 
got it all under 

control’ from CEO 
perspective

Likelihood of having 
obsession with 

‘strategic alignments’, 
metrics and reports

Excessive volume of 
people looking for 
means to stay busy 

(PMO/“left-over 
people”)

o

||Likelihood that 
real Product 
Owner can 

prioritize and 
control $



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in 

Product Definition in your respective 

organizations. Work with provided system 

variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Product Definition - Instructions

Gene Gendel, Certified Enterprise & Team Coach (CEC-CTC), Certified LeSS Trainer (CLT)
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Local Optimization in Product Definition - Exercise 

Breadth of 
product 

definition

o
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# so called 
“products”

Product 
complexity 

(technology & 
requirements)

% total product (real) 
items each team knows 

well (req & design)
# so called 
“product” 
backlogs

% items worked on 
in each sprint that 

are highest in value 
from a company ‘s 

view

Agility of teams 
to change 

direction at 
company level

o

o

o



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in 

Product Backlogs in your respective 

organizations. Work with provided system 

variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Product Backlog - Instructions

Gene Gendel, Certified Enterprise & Team Coach (CEC-CTC), Certified LeSS Trainer (CLT)
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Local Optimization in Product Backlog - Exercise 
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# of so 
called 

“product” 
backlogs

o

Quality of overall 
view by a real 
PO, at a whole 
product level

Quality of 
communication 

from PO to 
Teams, 

regarding 
requirements & 

design

Agility of any 
team to change 

direction at 
company level

% items worked on  
by each team, in 

each sprint, that are 
highest in value from 

a company‘s view

Likelihood that a 
single team will see 
value in their work, 

from a system’s 
perspective

Team’s 
sense of 
identity

Ability of any 
team to 

execute on 
any BL item, 
on demand

Team’s pride 
in work it 
performs



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in 

Analysis and Design in your respective 

organizations. Work with provided system 

variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Analysis & Design- Instructions

Gene Gendel, Certified Enterprise & Team Coach (CEC-CTC), Certified LeSS Trainer (CLT)
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Local Optimization in Analysis & Design- Exercise 

# so-called 
Product 
Owners

o
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Likelihood that so-
called “Product 

Owners” are doing lots 
of analysis and talking 
to users or other so-

called “POs”

Likelihood that so-
called “Product 
Owners” create 

intermediate 
artifacts 

/documentation

Likelihood that 
developers are 
doing analysis 

and talking 
directly to  

customers/users

Ability of 
developers to 
communicate 

effectively with 
customers/users

Degree that 
developers have 

empathy and 
awareness of 

customers

Degree that 
developers 
understand 

business domain

Degree that 
developers can 
independently 
make informed 

decisions

Degree of so-
called “Product 
Owners” are a 
bottleneck and 
gate-keepers

% of total (product) 
items each team 

knows well (req & 
design)

% waste 
(overproduction, 

hand-off, info 
scatter, waiting, 

other)



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in 

Releasing in your respective organizations. Work 

with provided system variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Releasing- Instructions
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Local Optimization in Releasing - Exercise 

Planning 
horizon o
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Frequency of 
market or bank 

supervision 
changes

# work in 
progress 

items (WIP)

# Releases 
(release 

frequency)

Transaction 
costs (total)

Actions to reduce 
transaction costs 
(e.g. automation 

of CI/CD)

Agility of 
teams to shift 

direction at 
company level

o

o

c



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in PO-

ship Structure, in your respective organizations. 

Work with provided system variables to create a 

model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in PO-ship Structure- Instructions
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Local Optimization in PO-ship Structure- Exercise 
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Complexity 
(layering) of 

Product Ownership 
structure Separation of duties 

& responsibilities 
b/w different layers, 

with respect to 
Strategy, Mission, 

Vision, OKRs
Dependency on 

traditional 
organizational 

structure 

Likelihood that real 
Product Owner will 

be able provide 
quality guidance to 

teams

o

Degree that 
developers 
understand 

business domain



Exercise

Duration:  10 min

Class: in-groups, brainstorm some of the most 

common examples of Local Optimization in 

Tool-Driven WBS in your respective 

organizations. Work with provided system 

variables to create a model.

Method/Tool: System Modeling with CLD

Instructor: review with Class

Local Optimization in Tool-Driven WBS Instructions
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Local Optimization in Tool-Driven WBS - Exercise 
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Reliance on 
workflow 

management tools, 
as means of ‘agile 

project 
management’

Likelihood that WBS 
will mimic a 

hierarchy of issue 
type schema, 

codified in a tool

Dependency on 
heavy, 

commercially 
successful 

frameworks

Degree of 
freedom teams 

have, when 
refining and 

splitting work

o

Degree of emphasis 
an organization 

makes on metrics 
and reporting

Number of ex-
managers, 

looking for ways 
to stay busy

Likelihood teams 
having flexibility to 

split work as-
needed, to deliver 
PSPI every sprint

Saga of terms and 
acronyms: “is this 

is a story or 
feature or epic or 
theme, or…etc”? % waste 

(overproduction, 
hand-off, info 

scatter, waiting, 
other)


