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In our previous five White Papers we compared and contrasted four
different perspectives on systemic coaching and considered how we

techniques we use. The

might become more systemic. In preparing to write a book on the

core issue is – how do

subject we have settled now on five useful and distinctive ways of

we think?

thinking about systems. Each perspective has something different to
say about team coaching.

Introduction
We ended the last White Paper with a reference to Gregory Bateson. He
suggested that we constantly overestimate our capacity to understand the
world around us. We jump quickly to conclude the nature of complexity and
then charge ahead with an (often misguided) plan of action. We coaches
exacerbate the problem when we focus solely on helping clients to form goals
and to pursue action plans without challenging underlying patterns of thinking.
If we are to effectively challenge the way our clients think, first we need to
challenge our own ways of thinking. Navigating complexity demands that we
think differently.
Amidst all the talk of systems thinking has emerged a mantra that says we
should focus more energy on coaching teams. This trend worries us because it
distracts us from the core issue. The core issue is not whether we work with
teams, nor what tools and techniques we use. The core issue is – how do we
think? If I am thinking through a first order lens and choose to work with teams,
this doesn’t mean I am being more useful. Instead of co-creating simplistic
solutions to complex problems with individuals, now I am doing it with teams. I
am expanding the influence of my limited thinking. There are lots of offerings
out there now in the team coaching space. Most emphasise tools and
techniques, because that’s what coaches are hungry for. Now may be a good
time to slow down and explore the underlying thinking behind such offerings.
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In continuing to
think about how to
most usefully
simplify a multitude
of systems theories,
we have now
broken down the
first order
perspective into
linear and nonlinear.

Five ways of thinking, not four
This paper may be easier to understand if you have read our previous papers
on different ways of thinking about systems. If you haven’t read those papers
you can find them at https://www.ccorgs.com.au/thought-leadership. In
continuing to think about how to most usefully simplify a multitude of systems
theories, we have now broken down the first order perspective into linear and
non-linear. This recognises the significant difference between linear and nonlinear ways of thinking. The five ways of thinking are now:
1. First order – linear thinking
Coach and leader see organisations as real systems. A system can be broken
down into its constituent parts, and the relationships between parts are
relatively easy to discern. The leader seeks to control events. If we think
about how the world has responded to COVID-19, a world leader looking
through this lens would have been slow to respond. If they had identified 10
infections, they would assume that they would have no more than 100
infections within a week, even if they did nothing.
2. First order – non-linear thinking
Coach and leader still see organisations as real systems, but many causal
relationships are understood to be non-linear and circular. The leader
recognises the need to avoid jumping to conclusions and spends more time
analysing the system before making decisions. A leader looking through this
lens would have quickly noticed that rates of infection were non-linear. If
they had identified 10 infections, they would assume they could have
thousands of infections within a week if they did nothing.

Meta – systemic

Complexity

2nd order

1st order
non-linear

1st order
linear

Five ways of thinking about systems
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Organisations are not real
and the boundaries we see
between different systems
and sub-systems are
imaginary.

3. Second-order thinking
Through a second-order lens, coach and leader see the system as complex
and mysterious. They recognise the subjectivity of their own perceptions
and take every opportunity to collaborate with others, sharing perspectives
in a collective endeavour to come up with a joint hypothesis as to how the
organisation-as-system might be operating. A world leader looking through
this lens would be on the phone to her counterparts all over the world,
seeking to understand their perspectives.
4. Complexity thinking
Complexity theories tell us to focus on local interaction as well as wider
patterns of behaviour. Interactions at a local level play out unpredictably,
and interactions between different sub-systems result in what we see
happening at a macro level. Coach and leader recognise that they are part
of this activity. They cannot meaningfully think of themselves as neutral
observers. They must seek to understand what is happening at the micro
level and connect it to apparently random patterns of activity at the macro
level. Looking through this lens, the world leader faced with people not
complying with social-distancing laws would get out and about to
understand why. She would be curious as to how different communities
were making sense of lockdown, so that she could more effectively engage
those people in working together to manage crisis. She would put lots of
energy into communication, seeking to understand others perspectives and
helping others to better understand her perspective.
5. Meta-systemic thinking
This is the school of thought that says organisations are not systems at all.
Organisations are not real and the boundaries we see between different
systems and sub-systems are imaginary. Change emerges from interactions
between people. People are self-aware, conscious and spontaneous and
the system metaphor isn’t always useful. This is the meta-systemic
approach that says all talk of systems is metaphorical. The global leader
thinking through this lens is less concerned about national boundaries and
is keen to work with others to design global strategies and policy.
How might these five ways of thinking about systems show up in the way a
coach works with teams?
First order - linear
Through this lens, an effective team is a group of people with clearly defined
roles. The team coach focusses on ensuring that everyone on the team
understands their role in the machine and manages their part of the machine
efficiently. The link between processes in one function and processes in
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another function are clearly understood. If changes are made in one part of
Through a complexity lens I the organisation, then implications for other parts of the organisation are
see change as something identified and actioned.
unpredictable that
First order – non linear
emerges from interactions The team coach is still focussed on roles, objectives and KPIs. Links between
between people. It is processes in different functions remain the focus of attention, but it is not
therefore fundamental for assumed that these links are straightforward or easy to understand. The coach
the team to understand is more likely to divert the team’s attention to looking at the functioning of
how it comes up with its the whole system in order to diagnose a local issue. But the focus is still on
objectives, KPIs, process and role clarity.
own intentions.
Second order
This team is more curious about the world around it and less definitive around
role clarity. Members recognise that the world is ambiguous and uncertain
and so roles need to be more flexible. Indeed, the team may not bother
putting roles and job descriptions into written format; they may be more a
focus of ongoing conversation. Conversation between team members is more
dialogic and enquiring. Everyone on the team is aware of their own limitations
and less inclined to a siloed approach in which everyone concerns themselves
primarily with their own functions. Team coaching is likely to include more
work on team dynamics, since team members place more emphasis on their
capacity to relate effectively. The team may be more attentive also to their
relationships with other stakeholders. Other stakeholder perspectives are of
real interest because the team is aware of the risk of over-investing in its own
collective view of the overall system.
Complexity thinking
Some team coaches pay most attention to helping people clarify roles,
objectives and individual accountabilities. If they succeed in clarifying these
aspects of team, so the argument goes, then the team will work happily
together. There is no need to talk about team dynamics. There is no need to
explore the relational nature of change if the team believes that the
organisation is a simple system and that all it needs to do is to pull the right
levers. This approach may work in a slow-moving world, where cause-andeffect is relatively simple to discern. In other contexts it may not work so well.
Through a complexity lens I see change as something unpredictable that
emerges from interactions between people. It is therefore fundamental for
the team to understand how it comes up with its own intentions. If it cannot
understand its own functioning, then it has little chance of understanding how
the broader system is functioning. As the team develops its capacity to
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understand and manage its own interpersonal dynamics, so it will get better
A team is an imaginary at engaging with people outside the team and improve its capacity to
construct. From a meta influence change.
perspective, there is little
Meta-systemic thinking
difference between a group When we talk about team coaching we are straightaway assuming a boundary
and a team. – the boundary between people in the team and people outside the team.
The team is talked about as if it is something real. Some coaches encourage
teams to delay team coaching if the team is unstable, with people still coming
and going. The team has a history and a reputation in the organisation. It has
objectives and a purpose. But a team is not a real entity. A team is an
imaginary construct. From a meta perspective, there is little difference
between a group and a team. The people in the room are part of a broader
social system. The conversations they have impact, and are impacted by,
every conversation that takes place outside the room. People come into the
room and leave the room. The conversation is still impactful. The people in
the room will likely align around a common intent because that is the reason
they are in the room. But that intent evolves and flows as time passes and as
different people come in and out of the room. Every conversation is a
moment in time. We don’t worry if there is upheaval in the ‘team’. We are
interested only insofar as it means the people in the room feel the need to
review the team dynamic. The team dynamic is a focus point because it is the
functioning of the team dynamic from which emerge meaning and decisions.
This team coach is super-aware of the impact of power on the functioning of
interpersonal dynamics. The team coach will not only focus on the way people
in the room are relating, and how they are relating with those outside the
room, but also on the nature of power, and how different forms of power are
intertwined with the functioning of those dynamics.

Conclusions
Team coaching is becoming more popular, but it is still very new. As with all
new disciplines, the market is now crowded with different people offering
different definitions of team coaching, often while simultaneously selling
training programs based on a particular methodology. The focus is on doing
and not on thinking. We find ourselves feeling increasingly discomfited by an
accompanying mantra that goes something like this:
‘Coaching individuals is a waste of time and indeed can be destructive.
Individuals don’t operate in isolation and so we need to focus on coaching
groups and teams instead.’
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Encouraging people to
learn a particular team
coaching methodology
without talking about the
underlying theory, may
achieve little.

On the face of it this assertion seems to make sense. Both complexity and
meta perspectives warn us against a belief that says we can change
organisations one person at a time. Such perspectives would appear to push
us toward spending more time coaching groups and teams. But this mantra is
too simplistic and diverts our attentions from the crux of the issue. The crux
of the issue is that in order to work more effectively, whatever the work we
do, we need to access different ways of thinking. To push people into shifting
their energies from individual coaching to group and team coaching will not of
itself achieve that. In coaching individuals, if I am thinking from a complexity
or meta perspective then I am not coaching the individual in isolation. Other
stakeholders are involved in the process. I may be escorting the coachee
around his workday or convening meetings with his colleagues to provide
feedback. I am aware that I, as coach, am but one person in the coachee’s
universe. I know I am part of a broader social network and that everything I
do has an impact at some level. If I am thinking ‘systemically’ then I have as
significant impact as an individual coach as I do as a team coach.
Note that we don’t advocate that one way of thinking is better than another,
All these ways of thinking are useful. Let’s not dismiss the value of thinking,
sometimes, in terms of linear cause and effect. If my eye hurts, it will likely
stop hurting if I stop poking myself in the eye. We don’t advocate one
particular way of thinking. We advocate enhancing our capacity to access
different ways of thinking. You may not like our five categories of systems
thinking. If not, we are not the slightest bit put out. There are hundreds of
systems theories. In exploring at least some of them, we suggest you build
your own models, your own philosophies, that resonate for you. This
becomes your lens.
Encouraging people to learn a particular team coaching methodology without
talking about the underlying theory, may achieve little. If you are interested in
the complexity and meta ways of thinking about systems, and you are
planning to do more team coaching, then pay attention to team coaching
offerings. To what extent are they focussed on practice – playbooks full of
techniques and models? Ask people to explain the underlying philosophies.
What do they mean when they say their approaches are systemic?
At this point you may be thinking – well – what tools do you recommend? Our
answer would be – any tool. It doesn’t matter what tools and processes you
use. There are lots to choose from. What matters is the way in which you use
the tool, which will be a consequence of the way that you think. There are
many different ways to work with groups and teams, and we encourage
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people to go explore as many as they have the energy for. But ultimately we
To learn how to think suggest that it the way a team coach thinks that will determine his or her
differently requires me to impact.
consider my current
thinking patterns. We don’t change the way we think overnight. If I look at the world
predominantly through a first-order lens, then that will be my go-to when
feeling stressed. To integrate different ways of thinking into my self-as-coach
requires me to take little steps, try out new approaches, and make time to
reflect on what happened. With the support of a supervisor, perhaps. This
process can’t be recreated in a one week workshop. In a one week workshop I
can learn new techniques. To learn how to think differently requires me to
consider my current thinking patterns. It requires me to consider new
approaches and theories. It requires me to put some of that thinking into
action and to reflect upon the outcomes of that action. It may require me
along the way to reconsider my very purpose as a coach. This is all very
different to booking into a one week workshop, hoping to come out of it as a
‘systemic team coach’.
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