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Abstract: This paper explores strategies for building sustainable and competitive 

organizations.  This paper suggests that unless organizations keep pace with competition 

they easily fall into oblivion.  The paper suggests systems thinking and learning 

organization approach as framework for sustainable competitiveness.  The paper also 

argues that even though there is very little to suggest that the concept of systems thinking 

has been adopted as a framework in organizational management practice, but scholars of 

management have been influenced by this concept even more than most people are aware 

of.   
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1. Introduction 

 

Today all organizations, both public and private sector organizations operate in 

competitive business environments.  That increases the level and diversity of 

requirements for quality of their products imposed upon them by their stakeholders.  

Fulfilling certain minimum requirements is not enough, neither operating at the average 

level of performance, because in those cases there are better organizations that win the 

competition.  Successful and competitive organizations strive for something more.  That 
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is expressed in the modern quality approaches by aiming at performance excellence 

which translates into sustained high growth in both revenues and profits.    

 

Organizations have sustainable competitiveness when they consistently produce products 

and/or deliver systems with attributes which correspond to the buying criteria for the 

majority of the customers in their targeted market.  Sustainable competitiveness is 

enjoyed by those organizations who are appealing to current, or emergent, majority of 

customers in their target market (Hall, 1993: 610).  In order to have sustainable 

competitiveness, Coyne (1986: 57) suggests that not only do product and/or delivery 

system attributes need to be significant to customers, but to be sustainable they also need 

to be the result of a capability differential which will endure. 

 

In view of this, this paper explores strategies and processes for turning organizations into 

sustainable and competitive systems.  This paper argues that organizations will attain 

competitive sustainability only by adopting Systems thinking and learning organization 

approach.  The reason why Systems thinking and learning organization approach is 

promoted arises from the fact that conventional approaches to organizational 

development which have coloured how people look at the world have not been able to 

provide long-term and longer lasting solutions to present day organizational problems.  

Because of this there is a need to think differently about problems that organizations face.  

Systems thinking approach provides a different perspective to understanding world 

problems.  This concept helps people see patterns in the world and identify specific 

leverage points that can be used to produce lasting, beneficial changes within systems    

(Haines et al, 2005: 40-46).  The paper explores this concept and argues that this concept 

needs to be used deliberately as a framework in organizational development practice.   

 

This paper also argues that even though the concept of systems thinking has not been 

used widely as a framework in management practice but scholars of management have 

been influenced by this concept even more than most people are aware of.   
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This paper opens by reviewing models of conventional approaches to organizational 

management.  The paper shows that conventional approaches to management have not 

brought about sustainable competitiveness in organizations and by implication can not be 

relied upon to turn organizations into world class systems.  Since conventional 

approaches to management offer limited solutions this paper turns to systems thinking 

and learning organization framework, as an approach for sustainable organizational 

change.  The paper further shows the influence of systems thinking approach into 

management and leadership theory.   

 

2. Conventional Approaches to Organizational Development  

 

As it was suggested above leaders of organizations are concerned about growing and 

sustaining the organizations that they lead.  The question is how can sustained growth be 

achieved?  Sustained organizational growth has proven to be elusive.  Kim and 

Mauborgne (1997) point out that after decades of downsizing and increasingly intense 

competition, profitable growth is still a tremendous challenge in many companies.  

Studies (Strebel, 1996; Beer et al, 1990; Garvin, 1993; Bridges and Mitchell, 2000; and 

Senge et al, 1999b) also show that most organizations have not been successful both in 

their turnaround strategies and in their general change efforts.  

 

Anecdotal evidence, decades of experience in the change field, smaller research studies, 

numerous conversations with other prominent consultants and writers suggest that 

approximately 75 percent of all major change initiatives fail to fully meet their initial 

objectives (Haines, et al, 2005: 20).  Holbeche (2005: 6) reports that 75 percent of all 

transformation efforts fail, and re-engineering efforts fails are between 50 and 75 percent.  

This view is also supported by Wheatley (1997).  Kotter (1995: 59) writes that a few 

corporate change efforts that have gone under many banners: total quality management, 

reengineering, right sizing, restructuring, cultural change, and turnaround have been 

successful.  Many have been utter failures.  Kotter (1998) further elaborates on this point 

that according to most assessments fewer than fifteen of the hundred or more companies 

he has studied have successfully transformed themselves.  
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Studies further suggest reasons why change management strategies fail.  Pascale, et al 

(1997: 127) attribute change programme failures to the fact that the whole burden of 

change tends to rests on a few people.  They state that the number of people at every level 

who make committed and imaginative contributions to organizational success is simply 

too small.  Bridges and Mitchell (2000) suggest that change management programmes 

fail because they tend to neglect the dynamics of personal and organizational transition 

that can determine the outcome of any change effort.  Strebel (1996:86) points out that 

change fails because managers and employees view change differently.  Few leaders 

recognize the ways in which individuals commit to change to bring it about.  For many 

employees, including middle managers change is neither sought after nor welcomed.  It is 

disruptive and intrusive.  It upsets the balance. 

 

Beer, et al (1990) add another dimension to lack of success in organizational change 

efforts by stating that revitalization fails because the idea often comes about through 

companywide change programmes sponsored by corporate staff.  Beer et al call this “the 

fallacy of programmatic change”.  Senge (1999) points out that most organizational 

change effort fails because they are based on a premise of a definitive formula rather than 

an ongoing process.  Some popular change strategies such as downsizing, re-engineering, 

and “slash and burn” retrenchments often fail to sustain themselves.  Hartman (2004: 12) 

is also critical of slash-and-burn strategy pointing out that it is far too limited. He points 

out that slash-and-burn offers quick-fix solutions.  On the slash-and-burn strategy, 

Holbeche (2005: 10) quotes Hammer (2001) who states that business re-engineering 

during the 1990s went too far, in some cases cutting into not just the “fat” of the 

organization but also its bones and sinews.  This resulted in what is called corporate 

“anorexia” which made organizations become too lean to be able to respond flexibly and 

innovatively in an increasingly competitive global market place. 

 

In a study done by Nhlabathi (2006) on strategies to build sustainable competitive 

organizations, it was found that organizations fail to meet their potential for the following 

reasons: lack of commitment by staff to the organization and to the change process; 
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inability of an organization to respond to its environment; putting one’s interest ahead of 

that of on organizations; ideological orientation of some staff which is at variance with 

the vision of the organization; the tendency to blame the next person for problems in an 

organization; lack of clearly defined common vision; hostilities amongst staff; and, an all 

powerful management, the “hero” CEO.   

 

The above exposition and the results of the study done by Nhlabathi (2006) show that for 

one to bring about superior results in an organization one needs to go beyond 

conventional approaches of organizational development.  There is therefore a need for a 

paradigm shift in leadership from traditional approaches to systems thinking approach to 

problem solving (Haines et al, 2005: 40-46).   

 

3.  Systems Thinking Framework and Sustainable Competitiveness: Why an 

Interest in Systems Thinking? 

 

The Industrial Revolution came with great changes in the way production was done.  

Managing the new forms of production created a need for some new methods for dealing 

with the management issues.  One theory of management that had far reaching effect in 

the field of management is scientific management developed by Frederic Winslow Taylor 

(1856-1915).  Taylor was one of the first to attempt to systematically analyze human 

behaviour at work (Wertheim, 1999).  Through the principles of scientific management 

Frederick Taylor wanted to show that fundamental principles of scientific management 

are applicable to all kinds of human activities.  Scientific management was employed to 

provide a logical, systematic and thorough analysis of shop-level problems.  Efforts 

towards increased efficiency which would result in both increased profits and higher 

wages fostered the development of specific procedures within individual companies 

(Jackson, 2000: 199).   

 

The ideas of Frederick Taylor later to be called Taylorism led to concepts of viewing 

organizations as smoothly running machines.  Taylorism had profound results as it led to 

dramatic improvement in productivity (Wertheim, 1999).  New departments arose such as 
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industrial engineering, personnel, and quality control.  Rational rules replaced trial and 

error; management became formalized and efficiency increased.  Wertheim (1999) and 

Robbins and Decenzo (2001: 29) present the principles of Taylorism.  

Taylorism did not go without criticisms.  Simple models of maximizing behaviour were 

not enough to analyze business organizations critics stated.  The relatively mechanical 

models apparent in the scientific management era gave way to theories represented by the 

human relations movement.  Human relationists shifted some of the focus away from the 

man-machine system per se to motivation and interrelationships amongst individuals in 

the organization (Johnson, et al, 1973: 12).  Human relationists helped in showing that an 

organization is more than a formal arrangement of functions but is also a social system.   

 

Scientific management, Fayol’s administrative management theorists, micro-economics, 

and Weber’s bureaucracy theory or public administration constitute what is commonly 

called traditional organizational theory.  Traditional theory focuses on separating the 

individual pieces of what is being studied.  It is based on principles of reductionism.  The 

theory of reductionism has been found to be inadequate in addressing problems of human 

kind.  Weaknesses of traditional approaches caused a paradigm shift into systems 

thinking becoming a dominant theory in management and in organizations (Jackson, 

2000: 62). 

 

In order to lead organizations it is essential that paradigms of the past be changed.  The 

paradigm or worldview of regarding organizations in mechanistic terms, as collections of 

replaceable parts capable of being reengineered and expecting them to perform to 

specifications with machine-like obedience is flawed.  Paradigms of the past have tended 

to view people as passive, unemotional, fragmented, incapable of self-motivation and 

uninterested in meaningful questions of good work.  Successful organizational 

management programmes start with the assumption that people, like all life, are creative 

and good at change, these organizations have adopted systems approach paradigm 

(Wheatley, 1997 and 2001).        
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Systems thinking has thus been accepted as a new framework in management and in 

organizations.  The concept of systems thinking cannot be understood outside the concept 

of a system, so it would be logical to define the concept of a system before defining 

system thinking.      

 Ackoff (1997: 3-4) characterizes systems as being marked by all the parts working 

together in order to carry out the purpose of the systems optimally; secondly, all the parts 

must be arranged in a specific way in order to carry out the purpose; thirdly, all systems 

have a specific purpose within larger systems; fourthly, systems maintain their stability 

through fluctuations and adjustments, and finally, systems have feedback.   

 

From the work of Ackoff it is clear that the concept of a system implies a unit which acts 

in unison, has a clearly defined purpose, adjusts to the environment, and is not divorced 

from its environment of which it is part.  Used as a framework for organizational 

leadership the concept suggests that unless organizations comply with the above 

principles they are unlikely to attain competitive leadership.   

 

Progressing from the concept of a system to systems thinking, Ackoff (1997: 16) defines 

systems thinking by offering its benefits.  He points out that systems thinking is a 

language that offers a way to communicate about dynamic complexities and 

interdependencies.  Many problems that face people in organizations are caused by a web 

of interconnected, circular relationships.  Systems thinking allows people to better 

understand such problems and by implication systems thinking would empower leaders 

of organizations to be better leaders.    

 

The concept of systems thinking cannot be understood without mentioning of the name of 

Senge. According to Jackson (2000:147) Senge popularized the concept of systems 

thinking through his book The Fifth Discipline (1990).  Senge (1990) uses the concept of 

systems thinking together with that of a “learning organization” to which the discussion 

below turns.   

 

4.  The concept of a Learning Organization and Sustainable Change     
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Senge (1990) promoted and popularized the concept of the learning organization but de 

Geus (1988) made his earlier contribution.  Other important contributions on the concept 

of the learning organization were done by Argyris (1991); Garvin (1993); Argyris (1994); 

Senge (1994); Jack Welch in Kramer (2002).  

 

On the performance of an organization for competitiveness de Geus (1988: 70) points out 

that an organization cannot attain sustainable improved results unless it is linked to it 

being a learning organization or what he calls institutional learning.  Institutional learning 

is defined as the process whereby management teams change their shared mental models 

of their company, their markets, and their competitors.  Institutional learning begins with 

the calibration of existing mental models.  High level, effective, and continuous 

institutional learning and ensuing corporate change are prerequisites for corporate 

success.  Successful organizations recognize and react to environmental change before 

the pain of a crisis.  The only competitive advantage the company of the future will have 

is its manager’s ability to learn faster than their competitors this can only be done if a 

company becomes a learning organization. 

 

Senge (1990:6) sees systems thinking as one of the disciplines of a learning organization.  

He understands a learning organization as an organization where people continually 

expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive 

patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people 

are continually learning to see the whole together.  It is important to stress that in a 

learning organization people learn together.  What distinguishes learning organizations 

from traditional organizations is the mastery of five “learning disciplines” or “component 

technologies”: namely, personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning 

and systems thinking.  These five learning disciplines are necessary to create a learning 

organization and organizations become successful only by becoming learning 

organizations.   
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Senge (1990: 6-10) and Senge et al (1999b:32) explain what each of the five “learning 

disciplines” entails.  Personal mastery is a discipline of aspiration.  It involves clarifying 

and deepening personal vision, of focusing energies, of developing patience, and of 

seeing reality objectively.  Learning to cultivate the tension between personal vision and 

reality can expand people’s capacity to make better choices, and to achieve more of the 

results that they have chosen.  In a learning organization people are vision driven, they 

are committed to lifelong learning. 

 

Mental models are deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or pictures or images 

that influence how people understand the world and how they act.  Mental models 

influence the way people behave.  The discipline of mental models is a discipline of 

reflection and inquiry.  It is focused around developing awareness of the attitudes and 

perceptions that influence thought and interaction.  Through the “ladder of inference”, 

which is a discipline of mental models researchers/inquirers are made aware that people 

in general behave and that they have a tendency of jumping to counterproductive 

conclusions and assumptions.  This suggests that leadership in a learning organization 

needs to be aware how mental models that people have would influence the way people 

behave and thus the whole performance of an organization.  The study by Nhlabathi 

(2006) shows how mental models influence people’s actions.     

 

The discipline of shared vision involves a collective focusing on mutual purpose.  People 

become committed to a group or organization if they are guided by shared images of the 

future they seek to create and have principles and guiding practices by which they hope to 

get there.  The practice of shared vision involves the skills of uncovering a shared picture 

of the future that fosters genuine commitment and enrollment rather than compliance.  In 

mastering the discipline of mental models leaders learn the counter-productiveness of 

trying to dictate vision, no matter how heartfelt that vision may be.  In a learning 

organization leaders do not dictate the vision but the vision develops organically.     

 

Team learning is a discipline of group interaction.  It starts with what Senge calls a 

dialogue where team members suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine thinking 
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together.  Through team learning teams transform their collective thinking and learn to 

mobilize their energies and actions to achieve common goals.  Teams learn to understand 

that the whole is more than the sum of individual members’ talents.  In modern 

organizations teams and not individuals are the fundamental learning units.  Unless teams 

can learn the organization cannot learn.  

 

The last and the most important learning discipline as identified by Senge is Systems 

thinking.  Systems thinking is the discipline that integrates all the disciplines into a 

coherent body of theory and practice.  This discipline enables people to better understand 

interdependency and change.  Systems thinking framework enables people to understand 

complexity of organizations, the multiple feedback processes in organizations, and the 

innate tendencies of organizations to grow or stabilize over time.  Systems thinking 

makes understandable the subtlest aspects of a learning organization (Senge, 1990: 12).  

People in a learning organization understand that for that organization to survive it has to 

more than just adapt but adaptive learning must be joined by “generative learning”, 

learning that enhancing the members to capacity to create (Senge, 1990: 14).     

 

Senge (1990: 57-67) identifies what he calls the “laws of a learning organization”.  

Through the laws of the learning organization, Senge wants to reverse the impression that 

the world is made up of separate and unrelated forces.  The “laws of a learning 

organization”, according to Senge help to show that solutions to problems of 

organizations require not just the application of conventional approaches and 

symptomatic solutions but solutions to organizational problems require an understanding 

of the entire system of an organization and its environment.  Systems thinking demands a 

shift of mind so that people in organizations are able to see “structures”, that is, see 

wholes and are able to discern high leverage change from low leverage change.  High 

leverage interventions are those that address a source of a problem rather than symptoms 

of a problem.  Systems thinking makes organizations understand that they are unable to 

solve problems because they think in linear, nonsystematic terms.  Through thinking in 

systems terms organization begin to realize that events/phenomena interact to create a 

“system” a set of variables that influence one another, a dynamic complexity and not 
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detail complexity.  The essence of the discipline of systems thinking lies in seeing 

relationships rather than linear cause-effect chains, and seeing processes of change rather 

than snapshots.   

Senge (1990: 79-80) identifies three concepts which can be seen as building blocks of 

systems thinking and which enable leaders to understand how organizations function, 

these are, reinforcing (amplifying) feedback, balancing (stabilizing) feedback, and delay.  

In a reinforcing process or loop a small change builds on itself.  A small movement is 

amplified, producing more movement in the same direction.  An idea or event will build 

on itself with good results in a virtuous cycle or with bad results in a vicious cycle.  This 

would reinforce accelerated growth or accelerating decline in an organization.  Seeing an 

organization as a system allows leaders to influence the way it works.    

 

A reinforcing loop, by definition, is incomplete.  A vicious or virtuous cycle does not 

occur by itself.  Pure accelerating growth or decline rarely continues unchecked in nature, 

eventually limits are encountered – which may slow growth, stop it, divert it, or even 

reverse it.  These limits are balancing feedback or balancing loops.  Balancing loops 

create processes of resistance, which eventually limit growth.  Balancing loops are often 

found in situations which seem to be self-correcting, whether the participants like it or not 

(www.solonline.org/pra/tool/loops.html).  Resistance to change for example is a 

balancing process in an organization.  If a leader encounters resistance he/she should not 

push harder in order to overcome resistance but should identify the source of resistance 

and address it.  Artful leaders focus their change efforts directly on the norms and power 

relationships within which resistance is embedded (Senge, 1990: 88).      

 

Systems are also marked by delay.  Delay is natural in systems (Senge, 1990: 89).  Delay 

refers to a time lag between the action (intervention) and the intended consequence, when 

the effect of one variable on another takes time.  Delays are often unappreciated and lead 

to instability; they are either unrecognized or not well understood.  Failure to understand 

that processes in systems are marked by delay results in frustration.    This can result in 

“overshoot” going further than needed to achieve a desired result.  When results don’t 

seem to be forthcoming the tendency is that people become impatient and abandon the 
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intervention which in the course of time would have provided a solution.  Unrecognized 

delays can also lead to instability and breakdown, especially when they are long.  

Aggressive action often produces exactly the opposite of what was intended.  It produces 

instability and oscillation instead of moving towards a goal.  Leaders in organizations 

look for immediate results but systems are not geared towards that.     

 Tools and techniques which Senge (1990: 95) refers to as system archetypes or generic 

structures help people to see how to change systems more effectively and thus be able to 

know how to manage organizations effectively.  Systems archetypes aid managers to see 

structures that are at play in organizations and how to gain leverage in those structures.  

The most common archetypes are limits to growth archetype and shifting the burden 

archetype.   

 

The effect of limits to growth archetype manifests itself in plateauing or declining 

development in a section of an organization or of the entire organization itself.  The 

natural response to this is that managers tend to push even harder trying to arrest or 

reverse the plateau or decline.  This might mean management allocating more resources 

to address the problem.  According to Senge (1990: 95) this does not usually yield the 

desired results.  He suggests that the best solution would be to “identify and change the 

limiting factor”.  This implies that unless the cause of stunted growth is identified 

pumping more and more resources into a problem in most cases does not work.  He adds 

that this may require actions one may not yet have considered, choices they never have 

noticed, or difficult changes in how the system operates.   

 

Shifting the burden refers to applying symptomatic solutions to problems while leaving 

the problem intact.  Symptomatic solutions to problems are “quick fixes” they solve the 

problem temporarily.  This is a common strategy amongst leaders in organizations.  

Leaders bring consultant to sort out poor performance of an organization.  Consultants 

solve the problem but leaving the ability of the leader to solve related problems having 

not improved.    Senge points out that shifting the burden structures is responsible for a 

recurrence of one and the same problem and the same symptomatic solution being 

administered.  He warns that shifting the burden structures often underlie unintended drift 
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in the health of an organization, this is reflected in drifts in strategic direction and erosion 

in competitive position.  The longer the drift goes unaddressed fundamentally, the more 

difficult it becomes to reverse the situation.   

Dealing effectively with shifting the burden structures requires a combination of 

strengthening the fundamental response and weakening the symptomatic response.  

Strengthening fundamental responses requires a long-term orientation and a sense of 

shared vision and weakening the symptomatic response requires telling the truth about 

“looking good” solutions (Senge, 1990: 111).  Senge adds that at times it may be 

necessary to adopt symptomatic solutions but they need to be acknowledged as such and 

be combined with strategies for fundamentally solving the problem.      

 

Senge (1990:340) argues that learning organizations require a new view of leadership 

style and not the traditional style.  He points out that the traditional style of leadership is 

characterized by an individualistic and non-systemic world view.  Traditional view of 

leadership assumes that people are powerless they lack personal vision and are not able to 

master the forces of change.  Against this traditional view, he suggests a “new” view of 

leadership that centres on subtler and more important tasks.  In terms of the new view of 

leadership, leaders are designers, stewards and teachers.  They are responsible for 

building organizations where people continually expand their capabilities to understand 

complexity, clarify vision, and improve shared mental models.  This is the essence of a 

learning organization.  In a learning organization the leadership takes a stand and inspires 

the vision. 

 

There is very little to suggest that the concept of systems thinking and learning 

organization is used as a frame of reference in the organizational management practice.  

Even the study by Nhlabathi (2006) attests to this fact.  This explains why organizations 

do not operate beyond mediocrity.  If organizations adopted systems thinking and 

learning organization approach they would derive the following benefits, they would 

operate as a unit which is guided by a shared vision; they would be aware that the world 

is made up of separate and related forces; they would understand the difference between 

interventions that address symptoms of problems and those that address the source of a 
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problem; and, they would understand that quick fix solutions cannot be relied upon in the 

long run. 

 

5. How the concept of systems thinking influenced management and organizational 

theory.  

 

Even though the concept of systems thinking and learning organization has not 

consciously guided management practice, it has influenced management scholarship and 

theory even more than people are aware of.  The discussion below addresses itself to that 

fact. 

 

5.1 Dynamism in systems for sustainable superior results 

 

According to systems thinking and learning organization framework organizations have 

to constantly change and adapt in order to stay competitive and relevant.  This idea has 

long been accepted in the organizational development literature.  Scholars who have 

written on this subject include Kotter (1998), Heifetz and Laurie (1997) and Foster and 

Kaplan (2001).  

 

Kotter (1998) points out that to cope with new technological, competitive and 

demographic forces, leaders in every sector have sought to fundamentally alter the way 

their organizations do business.  According to Kotter organizations must evolve and adapt 

in order to survive.  Heifetz and Laurie (1997: 124) echo this view and they point out that 

organizations face adaptive challenges.  They further add that changes in societies, 

markets, customers, competition and technology around the globe are forcing 

organizations to clarify their values, develop new strategies and learn new ways of 

operating. 

   

The importance of a dynamic organization is also underscored by Jack Welch, as quoted 

by Haines, et al (2005: 18), who point out that if a CEO is still doing things now the same 

way they did them five years ago, they are doing something wrong.  Foster and Kaplan 
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(2001:30) emphasize the importance of organizational dynamism when they quote 

Schumpeter who wrote in 1938 on the process of creative destruction.  Schumpeter wrote 

that sustainable success of a company depends on its ability to deal with the processes of 

creative destruction, the challenges of incessant renewal, generated by its market 

environment.  Thus the capability to change, and to adapt, as well as to renew and to 

innovate become core aspects of an organization’s prospect for sustainable success.  Beer 

et al (1990:158) support this view by adding that the key to competitive success in 

organizations is to transform the way they function.  

 

Kim and Mauborgne (1997: 103-107) suggest that in order to become a high growth 

organization, the organization needs to look at the way it does business.  According to 

Kim and Mauborgne successful companies follow strategic logic of value innovation as 

their framework.  The strategic logic of value innovation helps in setting them apart from 

the pack.    

 

Organizations that cannot embrace adaptive challenges face a shortened lifespan.  One of 

the attributes of living and growing systems is that they change.  This means that no 

matter what journey an organization is undertaking, every organization is constantly 

required to change or die (Haines, et al, 2005: 18).  Few large corporations live even half 

as long as a person (Senge, 1990: 17).  Senge goes on to point out that a Royal 

Dutch/Shell survey found that one third of the firms in the Fortune “500” industries 

listed in 1970 had vanished by 1983.  Shell estimated that the average lifetime of the 

largest industrial enterprise is less than forty years.  This view is also supported by de 

Geus (1988: 70) and by Foster and Kaplan (2001:18).  So for organizations to extend 

their lifespan, they have to master the adaptive skills.   

 

5.2  Popular acceptance of the change process for sustainable superior results 

 

Scholars (Strebel, 1996; Bridges and Mitchell, 2000; Kegan and Lahey, 2001; Kanter, 

2003; and Holbeche, 2005) who write on the subject of organizational management have 
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also suggested that all the parts of a system have to work as a unit or a team if an 

organization is to maintain superior performance.     

 

Holbeche (2005: 6) suggests that organizational change is a human process.  Successful 

organizational change requires people to change their behaviours.  The most effective 

change occurs when employees commit to the change effort.  On the same subject Kanter 

(2003:59) writes on the importance of the psychological turnaround in the process of 

bringing distressed organizations from the brink of failure.  Kanter maintains that almost 

all distressed organizations suffer from what is called organizational pathologies.  

Symptoms of organizational pathologies include secrecy, blame, isolation, avoidance, 

passivity and feelings of helplessness.  If organizational pathologies are not attended to 

they reinforce one another in such a way that the organization enters a kind of death 

spiral.  In order to arrest this process Kanter (2003: 64-66) suggests that three related 

activities be undertaken, these are, engendering respect, sparking collaboration and 

inspiring initiative.   Putting an organization on a positive path towards future success 

also requires that leaders energize their workforce, throughout the ranks. 

  

The issue of popular acceptance of the change process for sustainable organizational 

development is also highlighted by Hudson (2001: 45).  Hudson maintains that one way 

of enhancing success in a change process in an organization is by having fun as an 

integral part of an organization’s culture.  This he maintains has numerous benefits.  It 

can break down jealously guarded turf boundaries.  It can foster an esprit de corps 

throughout the company and greater camaraderie on teams.   

 

Jack Welch (the former CEO of General Electric) as quoted by Heller (2001: 594) points 

out that a common culture for an organization is imperative for success.  Shared value 

systems and attitudes of an organization are determinants of success.  In order to promote 

a shared culture, Welch suggests that organizational leaders should establish key 

company values, change the behaviour of the individuals, and abolish bureaucracy in 

favour of a creative, enterprising climate of best practice.  Fundamental to changing the 

culture of an organization is altering people’s behaviour.  People’s behavour can be 
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changed by developing a climate of trust; empowering people to improve their own 

performance; cut out wasted work, time, and cost; and establishing a new corporate 

culture of collaboration and sharing.   

Boundarylessness is one of the signature concepts of Welch (Krames, 2002: 41).  To 

spark productivity and break down the walls that he felt were killing the company, 

according to Kramer (2003: 42) Welch sought to topple every barrier.  Welch believed 

that any wall was a bad one.  In a boundaryless organization information flows easily.  

There is nothing to impede the seamless transfer of decisions, ideas and people. 

 

Also Ashkenas et al (2002: 4) write on the concept of boundaryless organization and 

point out that twenty-first-century business needs to shift from rigid to permeable 

structures and processes and create something new: the boundaryless organization.  

Whereas the twentieth century organizational success was influenced by the factors of 

size, role clarity, specialization and control, the success factors for the twenty first 

century organization are speed, flexibility, integration and innovation.  These success 

factors can only be operationalized in a boundaryless organization.  

 

Kanter (1991) interviewed Raymond Smith, the CEO of Bell Atlantic on managing 

change at Bell Atlantic.  Smith told how Bell Atlantic was transformed from being a 

monopolistic and bureaucratic corporation into one that is both efficient and 

entrepreneurial.  Smith identified the most important determinants of success in an 

organization being the effectiveness of day-to-day interactions between human beings.  If 

those contacts are contentious, turf-oriented, and parochial, the company will flounder, 

bureaucracy will grow, and internal competition will be rampant.  But when employees 

behave in accountable, team-oriented and collegial way, it dramatically improves group 

effectiveness.   

 

The above discussion shows that the concept of systems thinking has been prevalent in 

management scholarship but there could be questions on it being adopted as a framework 

in management and leadership practice.    
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6. Conclusion 

 

Conventional approaches to organizational development have not brought about 

sustainable competitiveness in organizations.  Turnaround strategies based on 

frameworks such as total quality management, reengineering, right sizing, restructuring, 

cultural change, etc. have brought temporary solutions.  It is for this reason that this paper 

suggested systems thinking and learning organizational approaches as frameworks for 

sustainable competitiveness in organizations.  Systems thinking approach provides a 

different perspective to understanding world problems.  This concept helps people see 

patterns in the world and identify specific leverage points that can be used to produce 

lasting, beneficial changes in organizations.  Systems thinking and learning organization 

concept has influenced scholarly thinking and theory but there is doubt if this theory is 

adopted in practice.  Doubt arises out of the number of organizational failures which are 

frequently reported.  Systems thinking and learning organization theory would help 

address some of the problems that leaders in organizations face.         
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