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”Life does not wait, and the challenge is to live it better, improving the act 
on the spur of the moment” (Saarinen, a, p. ).

S
everal years ago, Esa Saarinen was dining in Helsinki with a group of colleagues when 
one of the visiting academics asked a provocative question: ”What single word sums 
up your desire for your life?” Professor Saarinen did not hesitate. ”Influence,” he said. 
”I want to feel I have made a difference.” 1ose of us who have worked with him on 

Systems Intelligence know he has already achieved his goal. Working together with friends and 
colleagues, he has driven and shaped a new theoretical lens that will not only have an impact in 
academic and organizational settings but in people’s lives. 

A new lens

Few could have foreseen the extent of the positive outcomes that Esa Saarinen’s acceptance of 
an invitation to join the Systems Analysis Laboratory (at then Helsinki University of Technology, 
now Aalto University) would have. Professor Saarinen joined the group in , bringing with 
him his deep understanding of the human condition. After an interest in theoretical philosophy 
in his early career, he had moved into work on applied philosophy and philosophical practice. 
In tandem with this shift in focus came a growing interest in enhancing lives, particularly with-
in organizational and leadership settings. His quest was to bring about positive change in peo-
ple’s personal and work life contexts in optimistic and pragmatic ways. With this fresh perspec-
tive, Professor Saarinen focused his often more technically-minded colleagues and students on 
human-centered systems.

At first glance, philosophy and systems thinking may seem strange bedfellows. Systems are typ-
ically thought of as the technical structures that we engage with in this highly complex and tech-
nology-driven era. However, systems thinking has long had surprisingly close connections with 
philosophy. Ludwig von Bertalanffy, considered the founder of general systems theory, identi-
fied the philosophy of systems as a cornerstone of systemics (Ramage and Shipp, ; Skyttner, 
). Another pioneer, C. West Churchman, regarded as both a philosopher and a systems sci-
entist, pondered how to improve the human condition by means of the human intellect (Ulrich, 
). Professor Saarinen, too, easily developed an understanding of systems and began to build 
on existing perspectives in the field with an applied philosopher’s perspective. He started to work 
on the philosophical dimensions of systems thinking for both teaching and research.



  

1e teaching began with Professor Saarinen’s lecture series under the title: ”Philosophy and 
Systems 1inking.” In these lectures, open to and attended by a wide audience, he unites the phil-
osophical approaches of classical philosophers like Socrates and Aristotle with the tenets of mod-
ern systems thinking. 1e aim is to stimulate the participants to cognitively appraise their lives, 
attend to their own flourishing, and focus on important goals and projects. 1e lectures have be-
come a philosophical performance, where Professor Saarinen acts as the conductor of a kind of 
concert of thinking. He defies and challenges the expectations and conventions of university lec-
tures, opening up new ways to be for those in the audience. His innovative approach to commu-
nicating his ideas has been crystallized in two recent papers: ”Philosophical lecturing as a philo-
sophical practice” and ”1e Paphos seminar: Elevated reflections of life as good work” (Saarinen 
and Slotte, ; Saarinen, ).

A further teaching contribution came in collaboration with Professor Raimo P. Hämäläinen, 
the director of the Systems Analysis Laboratory and a long-time friend. Sparking off their unique 
perspectives, the philosopher and the systems scientist established a seminar series on creative 
problem solving (known as LOR). Drawing from the extensive body of work by such eminent sys-
tems scholars as Churchman, Peter Senge, Ralph Stacey, Herbert Simon, Michael Jackson, and 
Robert Flood, they combined systems approaches with broader humanistic ideas, including sem-
inal studies on intelligences by Howard Gardner, positivity by Barbara Fredrickson, and flourish-
ment by Martin Seligman. 

Enriched by these varied perspectives, Professor Saarinen and Professor Hämäläinen’s dis-
cussions soon saw them combine ideas from both systems and thinking in new ways. Intuitive-
ly, they knew that somehow bringing together systems concepts with how people think and be-
have had the potential to stimulate betterment in human life. 1ey saw in the early systems lit-
erature the usefulness of systems concepts to explain many social phenomena, no matter what 
the scale of the system. However, something was still missing from the existing literature because 
systems concepts had not had a visible impact on people’s everyday lives or organizations, some-
thing that leading systems thinker Russell Ackoff () had noted in his paper ”Why few organi-
zations adopt systems thinking.” Systems approaches, the two colleagues realized, had yet to res-
onate with a general audience. 1e concepts needed to be understood and appreciated at a per-
sonal level to really bring about change. 1ey noted that this was particularly relevant because 
we all live in and get along in systems all the time. Indeed, we seem to have some kind of a natu-
ral systems engagement skill. 

1is was the insight that led them to bring together two previously unrelated concepts: ”sys-
tems” and ”intelligence.” 1e phrase Systems Intelligence captures what they see as the innate but 
learnable capacity that humans have to behave wisely within systemic contexts. It focuses on pos-
itive action within systems to improve the human condition. Defined as the human ability to act 
intelligently in the context of complex systems that involve interaction and feedback, Systems In-
telligence offers a pragmatic and personal approach to life in systems.
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Systems Intelligence in daily life

Every day humans live immersed in social systems, dynamic groups of interconnected people func-
tioning together as a whole. Given that we interact with many systems, it makes sense that we do 
our best to understand how they work and enhance our experience of them. Systems Intelligence 
is about the benefits of considering what systems we are engaged with, what they look like, how 
they behave, and how they influence how we behave. Just as importantly, we can consider our own 
impact on, and contribution to the systems in our life. We can understand how we both perpetu-
ate and create systems, and how we all see the same systems from our own unique perspectives.

As the term indicates, Systems Intelligence relates both to systems and to intelligence. When 
considering intelligence, most people automatically think of academic ability. 1is is hardly sur-
prising given that traditional measures of intelligence within western society focus on an individ-
ual’s analytical, mathematical and linguistic abilities. 

Over the last few decades, however, a more general perspective about intelligence has gained 
prominence, stimulated by the work of Howard Gardner (), Daniel Goleman (; ), 
and others. 1is perspective asks us to think about the capabilities of the chess player, the violin-
ist, and the athlete. How do we account for talents in these endeavors? 1ese, too, are types of in-
telligence and, what’s more, they can be improved via learning. What about people’s capacity to 
manage social relationships and their emotional life? When we live more intelligently with our 
emotions, we can harness them to help rather than hinder us. 1e idea that when we live more 
intelligently with systems, they, too, help us rather than hinder us, is a natural extension to our 
understanding of intelligence. In this way, Systems Intelligence represents a natural step forward 
from Emotional and Social Intelligence.

1e second, and essential, part of Systems Intelligence, is the idea of a system. Irrespective of 
our backgrounds, systems are fundamental to how we live our lives. Typically, when we hear the 
word ”system”, we think of mechanisms rather than people. We most readily associate systems 
with things like factory machinery producing goods or with self-contained mechanical objects 
like cars. 1ese examples are indeed systems. 1at is, they consist of a group of independent but 
interrelated elements that perform intended tasks comprising a working whole. Systems have in-
puts and outputs; they need to be coordinated and maintained to work; and they are made up of 
smaller sub-systems that perform specialized functions. 1ey also have feedback loops, so the 
function of any one part of the system is affected by the other parts. 1ese are characteristics that 
help define technical systems.

It is easy to see that the concept of system closely relates to human life and organizations as 
well. Biologically, the human body with its many functions is a system. It is made up of many in-
teracting parts, from individual cells to complex organs, and like mechanical systems, it requires 
inputs such as food and produces outputs such as physical movement. 1e coordinated func-
tioning of many subsystems within systems, such as the lymph system or the brain is essential. 
1e body, like all systems, has multiple feedback loops. During physical activity, for example, the 
heartbeat is elevated to increase blood flow to the muscle cells. We also breathe faster to increase 
oxygen intake, and we sweat to eliminate the extra heat produced by our exertion.



  

Systems Intelligence, however, is more about seeing the social world, embedded in the physi-
cal world, as consisting of life in systems. Consider a family, for example. It consists of various in-
dividuals, but those individuals together are part of a larger whole. Family members interact and 
develop relationships, which if not nurtured can lead to problems in the family unit. Within the 
extended family, smaller family units exist. Each family member might even define and describe 
the family system slightly differently. 1e relationships between individuals create the family as 
a system, but there are other aspects to the system as well. 1e house a family lives in, for exam-
ple, and the family traditions and habits, like regularly visiting the grandparents or eating dinner 
together during the week, all matter. At the same time as belonging to the family, individuals also 
have different professions, hobbies, and friends. 1ey simultaneously belong to other systems.

Families, workplaces, sports teams, social clubs, orchestras, and neighborhoods – all these 
groups of individuals functioning together can be described with the term system. We always be-
long to many systems simultaneously. We share these systems with others, yet we all can see and 
experience them differently. Realizing that we have different experiences of the same systems is 
a key insight for developing our Systems Intelligence, yet one we struggle to appreciate. Despite 
this, somehow, without ever overtly conceptualizing our world in systems terms, we work out 
how to live in these systems.

Essentially, on a daily basis throughout our lives, we navigate and nurture, participate in and 
rely on, and even create, a variety of social systems. In other words, every day we act with Systems 
Intelligence. We act intelligently within the systems within which we live our lives. We cannot and 
do not focus just on ourselves, but also on the bigger picture around us. We make decisions, we 
learn, we adapt, we respond, we cope. But we can do more than just cope – we can actually flour-
ish, succeed, and excel. Unlike the traditional understanding of intelligence, IQ, Systems Intelli-
gence is not only a talent we are born with, it is also something we can improve.

It is also something that so far only a few of us have heard about. When we do hear the phrase, 
though, somehow, mysteriously, the combination of these two words opens up the world in new 
ways. Systems Intelligence is a phrase that activates something already within us. Something na-
scent and deep, yet unarticulated. Something that is just out of reach, and yet we know is there. 
A willingness to look for the connections and the wholes that encompass human experience. An 
appreciation of context. An understanding that what we do matters, and that we can improve 
what we do. As a concept, it opens people’s minds to the possibilities of positive action and their 
own capabilities. 

Systems Intelligence and academia

We feel the concept of Systems Intelligence represents a significant development in the field of 
systems science. Traditionally, systems thinking has emphasized the importance of wholes as it 
models systems of interaction and feedback from the outside. In contrast, Systems Intelligence 
places the individual’s active and practical thinking in real life systems at its center. It is concerned 
not with modeling and describing systems, but with engaging and acting within systems. 

Consequently, Systems Intelligence necessarily accounts for the emotional aspects of life in sys-



        .  

tems. It treats human agents in systems as emotional as well as rational beings, and allows for the 
influence of the senses as well as the cognitive capabilities when acting within systems. Further-
more, Systems Intelligence extends traditional systems thinking by focusing on the opportunity 
for positive human and systems growth. It looks at how we can develop the resources to enhance 
our lives in systems rather than focusing on what creates problems. Whereas traditional systems 
thinking has typically been about describing, understanding and so being able to control systems, 
Systems Intelligence focuses on the human capacity to imagine and work towards positive futures. 

Several papers exploring Systems Intelligence and its relationship to earlier, more traditional 
systems thinking have been published in a variety of academic journals. 1ese include ”Systems 
Intelligence thinking as engineering philosophy” (Saarinen, Hämäläinen, Martela, and Luoma, 
), ”Systems Intelligence: A key competence for organizational life” (Hämäläinen and Saarin-
en, ), and ”Systems Intelligence – 1e way forward? A note on Ackoff ’s ‘Why few organi-
zations adopt systems thinking’” (Hämäläinen and Saarinen, b). While Professors Saarinen 
and Hämäläinen are embedded in academia, they have also sought to make Systems Intelligence a 
concept accessible to all for the betterment of individual lives. To that end, the majority of publi-
cations and other writings are freely accessible on the website http://systemsintelligence.aalto.fi/.

Even a cursory glance at the Systems Intelligence web pages shows how interest in Systems In-
telligence continues to grow. Stimulated by their own discussions, interaction with colleagues and 
students, and extended research and reading, the professors began to publish actively on Systems 
Intelligence. 1e annual seminars in particular inspired the early articles that outlined Systems 
Intelligence and that can be found in the volumes of essays published between  and . 
1e seminar participants – many of whom were doctoral students and working in a variety of 
professional disciplines such as architecture, management and education – were also encouraged 
to explore the application of Systems Intelligence in their own areas of expertise. 1is produced 
some exceptional and interesting essays on a variety of topics, including Systems Intelligence and 
the environment, Systems Intelligence and leadership, and Systems Intelligence and architecture. 

Professor Saarinen was particularly drawn to the application of the Systems Intelligence per-
spective in infant research where the relationship between mother and child has recently been 
studied in systemic terms (Beebe, Rostin, Sorter, and Knoblauch, ). Systems Intelligence also 
found a home in the nursery/kindergarten and school setting (Sajaniemi, Lindh, Sinkkonen, and 
Kontu, ). It was a natural fit given that a school is a system responsible for nurturing the hu-
man systems of its charges. Professor Saarinen collaborated with Dr. Nina Sajaniemi, a specialist 
in teacher and early childhood education at the University of Helsinki, who developed a course 
for special education teachers on Systems Intelligence. More than a hundred students each year 
complete a case project in Systems Intelligence and their schools. 1is is likely to have a long-
term impact on the way teachers teach. Similarly, in conjunction with his then doctoral student, 
now PhD, Frank Martela, Systems Intelligence was introduced into the realm of elderly caregiv-
ing (Martela, ).

As writings and presentations on Systems Intelligence began to disseminate, and Professor Saa-
rinen began to use the concept more extensively in his university lectures and organizational sem-
inars, academic colleagues were drawn to its explanatory power. Systems Intelligence has conse-



  

quently had an impact not just on the systems thinking community, but also on organizational 
scholarship in general, and real-life organizations in particular. His work with Merja Fischer, who 
completed her doctorate under his guidance, on business-to-business interactions and positivity 
is one example of this (Fischer, ). Professor Saarinen’s relationship with the Positive Organiza-
tional Scholarship community (found at www.centerforpos.org and http://www.thegoodproject.
org), such as his contribution to 1e GoodWork Project (Saarinen, ), has been fruitful in dis-
seminating the ideas of Systems Intelligence to a wide academic audience, and his work in organi-
zations around the globe has allowed him to take the message to individuals in leadership positions. 

Systems Intelligence is also expected to offer fresh perspectives in engineering philosophy (Saa-
rinen, Hämäläinen, Martela, and Luoma, ) and operations research (Hämäläinen, Luoma, 
and Saarinen, ). Operations research, for example, is about solving real life problems and 
the problem solving process with the analyst and the problem owner always creates a system. 
Here Systems Intelligence is a useful lens for helping this process succeed. 1e paper discussing 
this is expected to open a new research tradition in this field.

Attracted by the theoretical grounding and real-world potential of Systems Intelligence, a team 
of international collaborators emerged, with many visiting the laboratory. Distinguished inter-
national academics such as Howard Gardner and Barbara Fredrickson came to present and dis-
covered the impact of their own work unfolding in Systems Intelligence. Colleagues in New Zea-
land, Rachel Jones and Jim Corner, began to explore the links between Systems Intelligence and 
communication and developmental psychology. 1e Systems Intelligence pages on the Systems 
Analysis Laboratory website now link to a number of publications in the field and the team of in-
ternational collaborators.

Contributions from a young colleague at the University of Innsbruck, John Rauthmann, on in-
telligence measurement and trait scales, led to the exploration of Systems Intelligence from the 
personality psychology perspective (Rauthmann, a, b, and c). In addition, Profes-
sor Aelita Skarzauskiene of Mykolas Romeris University in Lithuania has begun to study the mea-
surement of Systems Intelligence competencies for leadership (Skarzauskiene, ). Professors 
Saarinen and Hämäläinen in collaboration with Juha Törmänen, a student at Aalto, have also con-
sidered how Systems Intelligence might be evaluated. 1eir pioneering work has resulted in the 
first questionnaire designed to assess an individual’s Systems Intelligence across a number of di-
mensions (Törmänen, ). 1e dimensions are as follows:

Systemic Perception – our ability to see and feel the systems around us;
Attunement – our capacity to connect with others and the systems we engage in;
Positive Engagement – the quality of our communicative interactions;
Reflection – our capacity to think at a meta-level and grow cognitively;
Positive Attitude – our approach to life in systems;
Spirited Discovery – our willingness to engage creatively;
Wise Action – our ability to behave with understanding; and
Effective Responsiveness – our talent at finding appropriate actions.
1e Systems Intelligence inventory is able to capture new components of our human abilities 

that the earlier psychological tests have not been able to describe. 1is provides exciting evidence 
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for the validity of Systems Intelligence being a new trait (Törmänen, ). If the reader is inter-
ested in evaluating his or her own Systems Intelligence, the link can be found at www.systemsin-
telligence.info. 1e quiz makes it possible to gain a sense of how one acts within systems and how 
an individual’s score relates in comparison to others who have completed the test. 

A flourishing future

1e momentum around Systems Intelligence continues to build. A recent journal article by Frank 
Martela and Esa Saarinen () showing how Systems Intelligence enriches the systems dis-
course of psychoanalytic therapy was published in Psychoanalytic Dialogues. Work continues 
on the manuscript for the first book on Systems Intelligence for a general audience. Professor 
Saarinen continues to take the concept of Systems Intelligence to his audiences around the world, 
in particular through his visits to top US universities like Harvard and MIT. 

It is clear that the new concept of Systems Intelligence will be one of Professor Saarinen’s lasting 
contributions not just to the systems field, nor even just to academia, but to people. It is a concept 
that gives those who hear of it a new vitality and fresh ways of thinking. It is a concept that will con-
tinue to have an impact in a number of areas, including organizational and personal growth, par-
ticularly when combined with positive organizational scholarship. 1rough his generous collabora-
tions with others, and the energy and sincerity with which he engages with life in systems, Esa Saa-
rinen continues to model the way we can empower ourselves with Systems Intelligence.
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