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From ”CRP vs. ST” to 

acting with systems thinking

• The theory of complex responsive processes

”Managers draw on all the knowledges and insights of the humanities and 

social sciences ... as well as the physical sciences. But they have to focus 

this knowledge on effectiveness and results” (Peter F. Drucker)
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• The theory of complex responsive processes
(Stacey et al.)

• Stacey et al. on systems thinking

• The systems intelligence perspective
(Saarinen and Hämäläinen)

• CRP for describing acting with systems thinking

• SI as a competence in acting with systems thinking



The CRP unit of analysis: 
”gesture and response” (G. H. Mead)

• Focus is on the process that gives rise to ”the 

individual” and ”the social”

• Gesture + response => social act

• Taking the attitude of the other

self other
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• Taking the attitude of the other

– evoking a similar response in oneself as in the other

• Generalizing the experience of interactions

– taking the attitude of a ”generalized other”

– groups, organizations, institutions, societies



Complex responsive 

processes
time

generalization and 

idealization of experience

processes of 

gesturing and 

responding
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Gesture

History of interactions comprises

• patterns of inclusion/exclusion

• power relations

• ideology, i.e., compelling values and 

constraining norms

Individuals’ choices reflect the 

expectations and demands of others 

and themselves

Power relations and ideologies are 

established, sustained and transformed 

in local interactions



Stacey et al. on systems 

thinking
• It is misleading to speak of ’systems’ as such 

’things’ do not exist

• By focusing action and attention upon 

’systems’, systems thinking bypasses the all-
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’systems’, systems thinking bypasses the all-

important local interactions

• A theory of organizations should describe 

how local interactions give rise to wider 

coherent patterns



Systems intelligence 
(Saarinen and Hämäläinen)

Refers to ”intelligent behavior in the context of complex systems 

involving interaction and feedback. A subject acting with systems 

intelligence...perceives herself as part of a whole, the influence of 

the whole upon herself as well as her own influence upon the 

whole. By observing her own interdependence...she is able to act 
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whole. By observing her own interdependence...she is able to act 

intelligently.”

• ”This fundamental capacity is action-oriented 

and adaptive, holistic, contextual and 

relational...It amounts to an ability to connect 

with the environment from the point of view 

of what works.”



The systems intelligence 

perspective emphasizes

• Action

• Improvement

• Embeddedness in systems
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• Dynamic and relative nature of ’systems’



SI lens on ”CRP vs. ST”

• Actual managerial practice and discourse operates in 

terms of abstractions

• It is useful to conceptualize actual managerial action 

as improvement-seeking, rather than as a descriptive 
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as improvement-seeking, rather than as a descriptive 

endeavor

• ’Systems’ provide a useful way of guiding action

– Meaningfulness of describing and modeling systems is 

conditioned by whether it contributes to achieving 

improvement

– Model-informed and methodology-driven action are 

special cases of action



Acting with systems thinking 

in CRP terminology
• Undertaking an intervention is a response to 

some previous gesture

• Organized interventions embed gesturing and 

responding 
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responding 

• The intervention is a gesture that calls forth 

responses in many subsequent local 

interactions time

processes of 

gesturing and 

responding



SI is a competence in acting 

with systems thinking
• There is always “something more” than 

systems thinking involved in “acting with 

systems thinking” 

• Systems intelligence is competence that 
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• Systems intelligence is competence that 

manifests itself in the process of “acting with” 

• The idea is to start making more and better use 

of the systemic endowment we already have



Conclusions

• CRP draws attention to the local interaction in 

management

• ...but managers also operate with phenomena 

that transcend the immediate local context
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that transcend the immediate local context

• No real reason to discard systems thinking



Conclusions

• For most practical purposes, description of the 

process of acting with systems thinking (CRP) 

is not enough

• Systems intelligence approaches the human 
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• Systems intelligence approaches the human 

engagement with the process of acting with 

systems thinking



Selected references

• Checkland P (2000). Soft system methodology: A thirty years 
retrospective, Systems Research and Behavioral Science 17: S11–S58.

• Drucker PF (2001). The essential Drucker – The best of sixty years of 
Peter Drucker’s essential writings on management, HarperCollins 
Publishers, New York.

• Hämäläinen RP., E Saarinen, eds. (2004). Systems intelligence: 
Discovering a hidden competence in human action and organizational 

Systems
Analysis Laboratory
Helsinki University of Technology jukka.luoma@tkk.fi 13

Discovering a hidden competence in human action and organizational 
life, Helsinki University of Technology, Systems Analysis Laboratory, 
Research Reports A88, October 2004, Espoo.

• Luoma J, Hämäläinen RP, and E Saarinen (2008). Acting with systems 
thinking: complex responsive processes and systems intelligence, 
Manuscript

• Mead GH (1934). Mind, self, and society from the standpoint of a social 
behaviorist, edited and with introduction by Charles W. Morris, Chicago 
University Press, Chicago.

• Stacey RD, D Griffin, and P Shaw (2000). Complexity and management: 
Fad or radical challenge to systems thinking?, Routledge, London.


