
Whole System Awareness | ©Copyright Performance Frontiers 1

Whole System 
Awareness
Foundational Leadership Thinking

by Performance Frontiers



Whole System Awareness | ©Copyright Performance Frontiers 2

At a fundamental level, whole system awareness is grounded in systems 
thinking: the understanding that everything in this world is connected. The 
world we inhabit is made up of interconnected, interdependent networks 
and systems. Not one system is distinctly isolated from another, be it: 
subatomic, biological, sociological, geological, astronomic, industrial, 
or familial. 

This basic understanding helps us appreciate that an impact in one part of the system will 
cause a ripple effect in other parts of the system. We’ve all heard the “wings of a butterfly’ 
analogy – imperceptible variations in air pressure in one part of the world leading to a 
potential hurricane in another part of the world. While this analogy is not necessarily literal, 
it does ring true from an ecosystem perspective. It invites us to think about more than just 
our own backyard. 

Leaders today are being called on more and more to see beyond their immediate domain; 
to recognise their place in the whole picture, and the ripple effect of every action.

In some cases, these ripple effects can have profound benefit, e.g. The Australian Federal 
Government’s $42 billion stimulus package that staved off a recession and limited job 
losses in 2009.

In other cases, ripple effects are entirely catastrophic, e.g. the social, economic, health and 
human life ripple effects of different decisions made by global leaders during COVID-19, as 
well as those made well before the virus spread, evident in the structures we see buckling 
under the pressure of the pandemic.

Here, we look at the fundamental necessity of ecosystem thinking, and what it means to 
develop whole system awareness.
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Whole System Awareness
To help us develop whole system awareness we can draw the distinction between an 
interconnected living system and an interconnected system that is not by definition, alive: a 
machine for example.

To help us flesh this out we contrast ‘mechanistic thinking’ with ‘ecosystem thinking’.

We believe that in organisations today, it is critical for leaders to be ‘ecosystem’ thinkers. 
The implications are far reaching and significant. 

Mechanistic Thinking
If we see the world as a machine, then there is no room for soul, generativity, 
flow or co-creation.

Machines are made of parts, which are always replaceable. In the organisation as a machine, 
there is mostly room for pragmatism, contracts, rules and procedures that outline the way 
the different cogs and wheels have to work together; the professional self is completely 
separate from the personal or human self; and people interact with each other in 
transactional ways, always seeking to increase the effectiveness of the whole mechanism.

A machine does not have life. Relationships are mere interactions of wheels needing to run 
smoothly together. Outer results are the only things that matter, while the inner world of 
the wheels is irrelevant, since they are not even assumed to have an inner world. Change 
is approached in purely behaviouristic terms - if a wheel is malfunctioning, it has to be 
adjusted. People are to be trained to change their behaviours so they suit the goals of the 
organisation and it is assumed that giving people the right instructions, information and 
knowledge will ensure they perform in an optimum way. 

The machine does not have any higher goal - it is to function effectively to satisfy the needs 
of those who use it. The organisation as a machine cares about the clients only as much as 
they are a reliable source of profit, and it only exists to serve shareholders who make even 
more money if the machine is working well. There is no consideration of the impact of the 
organisation as machine on the outer world, since the world itself is see as a collection of 
machines, separate, each serving its own purpose. 
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In such organisations, leadership is inherently hierarchical - higher structures are 
commanding lower structures and change is always more of an upgrade - a matter 
of replacing older or less efficient parts with newer, higher performing ones. In such 
organisations reason is champion. Emotion is like a virus bugging the system. 

In the world of machines, competition is fierce - organisations compete to be the best in 
their niche, to take the biggest slice of the market possible so they can generate the most 
possible profit for their shareholders. If a machine is no longer performing, it is discarded. 
Mergers and acquisitions are no more than bigger machines, which use smaller machines as 
parts in their own mechanism, so they can then make even more powerful mechanisms. 

Happily, we would say that this form of thinking is in many ways a thing of the past. Our 
reflection as leaders, will be to examine what traces remain today that inhibit our ability to 
move into Ecosystem Thinking.

Ecosystem Thinking
The world can be seen as being alive, a complex web of interconnectedness, where 
the whole is not only larger than the sum of its parts, but it is a “whole” different 
being altogether.

Organisations as living entities are compelled to create a purpose for their existence. They 
look at people just as an organism would look at its cells and organs - with awe, respect 
and a desire to support all of those cells and organs to stay healthy and work seamlessly 
together, for the better of the whole.

A living organisation relies on partnerships, trust and cooperation, as it knows it cannot 
exist without its vital organs. There is a lot of interdependence in the organisation as a living 
being. Decision making is never linear, and cause-effect based; but takes into account the 
whole ecosystem. Such organisations understand they don’t exist in a void, but are organs in 
a larger living thing, that is society and then the world itself.

Living organisations are concerned with growth that is responsible, sustainable and 
meaningful, and with the impact their existence has on others. They look for connection 
beyond themselves and are aware that their shareholders are but one kind of stakeholder. 
They regard their clients as parts of the living ecosystem, alongside suppliers and 
community, and strive to serve them all in mutually beneficial ways. Rules, procedures and 
contracts become a mere scaffolding to add coherence to the organism but are not purposes 
in themselves.

A mindset of co-creation and partnering underscores all written philosophy and when the 
philosophy is no longer aligned with the mindset, it is changed. 

Living organisations evolve. Living organisations understand that life is never static, that 
everything is in motion. 
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Ways of working that are horizontal and more collaborative, thrive in these organisations. 
Emotion is embraced as another form of intelligence, that can inform and enhance rational 
and critical ways of knowing. Values are like the DNA that drives all cells and organs in 
these living organisms and such organisations pay huge attention to values and alignment 
between values and actions because they know the deadly costs of a corrupted DNA for any 
living thing. 

In the world of living things, life breeds life, and living organisations know this. There is no 
such thing as a black/white, win/lose mindset - any challenge is an opportunity, any mistake 
or loss can be transformed into some valuable lesson that serves the whole organism in its 
journey of growing ever wiser, more adaptable, more innovative. Living organisations are 
generative - they utilise everything in their environment not only to ensure they survive and 
thrive. They form alliances with other living organisations for mutual benefit, just like the 
underground fungi network in forests form alliances with trees to receive nutrients and in 
exchange transmit vital chemical signals throughout the whole forest.

Four Properties of All Living Systems
The leader who embraces Ecosystem Thinking appreciates and looks to leverage the four 
properties of living systems.

• Divergent Parts – elements/properties
• Convergent Whole – reason we exist, our why
• Interdependent Relationships – our connections with one another 
• Self Integration, Renewal & Regeneration – the ability to self-organise, learn, renew, 

grow, iterate, adapt and create the emergent whole

Divergent Parts 
Divergence refers to a system’s biodiversity. The more diverse and divergent the parts of the 
system; the more resilient, adaptive and creative the living system will be. 

Leveraging this property will see the leader looking to foster diverse views, embrace 
difference and paradox, encourage people with multiple backgrounds and experience levels 
to participate and contribute. The leader will recognise that homogeneity is potentially 
limiting to innovation and richly informed outcomes.
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Convergent Whole 
Every “convergent whole” has capabilities and features of its own that cannot be fully 
understood by looking only at the individual, divergent parts i.e. the organisation various 
components and departments. The more an organisation is focused on its purpose and 
meaning, the more convergent the whole. And the more convergence there is, the more 
resilient, adaptive and creative the living system will be. 

Leveraging this property will see the leader being clear and creating clarity by driving 
conversations around the purpose of any activity, initiative or organisational purpose. Clear 
understanding of the why, and the intent of any initiative, enterprise or action will always 
increase the likelihood of buy in, contribution and alignment.

Dynamic Relationships  
A vibrant network of connections creates a thriving living system. The more open, connected 
and free flowing the relationships, the more resilient, adaptive and creative the system 
will be.

Leveraging this property will see the leader contributing to the formation of quality 
connections: Connecting those within and across teams, silos, departments, squads 
and tribes to facilitate the transfer of knowledge, participation and sense of belonging. 
The lader recognises the potential of the social field is activated by the open exchange 
of ideas, information and interpersonal support. Recognising the interconnectedness 
of all, the leader regularly “zooms out” to view the whole system, and see where the 
interdependencies and potential ripple effects lie.

Self Integration, Renewal & Regeneration 
By itself, every living system integrates divergent parts into an emergent form of life in 
an ongoing, moment-by-moment process of self-organisation, self-integration and self-
creation. Organisations manifest from the interactions and the actions of the people within: 
constantly generating and regenerating.

Leveraging this property will see the leader take every opportunity to co-create, co-evolve 
and co-author all manner of initiatives and projects. The leader will also recognise the 
importance of empowerment and enablement, encouraging a level of freedom with an 
overarching framework and self-organisation to generate constant renewal.
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Conclusion
We cannot afford to lead with our heads down and our eyes focused on only our teams 
or the task at hand. We are leading living systems: constantly shifting, growing, adapting, 
interconnected things. To enhance our leadership, we need to step back and see the bigger 
picture; become more horizontal in our day-to-day practice; collaborate and partner to 
achieve outcomes; lead whole system transformation in environments that are constantly 
being disrupted; and aim to be part of a positive ripple effect. It is clear that whole system 
awareness led by ecosystem thinking is the great enabler.
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