
 

A Systemic Primer 
Professor Peter Hawkins, July 2015 

Introduction  
 

At a recent Coaching conference looking at the future of coaching there was much interest in the 
whole area of systemic coaching and systemic team coaching, but many reported not being clear 
about what these terms meant.  Others thought they were clear but demonstrated that their clarity 
was very different from the clarity of others.  We were all speaking English, but many of us were 
speaking different conceptual languages, while possibly the wise or shy were remaining silent!  One 
participant said: “I always work systemically because I always hold in mind the wider system out 
there.”  I provocatively replied: “Anyone who talks about ‘The System’, is not thinking systemically? 
Systems are not things.”  

On reflection I do not think that was a kind or helpful response, but it did wake me up to the need 
for ways of clarifying different system and systemic lenses and to develop some shared language for 
thinking, perceiving and dialoguing systemically.  Below is my first attempt to clarify for myself and 
colleagues what I have found to be useful distinctions drawing on the pioneering work of such great 
systemic thinkers as Gregory Bateson, Fritjof Capra, Peter Senge, Otto Scharmer, Thomas Berry, 
Wendell Berry, Giles Hutchins and many others.  Giles Hutchins has both commented on and added 
to this paper. 
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1. Systems Thinking 
Systems thinking is to study an integrated whole and the essential properties which arise from the 
relationships between the parts, rather than look at the parts. (Fritjof Capra: “The Web of Life”: p27) 

Thus, we look at a Bicycle not as a compilation of saddle, frame, wheels, tires, pedals chain handle 
bar, but at how the parts interrelate to create a vehicle that can stay upright and move along if the 
system also contains a cyclist! 

Thus, we look at the team as an entity rather than the sum of the team members – and ask, ‘what 
can the team do together that they could not do working in parallel?’ 

 

2. Purposive Systems Thinking 
Here we are not only looking at the essential properties that arise from the relationship between the 
properties of a whole system, but asking: ‘what is the system’s purpose?’ 

Thus, we study what does the bicycle and rider system, enable the rider to do and to go to.  The 
same bicycle that is being used to fetch lifesaving help, is different than when it is being used to win 
the Tour de France. 

We ask the team: “who is the team in service of?” “What value is it there to create for all its 
stakeholders? 

3. Nested Systems Thinking 
“It is never enough to focus on just one level of system.  To understand the human individual, we 
need to understand the sub-systems that comprise the individual; these could be the physical 
organs, that are necessary for their physical well-being, or the many roles and sub-personalities that 
are integral to their way of being in the world. 

We also need to look at the systems the individual is part of, their family of origin, their current 
family, the team and organisation they work within, the national, local and ethnic culture they are 
part of.  As Wendell Berry the great American farmer philosopher beautifully shows, we all live 
within: ‘a system of nested systems: the individual human within the family within the community 
within agriculture within nature’.  (Berry, 1983: 46)” (Hawkins, 2014B) 

Thus, we think about the Bicycle as part of the system of bicycles, which are part of a transport 
system, which includes cars, buses, pedestrians, crossroads, traffic lights, flows and stops.  Which are 
part of a human community which requires journeys, which are part of a more than human ecology. 

We study teams in the way they are nested within organisational systems, including: 
- Organisational structure; how the team is part of a division which is part of a business which is 

part of group company;  
- Organisational processes such as production flow, communication, value creation etc. 
- Stakeholder communities, customers, suppliers, investors, employees, communities in which 

the organisation operates 
- The political, economic, social, technological, cultural and legal systems in which the team and 

the wider organisation operate. 
- the ecological biosphere in which all of the above takes place and upon which it is totally 

dependent. 
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4. Participative Systems Thinking 
This arises from the realisation that I can never see a system objectively, for by studying a system I 
create a new system which connects the studied and the studier, in which both affect the other. 

The bicycle and rider are affected by the audience that is cheering them on, timing their journey or 
asking them questions. 

The team and the systemic team coach, together create a new system of team x coach in coaching 
process. 

You can never see the totality of a system that you are part of, for you will always see that system 
from the perspective of your position within it.  However, supervision and other reflective processes, 
provide the space and methods to reflect on the system you are coaching and the coaching system 
you are part of to access a greater meta-perspective (Hawkins and Smith 2006 &2013: Hawkins 2011 
& 2014 and Hawkins 2014B). 

 

5. Systemic Thinking 
Systemic thinking focuses on the patterns, relationships and interdependency between systems,  

This leads to three important notions: 

a) Interdependency – every system is dependent on the sub-systems within it and the systems it 
is nested within. 

b) Co-creation:  the species is shaped by its environmental niche and also changes and shapes 
this same niche.  This is the constant ever-changing dynamic dance that is happening at all 
levels of the system.   

c) Creativity and innovation do not happen within closed systems but at the interface between 
systems 

The bicycle system (including the rider) is changed by the transport system in which it is functioning 
– the surface of the road, the density of other traffic etc. and at the same time is changing the 
transport system of which it is part – shaped and shaper. 

The team is shaped by the organisational system it is part of, the stakeholder systems it interacts 
with, but also is changing the organisation and the stakeholders. 

 

6. Beyond separation: Inter-Being: Holographic participation. 
Here systems thinking not only studies the relationships between systems and how they co-create 
each other, it goes further and becomes aware of how the larger system patterns are embedded 
within the systems within that system and vice-versa. 

Transport systems and the human need for exercise or getting somewhere are embedded in the 
bikes design and the rider’s riding, not just external to it. The transport system never exists without 
the vehicles which are an essential part of its system. 

The organisation is within the team as well as the team is in the organisation. 
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The culture of the organisation is not external to the team, it is embedded within the team. The 
stakeholders are not just external groups we serve, they can also be seen as residing within the 
team.   

The environment is not something that is external to the human species, it is within us.  The rain that 
falls on the earth flows through my body, the radiation of the sun that warms the earth, penetrates 
my skin and change the chemical balance within me, the air of my ecological niche is in constant 
interchange with the air within me with every breath I take.  There is a constant flow between me as 
a system and the world in which I live and breathe and the boundary between the two is an artifice, 
a conceptual boundary necessary for our thinking, but that is never stable of fixed in nature. 

This is the principle of co-abiding. Participatory, holographic universe – a paradigmic shift in our 
worldview from ‘separateness’ to ‘inter-being’ fundamentally transforming our sense of place and 
purpose within the Mind of Nature. 

“Iinterbeing was a term created Thich Nhat Hanh (1987) as a translation of tiep hien, he wrote 
that tiep means "being in touch with" and "continuing." Hien means "realizing" and "making it here 
and now." Very briefly, tiep means to be in touch with the reality of the world while continuing on 
the Buddha's path of enlightenment. 

Mind is entwined within matter at every level of inter-being, all particles, all cells, all bodies, all 
teams, all organisations of nested systems immersed within deeper systems of inter-being, all 
sharing the same immersion within the Mind of Nature and the constant co-evolution of creation 
(Weber 2017, Bateson 1979). 

 

7. The Seamless Web: The Oneness of all Being. 
Gregory Bateson (1972) has shown us how the universe is a seamless web, but that to understand it 
conceptually or talk about it, we need to apply the analytic scissors and, in our minds divide the 
indivisible. 

He suggests there are more and less sensible places to apply these scissors, based on the density of 
connection, but true madness, he indicates, is to apply the analytic conceptual scissors, but then 
think the divide is in the nature of reality.  Non-duality, which is the practice of returning our 
awareness to partake in the indivisible oneness of being, has had many spiritual teachers throughout 
the ages.  In the current time there has been an upsurge in both religious and secular non-dual 
teachers.  Non-dual practices can help us realise that any system we study is a conceptual creation, 
and to ween our tendency to focus on things and to participate in flow.  Elias Amidon (May 2014) 
describes non-dual awareness as: 

“nonduality” and “nondual awareness” are names that refer to direct recognition of the 
clear light of timeless awareness that is the matrix of all apparent existence. This clear light 
is beyond being; it cannot be known as an object of knowledge or named accurately, though 
it is ever present. Direct recognition of the clear light does not belong exclusively to any 
tradition or spiritual view. It is our common inheritance. 

 

The bicycle, the maker of the bicycle, the rider, the journey, the roads, the traffic, the wind, the rain, 
the sun, the purpose of the journey etc., are not only all interconnected but they are all part of what 
shows up in both the kaleidoscope of consciousness and in the great dance of creation. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-enlightenment-449966
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Conclusion 
‘So long as the smaller systems are enclosed within the larger, and so long as all are 
connected by complex patterns of interdependency, as we know they are, then whatever 
affects one system will affect the others.’  (Berry, 1983: 46). 

No longer can we afford to just think about the client (be they an individual, a team. an organisation 
or a partnership) who is our central focus and ‘the system’ that they client is a part.  We need to 
attend to at least three levels of nested systems and the systemic co-creative dance between them.  
In addition, we need to be able to meta-reflect on the system that we are co-creating with those we 
are studying or working with.  This requires some form of disciplined reflective supervision. 

With a team, one needs to consider the individual members who are the sub-systems of the team 
system, as are the various functions that comprise the work of the team.  One also needs to consider 
the wider systems of which the team is just one part.  This includes their organisation and the 
stakeholder eco-system that they both serve and are served by.  It might also include the 
professional culture and system they operate within. 

However, in today’s world, where the human species has pushed beyond the limits to growth and is 
on course for doing irreparable damage to the earth’s bio-system, every leader, leadership team and 
organization also needs to be able to continually live and act with the awareness of how all human 
systems are nested within the wider ecological systems of the earth.  The environment is not just 
something external to us as humans to be plundered as resources, managed, or even stewarded, but 
the system which contains and shapes our very existence. We as a species are only at the very 
beginning of discovering how to live non-competitively and interdependently with this wider eco-
system in which we all are housed.  

The definitive relationships in the universe are thus not competitive but interdependent.  
And from a human point of view they are analogical.  We can build one system only 
within another.  We can have agriculture only within nature, and culture only within 
agriculture.  At certain points these systems, have to conform to one another or destroy 
one another. (Berry, 1997: 47). 

Allowing ourselves, our teams, our organisations to open up to this Field, allows for a deeper Mind 
of Nature to be attuned with, whereupon we re-member our sense of place and purpose in this 
inter-relational mind-matter world. With this, we allow ourselves to open up to deeper ways of 
knowing beyond the mechanistic (whether reductionist or systemic) into a oneness of being that 
informs our human collaboration in participating in co-evolution. 
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by Barbara O'Brien 

Interbeing is a term coined by Thich Nhat Hanh that is catching on with many western Buddhists. But 
what does it mean? And does "interbeing" represent a new teaching in Buddhism? 

To answer the last question first -- no, interbeing is not a new Buddhist teaching. But it's a useful 
way to talk about some very old teachings. 

The English word interbeing is an approximation of the Vietnamese tiep hien. Thich Nhat Hanh wrote 
in his book Interbeing: Fourteen Guidelines for Engaged Buddhism (Parallax Press, 1987) that tiep 
means "being in touch with" and "continuing. "Hien means "realizing" and "making it here and now." 
Very briefly, tiep means to be in touch with the reality of the world while continuing on the Buddha's 
path of enlightenment. 

Hien means to realize the Buddha's teachings and manifest them in the here-and-now world. 

As doctrine, interbeing is the Buddha's doctrine of Dependent Origination, particularly within a 
Mahayana Buddhist perspective. 

 

Dependent Origination 
All phenomena are interdependent. This is a basic Buddhist teaching called pratitya-samutpada, or 
Dependent Origination, and this teaching is found in all schools of Buddhism. As recorded in the 
Sutta-pitaka, the historical Buddha taught this doctrine on many different occasions. 

Very basically, this doctrine teaches us that no phenomenon has independent existence. Whatever 
is, comes into existence because of factors and conditions created by other phenomena. When 
factors and conditions no longer support that existence, then that thing ceases to exist. The Buddha 
said, 
When this is, that is. 
From the arising of this comes the arising of that. 
When this isn't, that isn't. 
From the cessation of this comes the cessation of that. 

(From the Assutava Sutta, Samyutta Nikaya 12.2, Thanissaro Bhikkhu translation.) 

 

This doctrine applies to mental and psychological factors as well as to the existence of tangible 
things and beings. In his teachings on the Twelve Links of Dependent Origination, the Buddha 
explained how an unbroken chain of factors, each dependent on the last and giving rise to the next, 
keeps us locked into the cycle of samsara. 

The point is that all of existence is a vast nexus of causes and conditions, constantly changing, and 
everything is interconnected to everything else. All phenomena inter-exist. 

Thich Nhat Hanh explained this with a simile called Clouds in Each Paper. 

"If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. 
Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow: and without trees, 
we cannot make paper. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is not here, 
the sheet of paper cannot be here either. So, we can say that the cloud and the paper inter-
are." 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/barbara-o-brien-449479
https://www.thoughtco.com/thich-nhat-hanh-450203
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-enlightenment-449966
https://www.thoughtco.com/mahayana-buddhism-overview-450004
https://www.thoughtco.com/dependent-origination-meaning-449723
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-pali-canon-450130
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-life-of-the-buddha-449997
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn12/sn12.061.than.html
https://www.thoughtco.com/inks-of-dependent-origination-449745
https://www.thoughtco.com/samsara-449968
http://www.awakin.org/read/view.php?tid=222
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Mahayana and Madhyamika 
Madhyamika is a philosophy that is one of the foundations of Mahayana Buddhism. Madhyamika 
means "middle way," and it examines the nature of existence. 

Madhyamika tells us that nothing has an intrinsic, permanent self-nature. Instead, all phenomena -- 
including beings, including people -- are temporary confluences of conditions that take identity as 
individual things from their relationship to other things. 

Consider a wooden table. It's an assembly of parts. If we take it apart bit by bit, at what point does it 
cease to be a table? If you think about it, this is an entirely subjective perception. 

One person might assume there is no table once it is no longer usable as a table; another might look 
at the stack of wooden parts and project the table-identity onto them -- it's a disassembled table. 

The point is that the assembly of parts has no intrinsic table-nature; it's a table because that's what 
we think it is. "Table" is in our heads. And another species might see the assembly of parts as food or 
shelter or something to pee on. 

The "middle way" of Madhyamika is a middle way between affirmation and negation. The founder of 
Madhyamika, Nagarjuna (ca. 2nd century CE), said that it is incorrect to say that phenomena exist, 
and it is also incorrect to say that phenomena do not exist. Or, there is neither reality nor not-reality; 
only relativity. 

 

 

The Avatamsaka Sutra 

Another development of Mahayana is represented in the Avatamsaka or Flower Garland Sutra. 

The Flower Garland is a collection of smaller sutras that emphasize the interpenetration of all things. 
That is, all things and all beings not only reflect all other things and beings but also all existence in its 
totality. Put another way, we do not exist as discrete things; instead, as the Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh 
says, we inter-are. 

In his book The Miracle of Mindfulness (Beacon Press, 1975), Thich Nhat Hanh wrote that because 
people cut reality into compartments, they are unable to see the interdependence of all 
phenomena. In other words, because we think of "reality" as a lot of discrete objects, we don't 
consider how they actually interconnect. 

But when we perceive interbeing, we see that not only is everything interconnected; we see that all 
is one and one is all. We are ourselves, but at the same time we are all each other. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/madhyamika-school-of-the-middle-way-450006
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-avatamsaka-sutra-450027
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