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SEEING SYSTEM ELEMENTS IN AN ORGANIZATION--THE INABIITY TO SEE SOMETHING 

IMMEDIATELY DOES MEAN THAT IT DOES NOT EXIST INDEPENDENT OF YOUR PERCEPTION



BACKGROUND
 Personal Journey: 

 Corporate Attorney 

 Litigation: Case Studies in Organizational Defects

 Wall Street Attorney:

 Regulatory and Control Systems design

 New York City Health & Hospitals 

 Largest Public Health System in US.

 1.4 million patients yearly

 70 locations -11 acute care hospitals

 $6.7 Billion in annual revenue (415.4 rubles)

 Interpretive services provided in 190 languages

 Joined H+H to lead Regulatory Compliance and Process Redesign



OVERVIEW

 (PART I) During this presentation we cover:

 Organizational Redesign from a Systems Perspective

 1st Philosophical Roots of Systems Thinking

 Linear and Non-Linear Thinking

 2nd Development of Hard Systems approaches

 Operational Research

 Systems Analysis

 Systems Engineering

 3rd Development of Soft Systems approaches

 System Dynamics

 Cybernetics

 Complexity Theory



OVERVIEW

 (PART 2) During this presentation we cover:

 Application of systemic reengineering 

 1st Kings County Hospital: What Went Wrong?

 Unsustainable Operations

 2nd Diagnosing the Problem and Organizational Assessment

 Personnel and Culture

 Baseline Metrics Collection

 Viable Systems Tool Utilized

 3rd Solutions Approach

 System Dynamics, A3 Thinking and Problem Solving: MACRO APPLICATION

 VSA

 Plan of Care

 Execution Model



PHILOSOPHICAL ORIGINS OF SYSTEMS 

THINKING

Philosophical Roots of Systems Thinking

 Western Philosophical Tradition

Early Systems Thinking in the West

Plato’s Theory of Universals (Relationships)

Aristotle’s Recursive structure of the City State (Fractals)

Heraclitus-”No man ever steps into same river twice.” (Change)

 The rise of Reductionist thinking

Atomist, Sceptics & Hedonist Schools of thought

Newtonian Mechanistic and Deterministic Modeling

Mechanistic thinking and influence on the hard & soft sciences

Scientific Business Management, e.g. Taylorism

Plato

Isaac Newton



PHILISOPHICAL ORIGINS OF SYSTEMS 

THINKING

Philosophical Roots of Systems Thinking

 Eastern Philosophical Tradition

Holism

Collectivism and Relationships:  Prevailed in Russia, 
Eastern Europe, China along with most Asian and Latin 
American countries

Source: Svetlana Kirdina-Institutional Matrices Theory

 Southern Philosophical Tradition

Holism

Prevails in Latin American and African countries

Prevalent in Hunter-Gather Era Cosmology 

Prevalent in Agrarian Era Cosmology



LIMITATION OF LINEAR THINKING
 Definition SYSTEMS THINKING: A method of critical thinking by which you analyze 

the relationships between the system's parts in order to understand how the system 
operates in its entirety (aka Non-linear thinking).

 Definition RUDUCTIONIST THINKING- An approach which analyzes the parts of a system 
in isolation and adding them up with the whole set of parts being nothing more than the 
sum of its individual parts (aka linear thinking).  

 The reductionist approach discounts the relationship and properties of 

the individual parts. It is based on the Super Position Principle.

 Limits of Linear Thinking:

 Moore’s Law-Doubling of CPU processing Speed

 Kryder’s Law-Storage capacity exponential cost drop

 AI doubling-Exponential Machine Learning

 Technological disruption in the Market Place & Increasing Complexity



APPLICATION OF SYSTEMS THINKING

Systems 

Thinking 

Information

Technology

Psychology

Business 
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Engineering

Hard 

Sciences

Economics

Political 

Science



PART I: EVOLUTION OF SYSTEMS 

THINKING



Development of Hard Systems Approaches-

Key Characteristics:

 Systemic problem solving versus ad hoc approach

 Objective definition of problem by stakeholders

 Goal seeking 

 Limitations:
 Problems dealing with significant complexity

 Coping with plurality of different beliefs

 Dealing with issues of politics and power

History: WWII and post war development
 Operational Research

 Lean Approach

 Systems Analysis

 Systems Engineering

Hard Systems



Development of Soft Systems Approaches:

System Dynamics

Cybernetics

Complexity Theory

Key Characteristics:
 Concept of an OPEN SYSTEM

 Ability to resolve a wider range of complex problems marked by greater 
pace of change and diversity

 Doesn’t just focus on system ; value is placed on input from participants in the 
system

 Facilitation of common goals among participants in the system

 Engagement of participants to create a learning environment

 Personal development focused, organizational agility and sustainability

Soft Systems



Soft Systems Continued: System Dynamics

 Philosophy and Theory:

 Many variables existing in complex systems become causally related in feedback loops that 

themselves interact.

 Systemic interrelationship between feedback loops constitute structure of the system.

 The structure is prime determinant of system’s behavior

 Emphasis on relationship between positive and negative feedback archetypes & system behavior

 Method:

 Problem Structure

 Causal loop modeling

 Dynamic Modeling (all phenomenon is in a state of becoming)

 Scenario planning and modelling

 Implementation and organizational learning

 Contributors to the Field: Jay W. Forrester, Aleksandr M. Lyapunov* & Donella 

 Key Characteristics:

 Recognition of system archetypes

 Reduction of wasted and misdirected effort

 Targeted interventions to points of maximum leverage

FEED BACK LOOP 

ILLUSTRATION



Soft Systems Continued: Cybernetics

 Philosophy and Theory:

 All viable systems exhibit the same organizational characteristics

 Systems have recursive characteristics

 Method:

 Logic and mathematical modeling expressing genuine interdisciplinary laws

 Based on recursive systems modeling

 Viable Systems Model

 Second Order Cybernetics

 Role of the Observer in Human Development & Impact on Environment

 Contributors to the field: Stafford Beer, Robert Von Neumann, Gregory Bateson & Norbert Wiener

 Key Characteristics:

 Black box control through positive and negative feedback for homeostasis

 Law of Requisite Variety through algorithms

 Isomorphic modeling based on neurophysiology

Input Process Output

Feedback

Black Box System



Soft Systems Continued: Complex Systems
 Philosophy and Theory:

 Parts of system can be understood through their relationship with each other and with the whole

 Stable structures are temporarily born.

 Paradigm embraces a process view (perpetual state of becoming)

 Systems constantly interfacing with their environment

 Method: 

 Information flow

 Degree of diversity

 Richness of connections

 Level of contained anxiety

 Degree of power differential

 Contributors to the field: Aleksandr M. Lyapunov, Ilya Prigogine, Boris Pavlovich Belousov & Edward Lorenz.

 Key Characteristics:

 Sensitive dependence on initial conditions

 Strange attractors

 Self-Similarity (Fractal)

 Self-Organization

 Edge of Chaos

 Fitness Landscape

Strange Attractor



PART II: APPLICATION AND CASE 

STUDY



KINGS COUNTY HOSPITAL

• The Problem: Global News Story

• Department of Justice Investigation (DOJ)

• Lawyer Charged with Compliance & Redesign: DOJ Decree

• Used Lean Performance Improvement



CASE STUDY: WHAT WENT WRONG?

Kings County Hospital Center: Behavioral 

Health

• Location: Brooklyn New York

• Serves over 800,000 pop. 94% Caribbean

• 627 Beds

• Est. 1857 as Almshouse, Hospital & Lunatic 

Asylum

Funding Neglect by City Administration

• Facilities fell in disrepair 

• Difficulty in recruiting talented 



CASE STUDY: WHAT WENT WRONG?

The Tragic Event:

Esmin Green a 49 year old Jamaican native 

died in Kings County Hospital’s  psychiatric 

emergency room while waiting for a bed.

She slumped over and fell on the floor for 

more than 24hrs before help arrived.

As she lied lifeless, which was captured on 

video camera, ED staff became aware of 

her state and left her on the floor.

Lawsuit followed by the US Department of 

Justice (DOJ) charging neglect by the 

hospital. 

Department presents findings an issue 

consent decree 

DOJ Findings for Targeted Corrective Measure

• Delayed triage times

• Poor assessment and treatment planning

• Poor documentation of patient status & process

• No uniform diagnostic algorithm

• Lack of effective care team collaboration

• Unnecessary use of physical restraints

• Outdated electronic medical record system

• Poorly trained staff to manage violent patients

• Culture of blame

• Poor management communication with staff

• Poor data collection system

• Inadequate facilities for proper treatment



CASE STUDY: WHAT WENT WRONG?



CASE STUDY: PREREQUISITES TO TRANSFORMATION

STEPS TAKEN:

Conducted assessments of 

 Personnel and Culture

 Baseline Metrics Collection

 Viable Systems Tool Utilize

 Isomorphic Modeling



CASE STUDY: PERSONNEL & CULTURE FINDINGS

SOME FINDINGS:

 Management removed from front line problems

 Clinicians felt disempowered to make improvements

 Clinicians didn’t feel supported in their work

 Staff felt they didn’t have adequate tools for work

 Non-psychiatrists felt belittled by doctors

 Psychiatrist’s and nurse’s skills atrophied



CASE STUDY: BASELINE METRICS FINDINGS

SOME FINDINGS:

 Delays in triage times exceeded 30 minutes

 Length of stays exceeded 20 days

 Delays in transferring patients to inpatient units

 Some patients missed proper vital test during triage

 High expenditures on 1:1 observations

 Disproportionate number of physical restraints ordered 

per patient

 Non-reimbursement for greater than 35% of hospital visits



CASE STUDY: DIAGNOSIS WITH VSM

VSM Function

5 required systems criteria for a viable 

system:

 All Viable Systems Must Have:

 1) Primary Activity

 2) Coordination Function

 3) Operational Control Function

 4) Intelligence

 5) Policy System

(Modeled after Neurophysiology)



CASE STUDY: DIAGNOSIS WITH VSM

FINDINGS:

Addressing deficiencies in absence VSM elements:

 All Viable Systems Must Have:

 Primary Activity Psychiatric Care: Patients, Materials, Information must flow seamlessly 
through the system. System deficiency.

 Coordination Function Communication: Communication and interface between sub-units 
with BH division of the facility. System deficiency.

 Operational Control Function Regulation: Involves effective two-way communication 
between the three service units to effectively meet control system criteria. System deficiency.

 IntelligenceLink to environment: It is the reciprocal link between the primary activity and its 
external changing environment. System deficiency.

 Policy System Purpose: Where clarity about the overall direction, values and purpose of the 
organizational unity is established and maintained for organizational effectiveness. System 
deficiency.

Deficiencies Identified



CASE STUDY: TRANSFORMATIONAL PLAN

Culture Change:
• Role of Organizational Psychology

• Personal Development Plans (PDPs)

Process  Change:
• Transformational Plan of Care (TPOC)

• Qualitative and Quantitative Measure

• From Top to Bottom within 

Organization

• Redesign: Emergency Room, Inpatient 

& Outpatient services



CASE STUDY: WHY LEAN?

The LEAN Systemic Approach

 Total Systems Resigned required

LEAN System Characteristics:

 Respect for Humanity Approach

 Recursive Characteristics

 Open Systems Modeling

 Qualitative System Wide Changes

 Quantitative Metrics to Monitor

Lean Performance Improvement



Case Study: CULTURE CHANGE

Developing Transformational Leaders

Creating a safe and Learning Culture

Identifying Personality Types
PDPs

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjThqiCm5fbAhVHjlkKHdb6ApMQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html&psig=AOvVaw3jt1d5p7VJI-jRZVTiaHEY&ust=1527006047317562
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CASE STUDY: PROCESS CHANGE

General Lean Approach

• Description of the A3:
Box 1: Reason for Action

Box 2: Current State

Box 3: Target State

Box 4: Gap Analysis

Box 5: Solution Approach

Box 6: Rapid Experiment

Box 7: Completion Plan

Box 8: Confirm State

Box 9: Insights/Lessons 

learned





LEAN IMPROVEMENT SYSTEM-A3 THINKING ON RECURSIVE LEVELS

Hospital 

A3

Value Stream

Mission Level 

A3

Event A3
July

Event A3
Aug

Event A3

Sep

Roadmap for Hospital 

Transformation-TPOC

Roadmap for Value 

Stream level Mission

Tactical  execution RIEs

BH-Hospital

A3

Roadmap for BH Hospital 

Transformation-VVSM



CASE STUDY: TARGETED QUALITATIVE IMPROVEMENTS

KAIZEN Transformation Process

• Division and Process Focused:
• Weeklong event

• Facilitated by a Lean Sensei

• Rhythmic in pace

• Team sequestered for full week

• End of week tangible results



CASE STUDY : MEASURING QUANTITATIVE 

IMPROVEMENTS

Post Event 
Implementation 
& Monitoring of 

Metrics

Facility 

Executive 

Team 

TPOC & 

HK A3’s

Value 
Stream 
Steering 

Committe
e

VSA A3
RIE 

Process 

Owner

Enterprise 

TPOC & 

HK A3’s

Control mechanisms supporting internal recursive processes and 

systems!



THE “TRUE NORTH” METRICS

Transformation requires improvement in all 5 dimensions

 Human Development

 Improved Capability at all levels

 Quality/Safety

 Zero defects, zero harm

 Timeliness/Delivery

 Timeliness, throughput, productivity

 Financial

 Decrease Cost, Increase Revenue

 Growth/Capacity

 Care for more people

 Develop and/or maintain capacity 

without adding resources

Growth



Kings County Case Closed January, 2017

Accomplishments:

• The goals of the Transformational 

Plan met

• Majority of Qualitative improvements 

sustained

• Quantitative measure monitored and 

reached

• A transformation is a marathon and 

not a sprint.

• After 7 years of close monitoring and 

the Department of Justice closed the 

case in 2017.

• DOJ Statement, “One of the most 

impressive transformations 

witnessed.”

• Oxford University Press published a 

book on the endeavor. 



Questions?

Ameer Robertson, Esq. 

ameermr@gmail.com
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