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System: A set of 
connected things or 

devices that operate 
together. 

Systemic: Relating to or 

involving a whole 
system. 

Cambridge English 

Dictionary 

We hear increasingly about the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’, a 
super-fast transformation of society, technology and consumer 
expectations that all organizations must address if they are to remain 
successful. Everyone must adapt and respond to these complex 
challenges and coaches are no different. Accordingly, we hear the 
call for coaches to become more ‘systemic’ – but what does being 
‘systemic’ mean? To most coaches it simply means thinking more 
broadly, paying attention to factors outside the immediate coaching 
relationship. But through what lens are we thinking more broadly? 
There are lots of different systems theories, each of which offers 
quite a different perspective on how organizations work. In this 
series of four White Papers we consider four broad categories of 
systems theory and invite you to decide which resonate best for you. 

Introduction 

The term ‘systemic’ coach is becoming increasingly popular. The word ‘systemic’ 
however, is very broad in meaning. Any coach who thinks outside the immediate 
coach-coachee relationship may be said to be acting systemically. At the same 
time the word ‘systemic’ is being appropriated by different authors to mean 
quite different things. Consider the following definitions: 

• ‘Thinking systematically … is not the same as systemic thinking. Systemic 
thinking is about taking a holistic approach that views the team and its 
environment as interconnected and complex.’i 

• ‘That which acknowledges, illuminates and releases the system dynamics so 
each element can function with ease.’ii   

• ‘The systemic coach understands that change emerges from a broad 
pattern of dialogue.’iii 
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Setting a goal and 
seeking to achieve it is 

just like the operation of 
a hot water system. The 

conversation between 

coach and coachee 
replaces the functioning 

of the thermostat, 

responding to changes 
in the environment by 

coming up with 

corrective actions. 

These different interpretations are often quite contrary in their philosophy and 
application, such that many in the coaching community are becoming confused 
and/or sceptical. There is a risk that the descriptor ‘systemic coach’ becomes 
little more than a marketing term, used in an attempt to create the impression 
that the coach is advanced in their thinking and practice. So in this series of 
papers we will look at four broad categories of systems theories, starting an 
example of a ‘first order’ systems theory – cybernetics. 

Part 1 – A first-order systems theory  

Cybernetics 

The principles of cybernetics are simple. Think of a hot water system. When the 
water gets too hot, the systems stops heating up the water. When the water 
gets too cold, the heater switches back on again. This is a simple self regulating 
system that relies on feedback if it is to remain in a steady-state equilibirum 
(figure 1). 

  
Figure 1  Simple feedback loop 

Now compare this to goal setting (figure 2). According to this particular model of 
goal setting, the coach’s role is to help the coachee set a goal, decide on a plan 
of action, then go and put that plan into practiceiv. Coach and coachee evaluate 
the outcome of putting the plan into practice and if the outcomes don’t match 
initial intentions, the coachee makes changes to the identified issue, the goal, 
the plan, or the specific behaviours.  

Setting a goal and seeking to achieve it is like the operation of a hot water 
system. The conversation between coach and coachee replaces the functioning 
of the thermostat, responding to changes in the environment by coming up with 
corrective actions. Both systems gather information from the wider environment 
in the form of feedback, in service of directing the functioning of the system 
toward a pre-determined state. This cybernetic approach to goal setting is 
systemic in that coach and coachee are encouraged to look outside the 
immediate coach-coachee relationship, in order to set goals, consider what 
resources may be required and in soliciting feedback.  
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From a cybernetic 
perspective, 99% of 

coaches are systemic. 

 

 

Figure 2  Goal-directed self-regulation 

Example 
Linda coaches Mark. Mark decides he wants to be more influential and 
resolves to pay more attention to the needs of internal stakeholders. He 
makes a conscious effort to change his behaviours for two weeks, asking lots 
of questions and staying curious until he is sure he has understood what 
others require of him. He makes a habit of asking for feedback and one day 
shares this feedback with Linda. The feedback says that people feel more 
listened to, except when the conversation is about Mark’s team. If anyone says 
anything that could be construed as being critical about someone on his team, 
Mark becomes defensive, likely to launch into a passionate diatribe about how 
talented and committed they all are. Mark reflects deeply on this feedback 
and recognises how ineffective this behaviour is, since people have now 
stopped telling him what they think of his team for fear he will launch into a 
new tirade. He determines to actively seek out feedback on his team, to 
respond appropriately and to encourage team members to seek feedback 
directly.  

99% of coaches are systemic 

From a cybernetic perspective, 99% of coaches are systemic. They think 
beyond the coachee’s perspective of events and encourage the coachee to 
seek feedback from the wider system. But not everyone would agree this is  
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The systemic/cybernetic 
approach is unlikely to 

explain all aspects of the 
functioning of an 

organization.   

a particularly useful systemic approachv. They would critique the cybernetic 
approach on the basis that it: 

• positions success in terms of stability and consistency 
• has little to say on the impact of feedback that accelerates a movement 

away from stability and consistency 
• assumes simple linear cause and effect  
• assumes one person can step outside the system, plan an action, then 

return to become part of the system again 
• is silent on the behaviours of others in the system 
• assumes the system as a whole is aligned in service of achieving a 

common goal 

The systemic/cybernetic approach is unlikely therefore to explain all aspects of 
the functioning of an organization. It’s easy to see how applying this approach 
to some scenarios is likely to lead to unexpected outcomes.  

Example 
Mark seeks out feedback from others about members of his team. Several 
people say that his team can be quite unfriendly when they are busy. Mark 
delivers this feedback to his team members, who make an extra effort to be 
friendly. Consequently they get less work done. Stakeholders become 
impatient and directly criticise members of his team on their performance. 
Mark’s team members become discouraged and resentful. Now they come 
across not only as unfriendly, but slow as well. Two members of the team 
resign and are replaced by new people who need to be trained up. 
Performance deteriorates further. Mark finds out that the two people who 
originally said his team members were unfriendly are regarded as under-
performers and are under-pressure. They are both feeling isolated and 
vulnerable, and are prone to imagining that colleagues at work are criticising 
their performance behind their backs. In his next session with Linda, Mark asks 
what went wrong? 

Conclusions 

First-order systems theories, of which cybernetics is just an example, depict 
organisations as simple systems operating to straightforward rules. Change is 
assumed to be an outcome of simple, linear, ‘cause and effect’. Consequently, 
this particular systemic approach is unlikely to prove useful in thinking about 
the functioning of large complex organisations. This doesn’t mean the theory 
is without value, so long as we regard the theory only as a metaphor, to be 
used with care.  
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In the next three White 
Papers, we will consider 

second-order systems 

theories, complex adaptive 
systems (CAS) and, finally, 

a school of thought that 

suggests it isn’t useful to 
think about organisations 

as systems at all! 

So, what other theories from the world of systems thinking might it be useful 
to familiarise ourselves with? In the next three White Papers, we will consider 
second-order systems theories, complex adaptive systems (CAS) and, finally, a 
school of thought that suggests it isn’t useful to think about organisations as 
systems at all! 
 

Paul Lawrence 
Principal, Centre for Coaching in Organisations 
paul@ccorgs.com.au 
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