Notes on the Relationship between Dialogue & System Dynamics
by Paul Newton, July 17, 1998

Roy Aiken
 gave me a copy of some notes
 by John Shibley that develop a story of Door County development.  The story is based on a conversation between Roy and John that took place on May 11, 1998.   John's notes progressively develop the story via gradual exposition of layered causal loop diagrams and associated narrative. 

The last paragraph in John's notes states, "These notes represent a very rough draft of one person's theory of the dynamics of development in Door County.  They do not reflect 'the truth': they reflect a mental model that is open to challenge, refinement, and influence.  The best way to use a treatment of this nature would be as a point of departure for dialogue.  I hope you can see how having such a point of departure might enrich that conversation."

I agree with John.  I also think that a story of the sort that John's paper describes is an excellent starting point for, not only dialogue, but also a system dynamics study.  Further, I believe that it would be useful for a group of people who are trying to determine ways to improve the story's future outcome to alternate between dialogue sessions, and system dynamics modeling sessions.  The dialogue sessions would help the group to surface "fundamental assumptions" in their thinking about the story and to gain "insight into why they [these assumptions] arise," for the purpose of creating "shared meaning"
 about the story.  The system dynamics modeling sessions would make explicit the group's thinking about the story, would enrich their learning about the dynamics (the various behaviors-over-time and the relationships between them) inherent in the story, and would enable identification of strategies (combinations of policies) that would lead to a more desirable ending to the story.   A portion of the relationship between dialogue and system dynamics can be expressed as shown in Figure 1. 
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      Figure 1:  The relationship between dialogue sessions

      and group system dynamics modeling sessions

Beginning in the middle of Figure 1 with the statement 'Ability to find shared meaning (achieved via dialogue)', the ability to achieve shared meaning in the group results from the group's practice of dialogue. Once the group is beginning to improve its ability to develop shared meaning, it can then, following arrow 'a', begin the process of creating together a system dynamics model of the story.  The process of creating a system dynamics model forces individuals and groups to become more explicit in their thinking about the story.  Now following arrow 'b', the group is confronted with how it will resolve the issues raised by the system dynamics model's forcing the group to be more explicit.  Therefore the group's ability to create shared meaning via dialogue comes into play once again.  The group then continues multiple times around Loop 1 until, at some point, following arrow 'c', the model is robust enough to begin to show dynamics (behaviors-over-time) that are surprising to the group. Following arrow 'd' to complete Loop 2 for the first time, the group's ability to create shared meaning is once again challenged as it tries to understand the surprising dynamics of the story, leading to new group insights about the behaviors-over-time in the story.  Then the group process continues ad infinitum, sometimes around Loop 1, sometimes around Loop 2, or simultaneously around both loops, until the group has reached a level of understanding of the story that is adequate to address the problem statement that led to the need for creating a story in the first place.

The relationship between dialogue and system dynamics in the context of a group of people has a parallel in the context of an individual.  In an individual, the 'dialogue' mechanism represents an individual's observation of her own thought processes, which is, in a sense, developing 'shared meaning' between the individual as the observer of thought processes and the individual as the observed thought processes.  On the other hand, the 'system dynamics' mechanism plays the same roles (enforcing explicit thinking and enabling dynamic understanding) within the individual as it plays within the group.
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