
We Wear Share Many Hats:
Systems Thinking for 

Advising Program 
Evaluation & 
Development



Who are we?
• Jason O’Brien
• Academic Advisor II
• University College
• Texas State University

• Amanda Ritter
• Career Educator
• Career Services
• Texas State University



Desired 
Goals & 
Outcomes

Realize the value of  systems thinking 
for program evaluation 

Understand basic systems thinking & 
theory concepts

Practice thinking in systems for 
program development

Share & use this knowledge at your 
home institutions



So... What is 
Systems 

Thinking?

A problem 
solving and 

critical 
thinking skill

A philosophy 
or mindset

A set of toolsA language

A non-linear 
way of thinking 

…necessary



“In simplest terms, systems thinking is a way of  
seeing and talking about reality that helps us better 
understand and work with systems to influence the 
quality of  our lives. In this sense, systems thinking 

can be seen as a perspective. It also involves a unique 
vocabulary for describing systemic behavior, and so 

can be thought of  as a language as well. And, because 
it offers a range of  techniques and devices for 

visually capturing and communicating about systems, 
it is a set of  tools.” 
– Daniel H. Kim 

Kim, D. H. (2018). Introduction to systems thinking. The Systems Thinker.
https://thesystemsthinker.com/introduction-to-systems-thinking/  



The whole is 
more than the 

sum of  its parts



The whole is 
more than the 

sum of  its parts



Interconnections 
& 

Complexity

Academic 
Advising

Enrollment

Financial Aid

Career 
Advising

Graduation 
Rates

Curriculum 
& 

Prerequisites 



Non-Linear Thought

• Feedback loops tell us about non-linear flows in a system

• Linear view: 

• Non-linear view: 

A à B à C à D

A à B à C à D

Adapted from Kim, D. H. (2018). Introduction to systems thinking. The Systems 
Thinker. https://thesystemsthinker.com/introduction-to-systems-thinking/  



Systems 
Archetypes

• Archetypes are stories of 
behavior that are commonly 
seen in complex systems

• They help us understand where
hats may be shared

• They help us see unintended 
consequences

• They show us that our intentions 
are usually good



A Story to 
Guide Us

Exploratory Advising 
Center

Major Advising Center

Career Services

Financial Aid Office 



“Competing Goals”
Archetype

Stroh, D. P. (2018). Conflicting goals: Structural tension at its worst. The Systems Thinker (Vol. 11). 
https://thesystemsthinker.com/conflicting-goals-structural-tension-at-its-worst/















“Accidental Adversaries”
Archetype

Kemeny, J. (2018). “Accidental adversaries”: When friends become foes. The Systems Thinker (Vol. 5). 
https://thesystemsthinker.com/accidental-adversaries-when-friends-become-foes/









What can the two 
advising centers do to 

develop aligned 
programming?



Food for (later) 

Thought… 

• Which ones do you see 
affecting your center or 
department? 
• Your institution? 
• Your students? 
• Your state?

Herasymowych, M & Senko, H. (2018). “Positive” systems archetypes. The Systems Thinker (Vol. 15). 
https://thesystemsthinker.com/positive-systems-archetypes/



“By learning how to 
continuously ask ourselves 

how we fit as a piece into the 
larger whole of  the systems 

around us, we can work 
together better as teammates, 
colleagues, and stewards of  

our environments.” 
– Dr. Marie Morganelli

Morganelli, M. (2020, March 18). What is systems thinking?
https://www.snhu.edu/about-us/newsroom/2020/03/what-is-systems-thinking



Questions?



References
Herasymowych, M & Senko, H. (2018). “Positive” systems archetypes. The Systems Thinker (Vol. 
15). https://thesystemsthinker.com/positive-systems-archetypes/
Kemeny, J. (2018). “Accidental adversaries”: When friends become foes. The Systems Thinker (Vol. 
5). https://thesystemsthinker.com/accidental-adversaries-when-friends-become-foes/
Kim, D. H. (2018). Introduction to systems thinking. The Systems Thinker.
https://thesystemsthinker.com/introduction-to-systems-thinking/
Meadows, D. H. (2008). Thinking in systems: A primer. Chelsea Green Publishing.
Morganelli, M. (2020, March 18). What is systems thinking? https://www.snhu.edu/about-
us/newsroom/2020/03/what-is-systems-thinking
Stroh, D. P. (2018). Conflicting goals: Structural tension at its worst. The Systems Thinker (Vol. 11). 
https://thesystemsthinker.com/conflicting-goals-structural-tension-at-its-worst/
Stroh, D. P. (2015) Systems thinking for social change. Chelsea Green Publishing.

https://thesystemsthinker.com/positive-systems-archetypes/
https://thesystemsthinker.com/accidental-adversaries-when-friends-become-foes/
https://thesystemsthinker.com/introduction-to-systems-thinking/
https://www.snhu.edu/about-us/newsroom/2020/03/what-is-systems-thinking
https://thesystemsthinker.com/conflicting-goals-structural-tension-at-its-worst/

