
US COVID19 Pandemic Response  
A systems perspective

Systems Thinking and Evaluation 

Part 1



What is Systems Thinking?
“Systems thinking is about taking a
vantage point from where you can see
the whole, a web of relationships, rather
than focusing on the detail of any one
particular piece of the whole. This
means that events are understood in the
larger context of a pattern that is
unfolding over time.”



How do we know when to use a systems 
thinking approach?

• Look for key terms that signal 
interrelationships:
• Coordination

• Collaboration/Collaboratives

• Coalitions

• Alliances

• Partnerships



COVID-19:  The Emergency 
Management Context 

• EM goal in all hazards:  save lives 

• EM goal in pandemic:  stop the spread 
of disease, which then saves lives

• To meet goal requires collaboration 
and  coordination of multiple agencies



Agencies needing to collaborate and coordinate in a pandemic.

• Public Health: epidemiology surveillance, testing, 
contract tracing.

• Private and State Laboratories: process tests.

• ICS:
• Logistics: acquiring and moving things from point A to 

Point B (e.g., tests).

• Operations:  coordinating people on the ground.

• Groups overseeing vulnerable populations: long-term 
care facilities, prisoners, first responders (LE, Fire, 
EMS), grocery clerks, homeless, etc.

• Volunteer groups: Rec Cross, Medical Reserve Corps, 
etc. Help with workforce shortage due to pandemic. 

• PPE providers: face shields, gowns, masks, etc.



So systems thinking is a good fit for the EM 
context:  now what?

• Start applying systems thinking concepts to analyze 
collaboration and coordination.

• Focus today is on boundaries.

• If there is interest we will continue the series by 
showing how other system thinking concepts are 
being applied.

• Lewe will define what we mean by boundaries; then 
Ralph will show you how it applies in the COVID-19 
response.



The boundary question: “What entity/system or 
‘collision of systems are we dealing with?” 



“boundaries define the difference between outside and 
inside between the past and the present and the future”

Boundaries in both space & time
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Steady state & open/closed systems
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Closed system boundaries create chaos

Healthy “open systems” are in dynamic 
equilibrium – they perform best when 
they are operating IN steady state with 
the chaos on the edge of the system 
boundary

Closed systems are NOT IN steady state 
exchange materials, energy, 
information, feedback and will reach 
maximum entropy: death & decay 
leading to system-wide chaos



What does chaos look like in COVID-19?

• States competing with other for same PPE; prices driven up

• People stealing food from trucks

• Hospitals within county withholding PPE counts (hoarding)



A systems thinking local health department  could have been:

• Assessing local inputs two months earlier.

• Looking for system inputs locally:
• Medical and Non-medical Volunteers

• PPE

• Food security (National Guard)

• Looking system inputs internationally:
• Germany

• South Korea



“Nobody could have predicted how the 
events of COVID-19 unfolded”



See chat box for links to downloads

Link for Download:

COVID-19: Exposing the need for 
emergency management to invest 
in systems thinking = 
https://hainescentreaustralia.com.
au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/EM-
systems-thinking-and-COVID19-
04-08-20-submitted-to-JEM.pdf

NOTE: copyright…just ask us 
before you share….
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https://hainescentreaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EM-systems-thinking-and-COVID19-04-08-20-submitted-to-JEM.pdf


Thank-you

• Contact information

• Email: ralph@justevaluation.com

• Web:  justevaluation.com

mailto:Ralph@justevaluation.com

