
Welcome

• Stay on mute while listening.

• Interrupt me anytime you have a question or write your question in 
the chat box and Lewe will facilitate.

• If you want to be on our newsletter mailing list:
• Email: briankeogh@me.com or lewis@hainescentreaustralia.com.au

• or jot your email down in the chat box 

• We will be starting shortly.

mailto:briankeogh@me.com
mailto:lewis@hainescentreaustralia.com.au


COVID-19 and Systems Thinking 
Concepts: Cascading 

Failures/Events



Systems Thinking:  
Understanding and Evaluating Relationships



COVID-19 Evaluation

• Do emergency management 
staff, who need to be analytical, 
apply system thinking skills?



• Can she/he trouble shoot the 
source of a problem by looking 
upstream?

• Can she/he anticipate 
consequences of certain decisions 
by looking downstream?



Problem Solve by Looking Upstream
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Problem Solve by Looking Upstream

2018 Renger, R., & Granillo, B. Using Systems Evaluation Theory 
(SET) to Improve Points of Dispensing (POD) Planning, Training, and 
Evaluation. Journal of Emergency Management, 16 (3), 149-157.



Anticipating Problems by Looking Downstream 
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What did we find?

• Analyzed daily Incident Action Plan (IAP) from planning section.
• We have many “single loop learners”.  We don’t have double loop learners. 

(https://youtu.be/TDYPW4haD48)

• We also have mimickers:  just followed what other health departments were 
doing.

• Doomed to repeat mistakes.

• Now pitching systems thinking courses for staff.

https://youtu.be/TDYPW4haD48


Lewe Example

• Melbourne lockdown



A cascading failure occurs when a problem is padded from 
one subsystem to a downstream system creating domino 
effect that undermines the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the whole system. 



Australians coming home to quarantine

Since 29 March 2020Nicki home 19 March 2020



Victorian government 
contracted MSS Security, 
Wilson Security and Unified 
Security

Alleged procurement sub-sub-
system failure #1 Unified – not 
part of a pre-approved panel of 
service providers

Alleged procurement sub-sub-
system failure #2 at least one of 
the security companies 
subcontracted work

Overcrowding + Pandemic was always a disaster 
waiting to happen for our most vulnerable

Sub-system: Victoria’s hotel quarantine system 



The National Cabinet agreed today 
on a consistent national approach 
to manage the flow of international 
passengers into Australian airports. 
The number of incoming 
passengers will be restricted to 
ease pressure on state and 
territory quarantine facilities. If 
you’re overseas and wish to return 
home, we encourage you to plan 
your travel but be prepared for 
possible delays.

Whole system closure: to ease 
pressure on sub-systems 10 July 

Sub-system closure: 
6 Week lockdown of 
a city of 5 million 
people

https://www.pm.gov.au/media/national-cabinet


Reflections

• Applying the system concept of cascading events in an “upstream,” 
mode to problem solve is akin to root cause analysis.

• Once you’ve anticipated problems using a “downstream” mode you 
could develop a causal loop diagram.
• Likely not the time in a real event.

• The cascading events being forecasted are common sense…and in real time 
that’s good enough for decision making.

• Developing the loop diagram could still be useful for future emergency 
managers as reference tool.



Thank you

• Ralph Renger, PhD

• Website: justevaluation.com

• Email: ralph@justevaluation.com


