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Welcome to lecture 8 of Topic 2.4. In this lecture we are going to look at how 
planning relates to systems thinking.



In Unit 1 Topic 1.3 ‘Trends & Paradigm Shifts’ we noted that society is currently in the 
process of transforming from one paradigm; the mechanistic or reductionist view of 
reality, to a new paradigm; a systems view of reality.  

Community planning (community visioning and strategic planning) can be considered 
a mechanistic, reductionist approach to community problem solving, as we are 
breaking the vision for the future of a community down into component parts, such 
as key result areas, goals and objectives, and as we will see in Topic 2.5 
‘Opportunity Analysis’ these objectives are then broken down into strategies.

We noted in Topic 1.3 that mechanistic, reductionist thinking considers everything 
can be explained by linear cause and effect relationships that do not take into 
account a constantly changing complex environment.  Strategic planning takes such 
a linear approach – following a prescribed step by step process to achieve a desired 
effect, which is based on a snapshot of the environment at a particular point in time.

A major criticism of the strategic planning process is that the resulting strategic plan 
can quickly become obsolete (Cunha and Cunha, 2002, p. 300) because the 
environment on which the plan is based is complex and continually changing.
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Despite this criticism, the processes of planning and measuring results 
against targets is still considered useful as:
The planning process can assist system participants to discover shared 
interests, and
The goals established during the planning process can serve as boundaries 
whose achievement can serve as a learning device
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Cunha and Cunha (2002) also consider that despite the shift from 
mechanistic, reductionist thinking to systems thinking, the strategic planning 
process and strategic plan documents are still relevant for the following 
reasons:
• Plans can be used as resources – they contain a summary of the 

knowledge relevant to the constituent elements of the issue or opportunity 
that the plan has been produced to address

• The planning process can be used as a coordination mechanism – if the 
planning process is undertaken collaboratively it can coordinate the 
resources of stakeholders and create a shared view of the issue or 
opportunity, and

• Plans can be conceived as action unfolds – plans can be created as action 
unfolds remaining flexible to changes in the environment
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Hunting and Tilbury (2006, p. 41) suggest plans should be adjusted if 
necessary as action unfolds recommending the incorporation of milestones 
into plans and building time into the implementation phase for critical thinking 
and reflection on milestones.  

They state:

‘This will give you ‘permission’ and time to stop and think about how the 
project is going, reflect and then adjust your plans if necessary’
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