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A B O U T  T H I S  E D I T I O N

This is HourLife's reading of Thinking in Systems: A Primer, in our own words. It is not a substitute for the 

book.
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER The book in a minute

B E F O R E  Y O U  S TA R T 01

The book in a minute
Donella H. Meadows was an environmental scientist who taught at Dartmouth College and was the lead 

author of The Limits to Growth (1972). Thinking in Systems is the short primer she drafted in the 1990s; 

after her death in 2001 it was edited by Diana Wright of the Sustainability Institute and published in 2008. It 

argues that much of what goes wrong in firms, economies and our own lives comes from the structure of a 

system rather than from the people in it. The book builds its case from stocks, flows and feedback loops, then 

names the traps systems often fall into and ranks twelve leverage points for changing them. Its examples 

run from bathtubs, thermostats and a car dealer's inventory to fisheries, oil fields and national economies.

Below are the 9 ideas HourLife readers vote up most, each in our words with a note on what it asks of you, 

and then the steps that put them to work.
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER The takeaways

W H AT  R E A D E R S  K E E P

The takeaways

1 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

A system's behaviour comes mostly from its structure, so swapping the 
people inside it rarely changes the result.

Meadows opens with a Slinky: the bounce is in the spring, not in the hand that lets it drop. The same holds 

for teams, markets and households. When different people keep producing the same problem, look at how the 

parts are connected before you look for someone to blame.

2 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

A stock changes only as fast as its flows allow, and you can raise it by 
slowing what drains it as well as by pouring more in.

The book's first picture is a bathtub. The water level is the stock; the tap and the drain are the flows. Savings, 

trust, skills and a backlog all work the same way, which is why they take time to build and time to empty, 

and why plugging a leak is often cheaper than turning up the tap.

3 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Balancing loops pull a stock toward a goal; reinforcing loops push it 
further in whatever direction it is already going.

A thermostat is the book's balancing loop: the gap from the setting switches the furnace on and off. Interest 

on savings and a growing population are reinforcing loops that grow faster the bigger they get. Most of what 

you see in a system is these two kinds of loop competing for control.

4 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Delays turn sensible reactions into overshoot, and reacting faster can 
make the swings worse.

In the car-dealer example, the dealer orders more cars to rebuild stock after sales rise, but the cars take days 

to arrive, so the orders keep coming after the gap has closed. Inventory overshoots, then undershoots. Re

sponding more slowly and steadily calms it down, which is the opposite of most people's instinct.

5 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Everyone can act sensibly on what they can see and the whole system 
can still go wrong.

Meadows borrows Herbert Simon's idea of bounded rationality. A fisher who catches more fish this year is 

acting reasonably from where they stand, even as the stock collapses. Better behaviour usually comes from 

changing what people can see and what they are rewarded for, not from asking them to be better people.
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER The takeaways

6 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Most of our effort goes into changing numbers, which is the weakest of 
the twelve places to intervene.

Budgets, tax rates, targets and quotas sit at the bottom of the book's list of leverage points. They are easy to 

argue about and rarely change how a system behaves. Rules, information flows, goals and the paradigm the 

system grows out of sit higher, and are harder to move.

7 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

Putting feedback where the decision is made is one of the cheapest, 
strongest changes you can make.

The book tells of Dutch houses that were identical except for where the electricity meter sat. Households that 

could see the meter in the front hall used noticeably less power. Missing information is one of the most com

mon reasons a system misbehaves, and adding it costs very little.

8 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

If the worst results set the standard, the standard slides down to meet 
them.

Meadows calls this trap drift to low performance. When a goal is adjusted to recent results, every bad stretch 

lowers what feels normal and the next bad stretch matters less. The way out is to keep the standard absolute, 

or to let the best results pull it up.

9 H O U R L I F E  TA K E A W A Y

You cannot control a complex system, but you can learn how it moves 
and work with it.

The last chapter trades the idea of control for something closer to dancing. Watch how the system behaves 

before you act, bring your mental models into the open, respect information, and stay a learner. It is advice 

for living among systems, not a formula for fixing them.
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER Your action book

P U T  I T  T O  W O R K

Your action book
Do the setup steps once, then keep the habits going. The setup changes your week; the habits keep it 

changed after the first good one.

The download puts this whole reading and a printable action book in one PDF: the setup checklist, then a 

page of real calendar days for each habit, starting on the day you choose.

S E T  U P  O N C E

Draw one stock and its flows

Map one feedback loop

Name the delays in one problem

Move one number to where you decide

Rewrite one rule people beat

K E E P  U P  D A I LY

Ask about structure before blame

Wait out the delay before reacting again

Check one goal for drift each month

30 days · Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026

Part two, after the reading, prints each of these as a page to fill in by hand.
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER Before you go

T H E  L A S T  W O R D

Before you go
Pick one step from the action book and do it today. An idea from a book starts to count once it changes 

what one ordinary day looks like.
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P A R T  T W O

The action book

Change the setup once, then keep it up. 5 setup actions to do once, and 3 

habits to mark each day for 30 days.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026

Print it, or write on it in any PDF app.



THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER The setup checklist

S E T  U P  O N C E

The setup checklist
Each of these is done once. Do one a day, and check it off when it is done.

S E T U P  1

Draw one stock and its flows
Pick one stock you care about, such as your savings, your inbox or your energy.

Draw it as a box with every inflow and outflow as an arrow, then circle the one flow you can actually change this week.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  2

Map one feedback loop
Take a problem that keeps coming back and write it as a chain: more of this leads to more of that, which 

leads to more of this.

Mark it B if it pushes back toward a goal, or R if it runs away.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  3

Name the delays in one problem
For one thing you are trying to change, write down how long it takes to notice a shift, to act on it and to see 

the result.

Put the longest delay at the top of your plan.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  4

Move one number to where you decide
Choose one piece of feedback you rarely see, like your spending or your open tasks, and put it where the 

decision happens: the home screen, the fridge, the top of the weekly meeting.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N

S E T U P  5

Rewrite one rule people beat
Find a rule that is being met on paper but not in spirit, at work or in your own routine.

Rewrite it so the easy way to meet it is to do what it was for.

M Y  V E R S I O N D O N E  O N
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER A sk about structure before blame

D A I LY  H A B I T  1  O F  3

Ask about structure before blame
When something goes wrong, ask what in the setup made this the likely result before asking who did it.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 · 30 days · circle each day you do it

S M A L L E S T  V E R S I O N C U E W H E R E

November 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30

December 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

28 29 30 31

E A C H  F R I D A Y

W H AT  H E L P E D W H AT  G O T  I N  T H E  W A Y O N E  C H A N G E  T O  T H E  S E T U P
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER Wait out the delay before reacting again

D A I LY  H A B I T  2  O F  3

Wait out the delay before reacting again
After you make a change, decide in advance how long it should take to show up, and do not adjust again before 

then.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 · 30 days · circle each day you do it

S M A L L E S T  V E R S I O N C U E W H E R E

November 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30

December 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

28 29 30 31

E A C H  F R I D A Y

W H AT  H E L P E D W H AT  G O T  I N  T H E  W A Y O N E  C H A N G E  T O  T H E  S E T U P
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THINKING IN SYSTEMS: A PRIMER Check one goal for drift each month

D A I LY  H A B I T  3  O F  3

Check one goal for drift each month
Once a month, compare a standard you hold against your best recent result, not your worst.

Nov 6 - Dec 5, 2026 · 30 days · circle each day you do it

S M A L L E S T  V E R S I O N C U E W H E R E

November 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27 28 29

30

December 2026

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

28 29 30 31

E A C H  F R I D A Y

W H AT  H E L P E D W H AT  G O T  I N  T H E  W A Y O N E  C H A N G E  T O  T H E  S E T U P
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Before you push harder, find the loop 

you are standing in.
H O U R L I F E  N O T E  A F T E R  D O N E L L A  M E A D O W S

Read it online, and vote on the takeaways: hourlife.com/books/thinking-in-systems

Made November 6, 2026 · HourLife, hourlife.com
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