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“Design is the first signal of human intention.”

William McDonough
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Mo-Tze (a.k.a. Miscius) 500 BCE

Whoever pursues a business in this world must have a 
system. 

A business which has attained success without a system 
does not exist.  

From ministers and generals down to the hundreds of 
craftsmen, everyone of them has a system.  

The craftsmen employ the ruler to make a square and the 
compass to make a circle.  

All of them, both skilled and unskilled, use this system.

The skilled may at times accomplish a circle and a square 
by their own dexterity.

But with a system, even the unskilled may achieve the 
same result, though dexterity they have none.

Hence, every craftsman possesses a system as a model.

Now, if we govern the empire, or a large state, without a 
system as a model, are we not even less intelligent than a 
common craftsman? 

Source:
Wu, Kuo-Cheng. (1928). Ancient Chinese political theories. Shanghai, 
China: The Commercial Press, Limited.
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Management Systems
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Understand the current system design.

Identify the strengths (technical and 
human).

Identify the opportunities for 
improvement (technical and human).

Identify the maturity level of the system.

Understand how others have done it.

Review example conceptual designs 
during the first round to clarify concepts 
and inspire creative thinking. 

Review example detailed designs 
during the detailed design phase.

Understand the empirical evidence 
applicable to this system.

Understand what works, what doesnʼt 
work and in what contexts.

Understand the leading-edge ideas that 
could inform the design of this system.

Understand the “nature” of the system.

Identify the physical, knowledge, 
information and creative components of 
the system.

Identify the level of customization 
(bespoke) needed when executing the 
system.

Understand the purpose(s) of the 
system. Why do you need this system? 
What are the expected benefits?

Understand the multiple stakeholders' 
and their requirements for the system.

Identify the key system capabilities that 
are needed.

Understand how the system "fits" within 
the other established managerial 
systems. 

Identify key inputs, outputs and 
interconnections and relationships with 
other internal and external systems.

Identify the desired role model 
characteristics to embed into the 
design. 

Understand the established design 
principles (e.g., balance). 

Identify additional principles unique to 
the organization, strategy, etc. 

Understand the organization's unique 
context and culture.  

Identify the key internal and external 
organizational factors that impact the 
design of the particular system.

Understand the organization and 
external environment as a system.

Ideal
Design

Doable 
Design

Detailed 
Design

Proto-
type

Develop  
Deploy

Reflect
Improve

1. Purpose and Requirements 2. Nature of the System 3. Theories and Concepts

8. Diagnosis

7. System Integration 6. Design Principles

9. Design, Develop and Deploy 4. Inspiring Examples

5. Unique Context 
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1. Purpose and Requirements

Key Elements:

• Understand the 
purpose(s) of the 
system. Why do you 
need this system? 
What are the 
expected benefits?

• Understand the 
multiple 
stakeholders' and 
their requirements 
for the system.

• Identify the key 
system capabilities 
that are needed.
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2. Nature of the System

Physical

Typically many engineering and scientific knowledge constraints.
Often requires a high degree of standardization and focus on conformance (control) to reduce variation and/or 
ensure safety. 
Often good candidate for automation.
Examples: nuclear power, aviation, space, etc. 

Knowledge and 
Information

Typically requires humans to make decisions.
Portions of the system that do not require human decisions are candidates for automation. 
Design to enable and engage human minds as a key component in the system. 
Provide necessary and accurate information to the decision makers with the least amount of effort and cost. 
Example: A loan process is an example of a process that includes components of information transfer that do not 
require a human decisions and components that do require human decisions such as the decision to loan, interest 
rates, etc. 

Creative

Requires creativity or innovation to be effective. 
Most effective when the degree of process specificity and standardization are low. 
Structure can enhance the level of creativity but only up to a point and then additional structure beyond that point 
impedes or reduces creativity. 
Examples: strategy development, product development custom services, etc. 

Custom/
Bespoke

Often requires some creativity or innovation to be effective. 
Standards and structure are enough to gain efficiency and effectiveness but not so specific as to unduly constrain 
variation needed to satisfy the customers. 
Needs assessment is a key element of the system design. 
Examples: tailored clothing, experience-based services, custom products and services, etc. 
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3. Theories and Concepts

Key Elements:

• Understand the empirical 
evidence applicable to this 
system.

• Understand what works, what 
doesn’t work and in what 
contexts.

• Understand the leading-edge 
ideas that could inform the 
design of this system.

• IDEO uses a diverse team of 
“T” shaped people to provide 
the depth in key disciplines 
(theories and concepts) 
applicable to the task. 

Performance Excellence Concepts:
• Visionary Leadership
• Customer-Driven Excellence
• Organizational and Personal Learning
• Valuing Workforce Members and Partners
• Agility
• Focus on the Future 
• Managing for Innovation
• Management by Fact
• Social Responsibility
• Focus on Results and Creating Value
• Systems Perspective 
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4. Inspiring Examples

Key Elements:

• Understand how 
others have done it.

• Review example 
conceptual designs 
during the first 
round to clarify 
concepts and 
inspire creative 
thinking. 

• Review example 
detailed designs 
during the detailed 
design phase.
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5. Unique Context
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Key Elements:
• Understand the 

organization's 
unique context and 
culture.  

• Identify the key 
internal and external 
organizational 
factors that impact 
the design of the 
particular system.

• Understand the 
organization and 
external 
environment as a 
system.
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6. Design Principles - Management Systems

Balance

The degree to which the system creates value for the 
multiple stakeholders. While the “ideal” is to develop 

a design that maximizes the value for all the key 
stakeholders, in the end, the designer often has to 
compromise and balance the needs of the various 

stakeholders.

Elegance

The degree of system complexity vs. benefit. System 
includes only enough complexity as is necessary to 
meet the stakeholder’s needs. In other words, keep 
the design as simple as possible and no more while 

delivering the desired benefits. Often requires looking 
at the system in new and innovative ways.

Congruence
The degree to which the system components are 

aligned and consistent with each other and the other 
organizational systems, culture, plans, processes, 

information, resource decisions, and actions.
Human

The degree to which the participants in the system 
are able to find joy, purpose and meaning in their 

work.  Provides sufficient flexibility for system 
participants to integrate their unique identity into their 

work.  Work is personal! 

Convenience
Degree to which the system is designed to be as 

convenient as possible for the participants to 
implement and execute (a.k.a. user friendly). System 
includes specific detailed processes, procedures and 

controls only when necessary.

Learning

The degree to which opportunities for reflection and 
learning (learning loops) are designed into the system. 

Reflection and learning are built into the system at 
key points to encourage single- and double-loop 

learning from experience to improve future 
implementation and to systematically evaluate the 

design of the system itself.

Coordination

The degree to which the system components are 
integrated and work in harmony with the other 

(internal and external) components, systems, plans, 
processes, information, and resource decisions 
toward common action or effort. This is beyond 
congruence and is achieved when the individual 

components of a system operate as a “fully 
interconnected unit.”

Sustainability

The degree to which the system effectively meets the 
near- and long-term needs of the current 

stakeholders without compromising the ability of 
future generations of stakeholders to meet their own 

needs. Dimensions include the economic, 
environmental and societal needs related to the 

system. Requires systems thinking.
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7. System Integration Example
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Key Elements:

• Understand how the 
system "fits" within 
the other 
established 
managerial systems. 

• Identify key inputs, 
outputs and 
interconnections 
and relationships 
with other internal 
and external 
systems.
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8. Diagnosis

Key Elements:

• Understand the 
current system 
design.

• Identify the 
strengths (technical 
and human).

• Identify the 
opportunities for 
improvement 
(technical and 
human).

• Identify the maturity 
level of the system.
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Diagnosis Questions:

1. How well does the current system fulfill the purposes and 
requirements identified in step1? 

2. How consistent is the current design with the nature of the system 
identified in step 2?

3. How consistent is the current design with the relevant theories and 
concepts - step 3? 

4. How does the design compare to the inspiring examples identified 
in step 4? 

5. How well does the current design "fit" and "support" the unique 
context of the organization identified in step 5? 

6. How does the current design reflect the design principles identified 
in step 6?

7. How well is the current design integrated with the other related 
management systems identified in step 7?
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9. Design, Develop and Deploy
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Conditions for Design Studio Success

• People

• Attitude

• Diversity 

• 7 to 10 participants 

• Facilitation with Rules of Engagement

• Variety of Media - Low and High Tech

• Structure - Just enough and no more!

• Environment - No fear or inhibitions. 

• Mind of an Organization Architect

• Designer, Engineer, Psychologist, Economist, Artist, and Anthropologist
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Discussion

John Latham email - john.latham@unco.edu 

Website - www.monfortinstitute.org 

To learn more, download the recent journal paper by John Latham titled “Management 
System Design for Sustainable Excellence: Framework, Practices, and 

Considerations” at:

http://www.drjohnlatham.com/QMJ_2012_Design_files/management-system-
design.pdf 
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