
S Y S T E M S  
S T O R I E S

MINNESOTA TAKES THE LONG VIEW 
OF ITS SOLID WASTE SYSTEM
B Y  K R I S T I N A  W I L E  A N D  P A U L  A . S M I T H

C o n t i n u e d  o n  n e x t  p a g e  ➣

Systems thinking tools can 

provide a vital and sorely

missed perspective on the 

complex matters with which

our legislators grapple.
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n January 2000, Minnesota’s
Office of Environmental Assis-

tance (MN OEA) began to investigate
creative solutions to the state’s grow-
ing problems with solid waste dis-
posal.Among other challenges,
Minnesota was generating more solid
waste than before without opening
new landfills; recycling rates had
plateaued; increasing amounts of
waste were going out of state instead
of to waste processing facilities; and
several waste processing plants were
increasingly reliant on county fees
and tax revenues to fund their opera-
tions.A state agency known for its
innovative problem-solving practices,
MN OEA published a forward-think-
ing solid waste policy report recom-
mending that the state eliminate the
disposal of unprocessed solid waste by
2008 and calling for a systemic analy-
sis of the current system in order to
address these growing concerns.

The reactions to the report by
solid waste industry constituents var-
ied widely.This mixed response con-
vinced MN OEA leaders that, in
order to decide how to move ahead,
they needed to conduct a participa-
tive forum.They felt that systems
thinking and related organizational
learning practices could help a group
of representatives from different sec-
tors identify leverage points for
change and address the social and
dynamic complexity inherent in such
an intricate system.

That spring, MN OEA gathered
27 participants, representing citizens,
businesses, government, recycling cen-
ters, and solid waste processing indus-
tries statewide, to think together about
Minnesota’s solid waste system.A Blue
Ribbon Panel of legislators, industry
officials, and community representatives
would then recommend legislation
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based on this group’s suggestions. Par-
ticipants were asked to be leaders and
experimenters, to look beyond their
familiar areas of expertise in order to
understand the whole system, to adopt
a view with a longer time horizon
than their organization generally used,
and perhaps to reach conclusions that
would not necessarily be in their
organizations’ best short-term interests.
 

A Historic Opportunity
Systems thinking tools can provide a
vital and sorely missed perspective on
the complex matters with which our
legislators grapple.Although there have
been many systemic analyses of public
sector issues, the challenge is to dis-
cover innovative methods for encour-
aging public policy-making institutions
to accept and implement the conclu-
sions that arise from these analyses.At
least initially, there may have to be
trade-offs between being right from a
systemic perspective and being effective
from a political standpoint.

MN OEA employed a highly
participative process to help the
working group come to adopt as their
own the findings of the solid waste
policy report.The facilitators and MN
OEA did not direct the participants’
work; they simply brought together a
capable group of people and provided
them with tools for dealing with the
complexity of the issues they were
asked to address.This “hands-off ”
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approach, new for public-policy dis-
cussions, was a critical factor in the
project’s success.

MN OEA also carefully selected
participants, identifying the various sec-
tors for representation and soliciting
nominations for people “in the
trenches” who really understand their
industries.The agency excluded regis-
tered lobbyists to try to minimize the
political element in the process. Final
participants were chosen through a
voting procedure, based on their
potential to see beyond themselves,
their knowledge, and their work ethic.

The Participative Process in
Action
The process began with an introduc-
tion to systems thinking and organi-
zational learning (see “Tools for
Change” on p. 8).The facilitator also
told participants how different this
work would be from their previous
experiences, defined the notion of
respect, and made explicit expecta-
tions about respectful behaviors.

In the nine days the group met,
participants engaged in the following
activities:
• They used the hexagon technique
(see “From Ideas to Variables” by
David Kreutzer, THE SYSTEMS
THINKER V8N9, November 1997)
to identify issues and concerns
regarding the solid waste disposal sys-
tem.Writing their observations on
sticky notes and posting them at the
front of the room allowed participants
to be fully present, incorporate emo-
tional responses as relevant data, sepa-
rate issues from the individuals who
articulated them, and create a com-
plete picture of the system.
• The participants then identified
variables and learned the language of
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causal loops.They worked in small
teams to explore the issues repre-
sented on the hexagons, using systems
archetypes, free-form causal looping,
and stock and flow diagrams.
• They began and finished each day
with a dialogue-style check-
in/check-out (see “Check-in, Check-
out:A Tool for ‘Real’ Conversations”
by Fred Kofman, THE SYSTEMS
THINKERV5N4, May 1994).
Through this process, each participant
could voice his or her state of mind,
thoughts, and concerns. Sometimes
supportive, sometime divisive, check-
ins/check-outs and shared luncheons
were critical to building trust.
• The participants synthesized the
smaller causal loop diagrams into one
large causal map, making the relation-
ships across the entire solid waste sys-
tem visible at a high level.
• They developed options and strate-
gies for moving forward.The group
tested these strategies using causal
loops and stocks and flows by identi-
fying and considering the unintended
side effects of proposed actions.
• Lastly, the group developed recom-
mendations for the Blue Ribbon
Panel.As they did so, they identified
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Systems Thinking
Looking at the underlying structures of the s
nect with each other—was vital for participa
complex nature. Drawing causal loop and sto
make implicit cause and effect knowledge exp
dominant and latent feedback forces that driv
ple, the group found that a natural tension ex
industry and cutting-edge best practices; that
responds to consumer demand, but also crea
material must be stabilized before demand fo

Learning
Central to the group’s success was the partic
weren’t going to “solve” the problem once a
because mental models are incomplete and i
assess progress and make adjustments as the

Relationship-Building
The group spent nine days developing shared
tered commitment—to each other and to bu
relationships are a valuable byproduct of the

Courage
The participants needed courage—to face th
that didn’t necessarily support their goals, to
able, and to seek to improve the political pro
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guiding principles for themselves as
well as for the state, such as “We must
protect the environment and public
health,”“We must reduce waste gen-
eration,” and “We must collect better
data over time.”They also employed a
six-level agreement model to discern
how much support each recommen-
dation received from members.

In previous participative processes,
this was the point where some partici-
pants sat back and waited to see what
would happen; others, who disagreed
with the majority, worked to under-
mine the final results; and still others
voiced their distrust of the political
system to carry out the suggestions.
This time, all concerns were consid-
ered openly. Most participants came to
realize that if they didn’t give the
process their best effort, they would be
contributing to the self-fulfilling
prophecy that real change cannot be
created within the political system.

Outcomes
In the end, the group made 10 rec-
ommendations to the Blue Ribbon
Panel, with some suggestions about
funding sources.The final report
included several causal loop diagrams
for explanatory purposes.The group
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olid waste system—and how they con-
nts to grasp the system’s changing and
ck and flow diagrams let the group
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tes it; and that the supply of recycled
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 C H A N G E
elected representatives to provide
context for the report during the
presentation to the panel.

The panel unanimously accepted
most of the recommendations—a
remarkable achievement.A major rea-
son for this consensus was that the
recommendations were intentionally
worded at a fairly high level, with lit-
tle specificity. Nonetheless, the
groundwork for this level of agree-
ment was laid during the time the
working group had spent together,
talking about their assumptions and
concerns, from their vantage points
within the system.

Interestingly, one of the group’s
recommendations was that they con-
tinue to meet periodically to assess
how the system has changed and
whether the actions taken on the rec-
ommendations worked the way they
had anticipated, and to tackle some of
the more difficult issues. Participants
felt it was important to build on the
foundation they had created, both
from the content of their work and
the relationships they had established.

They also expressed cautious
optimism about the ability of the
political system to act on these rec-
ommendations while preserving their
original intent.As the participants
move forward, their exposure to and
growing understanding of systemic
processes and group learning tools
should contribute to improving the
political process.

Governmental bodies like MN
OEA play a vital role in protecting
vulnerable resources, and yet they face
staggering levels of complexity. Ulti-
mately, we hope to see an increasing
use of these tools in the areas where
they have the most value—in the
stewardship of our societal systems.

Kristina Wile (kriswile@aol.com) is a founding
partner of the Systems Thinking Collaborative. She
has been helping organizations better understand
their complex systems using systems thinking and
related practices for seven years. Paul A. Smith
(paul.smith@moea.state.mn.us) is currently a sen-
ior policy analyst/project manager for the OEA,
working with the executive and legislative
branches of government on the development of
solid waste policy. He has 25 years of experience
in environmental and waste management system
policy development.The expressed opinions do
not necessarily reflect those of the MN OEA.
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