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Suzanne Morrison

We bring over 45 years of combined hands on
experience in product and delivery across
industries . We work with leadership and teams
providing practical, hands-on guidance so that
organisational outcomes can be acheived.

Our approach blends lean, agile, and systems
thinking with a strong focus on people, practical
delivery

LET’S CONNECT

Vinnie Gill

LET’S CONNECT
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A Tale 
from the 
Trenches



Overview
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Complex Adaptive Systems - what are they and why does
it matter for continuous improvement?

Theory of Constraints - how the ToC toolkit can help us to
navigate complexity.

Building Current Reality Trees (CRTs) - what they are,
how to build and validate a CRT.

Practical Tips - top tips for using CRTs based on my own
failures and learnings.
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Continuous
Improvement in
Complex Adaptive
Systems
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Continuous Improvement 
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Plan, Do, Study,
Act (PDSA)

Retrospectives Experimentation

Visualising Work Pair Programming

Theory of Constraints
(ToC)



Putting it into context
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Theory of Constraints
(ToC)

Current Reality Trees
(CRT)

Thinking Processes

Continuous
Improvement in

Complex
Adaptive 
Systems
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Complex Adaptive Systems in Nature

Credit - airwolfhound  RSPB Minsmere

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eakKfY5aHmY
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Starling_Murmuration_-_RSPB_Minsmere_%2821446738793%29.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Starling_Murmuration_-_RSPB_Minsmere_%2821446738793%29.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Starling_Murmuration_-_RSPB_Minsmere_%2821446738793%29.jpg
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What is a Complex
Adaptive System?

  SYSTEM 

A set of parts that
interconnect to achieve a

purpose

COMPLEX

The behaviour of the
whole can’t be predicted

by looking at the parts

ADAPTIVE

Can change its 
behaviour according 
to the environment



More Examples of
Complex Adaptive

Systems
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Forest

Human Body

City

Stock Market

Teams and
Organisations
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Retrospectives - Common Challenges

Sticking plaster
“solutions”

Control

Influence

Concern
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Theory of
Constraints (ToC)
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Theory of Constraints
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Eliyahu Goldratt
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UNDESIRABLE
EFFECT

UNDESIRABLE
EFFECT

UNDESIRABLE
EFFECT

ROOT CAUSEROOT CAUSE

   

“A Current Reality Tree (CRT) is a
logical structure designed to

depict the state of reality as it
currently exists in a given system. 

It reflects the most probable
chain of cause and effect, given a

specific fixed set of
circumstances” 

- William Dettmer (The Logical
Thinking Processes)

INTERMEDIATE 
EFFECTS

INTERMEDIATE 
EFFECTS

WHY?
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Current Reality Tree - Real Examples



We have used CRTs for...
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Getting management buy-
in to invest in addressing

technical debt

Improving the speed of
integration of partners on to

the Skyscanner website

Improving the
recruitment process 

Understanding why
an OKR process

rollout didn’t work
as planned

AI Implementation 

 Organisational Culture
Issues  
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Building a Current
Reality Tree
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Let’s Build A Current Reality Tree
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Operation Cat Drop -
MEOW!!!



utcome
over

UTPUT

STEP 1 - Identify the
Undesirable Effects
(UDEs)

   
“An UDE is essentially the first indication you have that something

might be amiss in the system. It is something that really exists and is
negative on its own merits”

- William Dettmer (The Logical Thinking Processes)
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Low Employee 
Engagement 

I have too 
Many Meetings

Too Much 
Context Switching

Not Enough Time to do
Real Work

Slow Delivery  

What is the impact?

What is the impact?

 (UDEs)

INTERMEDIATE
EFFECTS



Operation
Cat Drop 
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What are the UDEs?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=17BP9n6g1F0
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STEP 1 - Identify
UDEs

CHECK
Is it negative?
Is it happening right now?
What if I ask “what is the impact of that....”
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STEP 2 - Identify
Intermediate

Effects

TIPS
Ask why?
Ask what else?
Keep going...
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STEP 3 - Identify
the Root Cause(s) 

TIPS
Can you go any further (i.e.
another “why?”)
Is the root cause within the
sphere of influence of the
organisation?
Is it definitely causation?
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STEP 4 -
Validate the
Tree

TIPS
Read the tree out loud

Top to bottom - “the cause of this was....”
Bottom to top - “the impact of this is...”
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Current Reality Tree Anatomy

Intermediate Effects -
usually several layers

Root Cause(s) - often
more than one

Undesirable Effects (UDEs)
- often more than one

and
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Learnings
and Tips
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Learnings from Building CRTs...

Start with 1-1s or small groups

Use language without blame

Look for themes - “triangulation”
Validate the tree, reading aloud with 
the whole group

Get leadership buy-in 

Don’t agonise over unnecessary precision



Subscribe for our

Free Course

on CRT 

Check your Spam & 
Confirm your 
Subscription
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