
SMARTER TOGETHER

ENGAGEMENT THAT SUPPORTS EFFECTIVE ACTION AND PROBLEM SOLVING
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SESSION 1: SEEING AND AVOIDING SINGLE LOOPS

• What is a ‘Single Loop?’

• How do they affect us?
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WHAT IS A SINGLE 
LOOP?

Single loop refers to an approach to 

problem solving or ‘learning’ our way 

through a challenge.  



IN A SINGLE LOOP 
APPROACH

We try to solve a problem or 

accomplish a task by taking an action 

to ‘fix’ or resolve it. 

For example the light is out, so I flick 

the wall switch.   



IN A SINGLE LOOP 
APPROACH – MY 
ACTION…

Our choice of action either works –

and we stop trying – or it fails –

meaning we need to try something 

else.

The light doesn’t come on when I 

flick the switch, so then I check the 

bulb.



WHEN IT WORKS: 
I FEEL SUCCESSFUL AND PRESS AHEAD

• Solving problems is satisfying

• It’s what we get paid to do or are rewarded for

• That’s usually true whether the problem is:

• A problem in the workplace: 

• “We need to achieve ‘X’ by September 1st.”

• “The staff is really unhappy about the situation. Would you talk to them?”

• A relational problem:

• “We don’t spend much time together any more….”

• “Your son brought home a failing mark in science….”

© Wirth 2017



WHEN IT DOESN’T WORK 
AND I / WE CARE ABOUT SOLVING IT

I / we may

• Try again

• Try harder

• Apply more effort, 

more resources

• OR sometimes just 

declare victory and hope 

no one notices.



WHEN WE GET 
CAUGHT IN SINGLE 
LOOPS

When the same problem keeps 

showing up, not getting solved, 

coming back time and again…

It can feel like a hopeless situation.



SINGLE LOOP PROBLEMS ARE OFTEN 
PERSISTENT & REPETITIVE

• They drain energy, resources, and enthusiasm

• They are the sorts of ongoing workplace battles or dysfunctions that we dread

• They often hide beneath the daily activity or focus, sabotaging good efforts and hard 

work like a bad knee that limits our ability to get around or do heavy lifting

• On teams or between workgroups they regularly create mistrust, leave us at odds with 

one another, or keep us from solving problems we care about.

© Wirth 2017



SO WHAT DO YOU DO? 
BEGIN BY NOTICING 

• Part of the power of Single Loop problems is that they hide in plain sight

• If we don’t see them for what they are, we are prone to ‘fixing’ them in the same ways 

that have failed

• Smart, caring people get blind-sided and caught in Single Loop binds 

• When we work at speed, or are in familiar situations we are especially vulnerable to them
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STEPS TO NOTICING SINGLE LOOPS

Slow down! ‘Take a long, compassionate look at the real.’  

• This means don’t rush to blame or quick fixes.  If the problem has persisted take time to 

notice why that might be the case

• Notice the underlying assumptions you bring to the situation.  Notice other’s assumptions as 

well

• Often it is the assumptions we take for granted that cause us to get locked into Single Loop 

binds
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DIFFERENT 
CONTEXTS CALL FOR 
NOTICING DIFFERENT 
THINGS

Effective approaches to noticing in 

the workplace may be different than 

those that help a family situation. 

We find that using the Ladder of 

Inference helps regardless of context.



A MORE PRODUCTIVE APPROACH: 
DOUBLE LOOP LEARNING

© Wirth 2017



DOUBLE LOOP 
LEARNING GETS US 
OUT OF SINGLE LOOP 
PATTERNS

• The difference between Double and Single Loop 

approaches is that the Double takes a step back to 

reflect on assumptions or biases that might be blinding 

us to really solving the problem.

• Using the Ladder of Inference it seeks to notice what 

is getting missed, what assumptions about ‘solving’ or 

‘who solves’ or even ‘what the problem really is’ and 

how those may lead us astray.

The real solution to Single Loop 

binds or traps is what Chris Argyris 

called Double Loop Learning.  This 

approach has a better chance of 

producing lasting and effective 

responses to challenges.



ARE YOU SOLVING 
THE RIGHT PROBLEM?

• What is the need? What is the desired outcome?

• Who benefits and why?

• What have we tried before?

• Are there limitations on what we try?

• Is the ‘problem’ actually more than one problem?

• Are we defining ‘the problem’ in a way that avoids 

contributing factors? 

• What don’t we discuss that contributes to the 

‘problem’? 

Investing time in looking at the 

assumptions held by stakeholders in 

the ‘problem’ helps us see more of 

what may concretely be at work in 

the situation.



GETTING TO SOLUTIONS THAT REALLY WORK

• Ask ‘what would it look like for us to learn our way out of this bind?

• Approach it as a learning problem, not a fault-finding mission.

• Try to look compassionately at the assumptions and patterns that are contributing 

factors; i.e., give participants an ‘amnesty or safe period’ to talk openly about what might 

be blocking us.

• Get as concrete as possible:  “When this happens I say to myself…? And then I do this 

next…. But what I wouldn’t say out loud is…?”
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INVOLVE OTHERS IN GETTING TO 
‘DOUBLE LOOP SOLUTIONS’

• Often Single Loops happen because one person or party takes it on themselves to ‘fix’ 

the situation.

• The blind spots we have can lead us to ‘miss’ important parts of a ‘solution.’

• Instead, involve others in: 

• defining the ‘problem’ and what creates it

• noticing hidden factors that keep it from getting resolved

• safely trying out ‘solutions’ to see what might work better
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NEXT STEPS

Notice where Single Loops are at play

• In meetings

• In how you do things

• In relationships

• In annual processes 

Ask yourself, “What might we look at together so this better serves us?”
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