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Efficiency Vs. Effectiveness

By G.S. Chandy

It is often useful to think of the “efficiency” of machines.  In such a setting, “efficiency” is a number derived via a simple formula:  {Output/Input}%.  

In true systems, the concept of “efficiency” is not very useful –  the complexity of interactions in the system renders any such ratio quite meaningless: there is no single output; there is no single input; it is very difficult to trace the connection between input and output, there are very complex interactions between the various parts of the system, etc., etc.  Even in the more complex of machines (such as the computer ‘systems’ becoming available today), the concept of “efficiency” is not very meaningful.

However, there are many misconceptions about the two concepts and their applicability in our societal and organisational systems.

For example, a leading management scholar (Michael Porter) writes:

“Productivity depends on the value of products and services .... as well as the efficiency with which they are produced”. (Underline and italic emphases mine).
That statement might have made ‘systems sense’ if it had read: “Productivity depends on the value of products and services .... as well the effectiveness with which they are produced”.  That little word change would have been a whole different ball game.

Because effectiveness could possibly “lead to” and “contribute to” efficiency – but the vice-versa is not necessarily true.  If one is intending to work towards some Mission (say enhancing productivity), and one happens to be doing something that is ineffective or even possibly damaging to the Mission, then doing that “something” more efficiently would definitely NOT help the Mission, whatever it may be. (And this kind of thing  does indeed happen all the time in the conventional management mode!)

Properly to illustrate the above claim and to convince you of our argument, we would need to use a ‘graphical-type language’ originally conceived and created by Professor John N. Warfield (retired last year from George Mason University).  The language is part of what he calls Interactive Management (IM), which has seen a large number of applications in ‘large systems design’, ‘boundary-spanning problems’, etc.

I provide herewith a ‘mini-example’ of the recommended graphical language:
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Such pictures are read bottom-upwards, in the direction of the arrows. The first one states:

“EFFECTIVENESS could lead to EFFICIENCY”

And the second:  

“EFFICIENCY may not lead to EFFECTIVENESS”.

In order properly to understand the power of the above apparently ‘simplistic’ pictures, we would need to articulate some of our complex prose arguments involving ‘deep logic’ or ‘long logic’, using exactly such pictures – but much bigger ones involving many ‘elements’ rather than just two. 

The conventional ‘prose mode’ is highly susceptible to errors in deep logic (on the part of the writer or speaker) – and to misunderstanding by the reader or hearer (whether or not there is error by the writer/speaker)!  In fact,  much (if not all) of the failures as well as the non-optimal performance of human-made systems arise from such errors/ misunderstandings in what we, as the main performers in and hopefully the controllers of our systems, may wish to say or what others may believe we are saying.  Prose based on the recommended graphical language is generally less susceptible to such errors and misunderstandings.  Discussions based on such recommended graphics can very rapidly become highly productive indeed.

The feature about the above-illustrated language is that the relationship “may lead to” shown is ‘transitive’ – this property leads to enormous potential economies of words, effort and thought as well as significantly enhanced effectiveness all round when such pictures are made of our complex systems or parts of systems.   You are certainly aware of the usefulness of PERT/CPM in certain engineering and project scenarios. Warfield’s graphical language described above is a huge generalisation of the transitivity concept that makes PERT useful – and it contains the potential to generate such economies on all behavioural and other issues as well.  Apart from ‘economies’, such pictures can lead to the design of truly effective systems – as can be demonstrated in a live workshop.  (Efficient systems?  --- The phrase is, I believe, an oxymoron, and it's better permanently buried).

.

Based on Warfield’s seminal contributions to systems design, I have conceived an artefact that I call the ‘One Page Management System’ (OPMS).  In some ways the OPMS is a significant advance on IM – not least because it enables anyone at any level to use, to great benefit, the power of Warfield's "systems graphics".  The OPMS enables individuals and groups to perform significantly more effectively in pursuit of any well-defined Missions.  There are no limitations at all – Missions could relate to individual, organisational, or societal goals.

It is my claim that as individuals and groups working in the conventional way, we are all generally functioning at a very small fraction of our own potential and inherent capacities and capabilities. The OPMS approach could lead to a very significant enhancement of the way we utilise our own intellectual and other resources.  These claims are demonstrated in our workshops on the OPMS.  We describe the OPMS as an  ‘Operating System for the Human Mind’ – and participants of our workshops have almost universally agreed that the description is not far-fetched.

I shall also be happy to send you our beta test version of the OPMS software in due course, for you to check out and try for yourself.

Further, a small team from ILW may be visiting the US later this year in connection with the launch of the OPMS software – and I would be happy to arrange for a workshop/demo/presentation for you if you are interested.

.Note:  John N. Warfield maintains the following web sites containing much useful information about his seminal studies on ‘complexity in systems and how to cope with it with a view to design of more effective systems’:  



<<www.ajarmail.com>>

               <<www.gmu.edu/departments/t-iasis>>.

We plan to put up a web site providing detailed information about OPMS during 2002.
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Arrow means:


“could lead to”





Arrow means:


“may not lead to”
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