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Using Systems Thinking to Analyze ISIS
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Abstract Systems Thinking can be used to address complex socio-economic problems, predict behaviors, and understand
the seemingly illogical actions of individuals, countries, and organizations such as ISIS. It focuses on relationships among
system components as well as on the components themselves. In this paper, we apply Systems Thinking tools (including the
Iceberg Model, causal loop diagrams, stock-and-flow diagrams, and dynamic modeling) to analyze ISIS’s beliefs, goals,
needs, and appeal, and to suggest new strategies for dealing with ISIS. We conclude that a Systems Thinking analysis leads to
approaches that are very different from typical linear thinking solutions, such as “bomb them back to the Stone Age,” and
suggest alternative approaches for dealing with ISIS. These include waging a non-military but a socio-economic war against
ISIS using social media, moving away from a policy of forcibly imposing democracies, rethinking the U. S.’s role as the
world’s policeman, destroying I1SIS’s sources of revenue, encouraging ISIS’s Middle Eastern neighbors to fight the land war
(with the U. S. serving only in an advisory capacity), addressing the root causes of 1SIS’s appeal, and preventing both Iran and

ISIS from developing nuclear capabilities at all costs.
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1. Introduction and Background

There are various current trends in and perspectives on
Systems Thinking (Anderson and Johnson, 1997; Boardman
and Sauser, 2008; Kauffman, 1980; Kim, 1999; Meadows,
2008; Richmond, 2004; Senge, 1990 and 2006; Weinberg,
2001. For a more extensive literature review and summary,
see Monat and Gannon, 2015). From these references we
have concluded that Systems Thinking is a perspective, a
language, and a set of tools that can be used to address
complex socio-economic issues. Specifically, Systems
Thinking is the opposite of linear thinking. It is a holistic
approach to analysis that focuses on the way a system's
constituent parts interrelate and how systems work over time
and within the context of larger systems. Systems Thinking
recognizes that repeated events or patterns are derived from
systemic structures which, in turn, are derived from mental
models. It recognizes that behaviors derive from structure, it
focuses on relationships rather than components, and it

recognizes the principles of self-organization and emergence.

Specific Systems Thinking tools include systemigrams,
system archetypes, main chain infrastructures, causal loops
with feedback and delays, stock and flow diagrams,
behavior-over-time graphs, computer modeling of system
dynamics, Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM), and
systemic root cause analysis (Monat and Gannon, 2015).
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ISIS, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, is a jihadist
organization of Sunni Muslims who have been gaining
support and recruits in their effort to achieve world
domination, Killing and maiming thousands of non-believers
in the process. Their behavior has seemed self-destructive
and illogical inasmuch as many of their actions have united
their Middle Eastern neighbors (and in fact, much of the
world) against them. Several experts and political scholars
have attempted to analyze ISIS.

Princeton alumnus William McCants directs the Project
on U.S. Relations with the Islamic World at the Brookings
Institution, teaches at Johns Hopkins University, and was a
senior advisor for countering violent extremism at the U.S.
Department of State. His new book, The ISIS Apocalypse:
The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic
State, provides a behind-the scenes look at ISIS’s history
(focusing on the years 2003-2015) and motives, gleaned
from private e-mails, text messages, and communiques
among ISIS leaders, followers, and opponents.

Shadi Hamid is a Senior Fellow in the Center for Middle
East Policy at the Brookings Institute and expert on U. S.
Relations with the Islamic World. In his article “Is There a
method to ISIS’s Madness,” Hamid explores ISIS’s
rationality as well as that of the West. He discusses the
Caliphate’s need to hold and expand territory, and speculates
on future ISIS behavior as they lose both territory and morale.
He also speculates on the reasons that ISIS’s enemies have
thus far failed to unite and on ISIS’s possible objectives.

Loren Thompson’s article “Five Reasons the ISIS Fight
Isn’t About Islam” draws clear distinctions between ISIS and
Islam. In it, he explains how ISIS is fundamentally different
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from other jihadi groups and discusses the appeal of ISIS to
young, disenfranchised men. Dr. Thompson is Chief
Operating Officer of the Lexington Institute and was Deputy
Director of the Security Studies Program at Georgetown
University; he has taught both at Georgetown and at
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government.

David Von Drehle, correspondent for Time magazine,
wrote “The War on ISIS” in March of 2015. For this article,
Von Drehle interviewed ISIS sympathizer Anjem Choujary,
Deputy National Security Advisor Ben Rhodes, Aron Lund
(editor of “Syria in Crisis” for the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace), and Fawaz Gerges, Emirates Chair in
Contemporary Middle East Studies at London’s School of
Economics. The article describes some of the pitfalls
associated with imposing democracy, as well as how the U. S.
may have contributed to the rise of ISIS.

One of the best analyses was conducted by Graeme Wood
and published in The Atlantic in March of 2015. For his
article, Wood interviewed Princeton scholar Bernard Haykel,
a leading expert on ISIS; Peter R. Neumann, Director of the
International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and
Political Violence and professor of Security Studies at
King’s College, London; Australian Musa Cerantonio,
widely regarded as one of the most important ISIS spiritual
authorities; Londoners Anjem Choudary, Abu Baraa, and
Abdul Muhid, all former members of the banned Islamist
group “Al Muhajiroun,” and Salafi imam Breton Pocius
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from Philadelphia. Based on these interviews, Wood was
able to develop a fairly clear picture of ISIS’s motives and
objectives.

In the sections of this paper that follow, we have attempted
to synthesize the views of these political experts and use
them together with Systems Thinking to understand ISIS’s
seemingly illogical behavior and, in fact, to address the issue.
To analyze this situation, it is helpful to summarize ISIS’s
beliefs, goals, needs, and appeal, as articulated by these
political experts.

ISIS Beliefs. ISIS believes that the Koran is a manual for
war and that it must be followed literally. Slavery,
crucifixion, beheadings, stonings, amputation, and rape of
infidel women are all mandated by the Koran. ISIS further
believes that infidels must be treated without mercy (an
infidel is anyone who does not follow the Koran literally).
But there are different kinds of infidels: pagans (such as
Christians and Jews) must be enslaved; but the worst kind of
infidels are apostate Muslims, who must be put to death.
Included in this category are Al-Qaeda and all Shia. ISIS also
believes that democracy, elections, national borders, alcohol,
drugs, and enforcing any law not made by God are immoral
and excommunicable; and that it is apostate to recognize any
authority other than God. Interestingly, 1SIS’s principal
enemies are apostate Muslims, not Christians, Jews, or the
U.S.; but ISIS does believe that the U.S. wants to eradicate
Muslims.
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ISIS declared a Caliphate on June 29", 2014, designating
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as its Caliph. This is the first
Caliphate declared in the Muslim world in over 1,000 years.
ISIS believes that the Caliphate is a vehicle for salvation. To
go to paradise, a Muslim must pledge allegiance to the
Caliph. There will be only 12 legitimate Caliphs (Baghdadi
is the 8™.)

ISIS believes that the path to paradise is via Jihad (Holy
War), which must be waged at least once per year. Final
Sunni victory will occur at a battle in Jerusalem at which the
anti-Messiah (from Iran) will kill all except 5,000 of the
faithful, who will be rescued at the last minute by
(interestingly) Jesus. Prior to this final showdown, there will
be a period of Islamic conquest led by the Mahdi, a messianic
figure destined to lead the Muslims to victory before the end
of the world. The period of Islamic conquest will be initiated
by a victory at Dabig, in northern Syria, where the armies of
Rome will meet the armies of Islam. ISIS has already
stationed people at Dabig and want to wage the Battle of
Dabiq as soon as possible.

ISIS Goals. The ultimate goal of ISIS is world domination
leading to the end of days, at which time the most faithful
will ascend to paradise. But there are several sub-goals
required to achieve this endgame. The first is a Caliphate
with Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as Caliph (a “Caliphate” is an
Islamic state; a form of Islamic government led by a Caliph
who is a political and religious leader and a successor
(Caliph) to the Islamic prophet Mohammed. His power and
authority are absolute.) Baghdadi is the first declared Caliph
in more than 1,000 years. Before the apocalypse, ISIS wants
to return civilization to a 7th century legal environment with
no borders, after forcible expansion into non-Muslim
countries, and to purify the world by killing vast numbers of
people who are apostate, per Takfiri doctrine. To further this
goal, ISIS does not enter into long-lasting (meaning >10
years) peace treaties. Another ISIS goal is free housing, food,
clothing, and health care for all, which may explain its appeal
to Sunni Muslims who do not have these now.

It is important to note that as I1SIS’s territory and populace
expand, its need for resources to support this goal will
expand dramatically. Finally, to hasten the end of times, ISIS
wants to draw the U. S. into a war and accelerate the battle of
Dabig, which represents the start of the countdown to the
apocalypse. ISIS’s outrageous acts of beheadings,
immolations, and other atrocities are designed to terrorize its
enemies into either capitulation or outright war and thus
serve this goal.

ISIS Needs. To achieve its goals, ISIS needs a Caliph (and
4 more after Baghdadi), territory it controls, and a continual
expansion of territory it controls. This need to take and hold
territory is a vulnerability. (From the map in Figure 1, it
seems clear that ISIS is pushing outward in a ring centered
west of Kirkuk. With only 30,000 soldiers, as this perimeter
grows, the resources required to retain and control the center
of the ring will stretch thin. This represents a vulnerability
and an opportunity for ISIS’s enemies to infiltrate and fight
ISIS from within its own perimeter.) I1SIS also needs money
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and resources for food, clothing, healthcare, weapons, and
ammunition in an ever-growing geography and populace. It
also needs continuous victories and growth to maintain
internal support and an influx of new recruits (another
vulnerability). ISIS functions on a strong command/control
management structure in which the Caliph holds ultimate
power and authority. Finally, ISIS needs victory at Dabiq
and Jesus Christ, who is prophesied to be the savior of the
Islam faithful at Jerusalem at the time of the apocalypse.

ISIS’s Appeal: Why do people join ISIS? Most normal
people find it barbaric, inhumane, and vile. Yet it holds great
appeal to some. To some truly pious Sunni Muslims, ISIS is
appealing because of its strict adherence to Sharia and
because of its promise of paradise to the faithful. To
adventure-seekers, people who seek a cause to fight for, and
those who seek power and control, ISIS represents an answer.
To Muslims and others world-wide who resent the U.S.’s
self-appointed role as policeman of the world, ISIS
represents an opportunity to correct that. However, most
significantly, one needs to understand Maslow’s hierarchy.
To the 30,000 soldiers that fight for ISIS, the $400 monthly
salary may be significantly better than what they could earn
doing anything else. To the disenfranchised, to those whose
lives are miserable, and to the growing number of
unemployed youth in Arab countries who perceive their
governments as corrupt, unaccountable, and coercive (and
controllers of jobs and the economy), ISIS appears to be
more fair, just, and moral, and to offer more hope for a good
life. These people aren’t joining/supporting I1SIS from some
high-level philosophical ideological perspective. They are
joining because under ISIS, for the first time, they can eat,
stay warm, and see a doctor.

2. Systems Thinking Analysis

A Systems Thinking Approach to Warfare: In Blink,
Malcolm Gladwell says, “Conflict in the future would be
diffuse. It would take place in cities as often as on battlefields,
be fueled by ideas as much as by weapons, and engage
cultures and economies as much as armies.” As one US Joint
Forces Command (JFCOM) analyst puts it: “The next war is
not going to be military on military. The deciding factor is
not going to be how many tanks you kill, how many ships
you sink, and how many planes you shoot down. The
decisive factor is how you take apart your adversary’s system.
Instead of going after war-fighting capability, we have to go
after war-making capability. The military is connected to the
economic system, which is connected to their cultural system,
to their personal relationships. We have to understand the
links between all those systems.”

With respect to ISIS, we should not be fighting a military
war, but a socio-economic one.

ISIS needs huge sums of money to fund its military and
social programs. Its principal sources of income are oil
(which is smuggled out of the country), wheat, taxes and
extortion from its own populace, and ransom for hostages.
Estimates are that ISIS is worth $2 billion and generates
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about $30 million/month from oil, $30 million/month from
extortion/taxes, and $2 million/month from hostage ransoms
(Bajekal, Bronstein). ISIS’s cultural appeal (based upon both
fairness according to Allah and guaranteed food, clothing,
and medical care to yield a better life) renders it susceptible
to criticism and disillusionment if those promises are not
fulfilled, and if the populace grows to resent the extortion
and increased tax rates. As oil production infrastructure has
been targeted, ISIS has relied more upon taxes and extortion
to fund its coffers.

The Iceberg Model (Kim, 1999; Meadows, 2008;
Anderson and Johnson, 1997; Senge et al., 1994) is an
excellent systems thinking tool. It is useful for understanding
how mental models give rise to systemic structures which, in
turn, yield patterns of events. The events and patterns are
visible to us, but the mental models and structures are often
hidden and must be discovered.

Table 1 below lists some relevant mental models and the
structures, patterns, and events that result based on our
analysis of ISIS’s beliefs, goals, needs, and appeal. Each row

3. Iceberg Models

in the table represents a different Iceberg Model.

Table 1. Iceberg Models Relevant to ISIS
|ceberg Model Mental Model Resulting Structure Pattern Events
Number
Itis preferable to d'.e a martyr ISIS, infrastructure for war,
(and ascend to paradise) than to - : S . .
1 - - incentive for suicide War Battles, suicide bombings
continue the life I have been .
. bombings
living.
1 will be 1 of the 5,000 ultimate Repeated Murders, rapes,
2 survivors, if I am 1 of the 5,000 Religious and political beheadings, amputations, Murders, rapes, beheadings,
who follow the Koran most structure of 1SIS annual Jihad in the name of amputations, annual Jihad
closely. the Koran
If there will be 12 Caliphs The Callpha?e_, the Repeated outrageous Live immolations, beheadings
. propaganda, political, and - - .
before the end of time and we . h provocations to expedite the of innocents, enslavement,
3 social media efforts to - - .
are on #8, then we had better get Battle of Dabiq and the end | other sensational, provocative
. engage the US and the rest .
going! - of times acts
of the world in war
Increased opposition to U.S.
intervention in foreign . .
The U.S. is a big, powerful Political, Military, and affairs, repeated anti-U.S. Antl_.UZS.' demonstrations and
. . . activities, attacks on U.S.
4 bully that wants to eradicate Social structures that demonstrations and - o
. - embassies, military bases,
Islam. denigrate the U. S. activities, attacks on U.S. .
. - ships and convoys
embassies and military
assets abroad
ISIS economic and government - . Recurr_lng cycles of
o . . Religious and political oppression and revolts . .
policies are more just, fairer, o - . Recruitment of ISIS fighters
5 structure of 1SIS; incentive between competing I
and more moral than my current . s . and civilians
s structure for ISIS recruits religious and political
government’s. -
factions
Democracy is the best - Repeated m_terventlon n Intervention in countries we
The U. S. military and foreign affairs and forced e 15
6 government and the US has the s : . . A don’t like and forced
L . - political machine installation of democratic . . .
moral obligation to impose it. installation of democracies.
governments
The US has a moral obligation The U. S. military and Repeated intervention in Lo . .
7 N . .. ;] . . Intervention in foreign affairs
to be the world’s policeman. political machine foreign affairs
Before | Jo_med ISIS, my I|_fe ISIS, infrastructure for war,
meant nothing. Now, even if | . - - - .
8 - . . incentive for suicide War Battles, suicide bombings
die young, my life will have -
bombings
mattered.
The sooner we destroy this Incentive to destroy as
. much of the world as Repeated attempts to
9 world, the sooner we will be - - Nuclear holocaust
. . possible, as soon as acquire nuclear weapons
welcomed in paradise .
possible.
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Figure 2. The Iceberg Model. “GBMR System” means the organization’s Goals-Behaviors-Metrics-Rewards system which is used to incent organization
members to achieve specific objectives via suitable performance measurements and rewards
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4. 1SIS vs Iran: 2 Warring Caliphates

ISIS (Sunni) and Iran (Shiite) may have similar goals. One
significant difference is that ISIS has already declared a
Caliphate while Iran has not. However, Iran’s refusal to
commit to long-term treaties; steadily increasing influence
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Figure 3. CLD Model of the War in Afghanistan

over western Afghanistan, Irag, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen;
and recent calls for a “global Caliphate” suggest similar
thinking. Indeed, according to Shillman Fellow in
Journalism Daniel Greenfield, “Iran views its struggle with
the US as a gateway to the apocalypse, the Islamic end of
days and the mass murder of non-Muslims.” The greatest
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threat to the world would be a Caliphate with nuclear
capability, which would transpire if Iran wins the war against
ISIS and develops a nuclear bomb. This implies that the
defeat of ISIS is an immense threat and that it is to the
world’s advantage to let ISIS continue to keep Iran in check.
It also suggests that Iran must be kept from developing
nuclear capabilities at all costs. (ISIS may also be attempting
to acquire weapons-grade uranium.)

5. Causal Loop Diagrams

Causal loop diagrams (CLDs) show cause-and-effect
relationships among system components (Anderson and
Johnson, 1997; Goodman et al.; Kauffman, 1980; Richmond,
2004). They are especially useful for understanding the role
of feedback, which is very often present (and
under-appreciated) in systems. There is a famous causal loop
diagram that was developed by the PA Consulting Group
describing the war in Afghanistan, shown below in Figure 3.

Other than demonstrating how complex the situation is
there, such busy, complicated diagrams are not particularly
useful for understanding cause, effect, and feedback. We
believe it is more instructive to develop CLDs for smaller
concepts from which some insight may be gleaned. Here we
present several CLDs representing background and also
future projections for ISIS.

Background, Historic Loops
1. The U. S. as World Policeman: A Reinforcing Feedback

. s,
Intervention

Rise in Terrorism
and other anti-
U, 5. activity

U. 5. appoints
itself world
policeman

Resentment
from other
countries

Reinforcing Feedback Loop

Loop: A reinforcing (or positive) feedback loop occurs
whenever an action or change builds upon itself at an
ever-increasing rate.  Common  examples include
interest-bearing savings accounts which continue to add a
fixed interest rate to a growing principal, and population
growth in which constant birth rates applied to
steadily-growing populations result in exponential growth.
In the current case, continued intervention by the U. S. in
local conflicts will reinforce the resentment of other
countries toward the U. S., which will (in turn) vyield
increased anti-American activity, which will result in more
American intervention.

2. The U. S. as World Policeman: The Addiction
Archetype: The addiction archetype is a common negative
structure that occurs when an intervener facilitates
destructive behavior by an agent, resulting in dependency on
the intervener and a loss of accountability by the agent.
Common examples are a parent’s intervention in a child’s
homework instead of letting the child err and learn for herself,
a poorly-run company depending upon government bailouts
instead of getting its own house in order, and a drug or
alcohol addict depending upon drugs/alcohol for happiness
instead of facing reality. In this case, it is countries
depending upon the U. S. to fight their battles, which
ultimately de-values freedom and democracy because those
countries don’t need to fight battles and secure their freedom
on their own. Freedom is devalued and underappreciated
when it is just handed to a populace.

Opposition to
the U. 5.

Support for
Anti- U. 5.
Efforts

Figure 4. The U.S. as World Policeman
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U. S. appoints
itself world
policeman

Freedom and
democracy are
de-valued

Other countries
expect the U. S.
to intervene

Somebody
does
something bad

Countries don’t
need to fight their
own battles

u.s.
intervenes (as
expected)

Figure 5. The Addiction Archetype

Itis clear from the above CLDs that these reinforcing feedback loops must be broken by discontinuing the use of the “U. S.
as World Policemen” mental model and encouraging 1SIS’s Middle Eastern neighbors to coordinate their efforts to attack and
defeat ISIS on their own.

3. The Recurring Cycle of Arab Oppression: Another example of a relevant reinforcing feedback loop is the recurring
cycle of oppression among competing political regimes. As one regime is overthrown, another oppressive regime emerges,
and the vicious cycle continues.

Oppressive
Regime

Revenge Against
Former Oppressors

Citizens Take
Power

Citizens
Revolt

Overthrow of
the Oppressive
Regime.

Figure 6. The Recurring Cycle of Arab Oppression

4. How the U. S. Contributed to the Rise of ISIS and Could Repeat this Mistake: As shown in the following diagram, the
Addiction Archetype coupled with the recurring cycle of oppression among competing regimes illustrates the rise of ISIS as
an unintended consequence of the U.S. intervention in Iraq.
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Sunnis react
angrily against
Iragi Shia

Iraqi governmen
collapses; power
void opens

U. S. installs democracy in
Iraq after invading and
deposing its dictator

U. S. forces
ensuing Shiite-led
government to
include Sunnis

Shiite government
resents this; Iraqi
Sunnis are not treated
fairly

Iragi Sunni resentment
grows; ruling Shia are
undermined

Figure 7. The Rise of ISIS

It is clear from this CLD that this mistake could be
repeated in the future if subsequent U. S. intervention is
taken to defeat ISIS and impose democracy without
understanding the potential unintentional consequences
given the region’s culture, history, and politics.

Future Projection Loops

1. Destruction of ISIS Infrastructure: One approach for
accelerating the demise of ISIS is to deny it access to
the resources and revenues needed to provide
sustenance to its growing populace, which will result in
a loss of internal support. As shown below, continued
bombing of ISIS oil fields would weaken the ISIS
military, reclaim some lost territory, and weaken
support for ISIS among its constituents.

2. Ransom for Hostages: An additional source of revenue
for ISIS is the payment of ransom in exchange for the
release of hostages. Success in generating funds from
hostage-taking encourages the taking of more hostages.

Itis clear from this CLD that the reinforcing feedback loop
must be broken by refusing to pay ransom for hostages.

6. Stock-and-Flow Diagrams

A simplified stock-and-flow diagram (Bellinger, 2004;
Kim, 1999; Meadows, 2008; Richmond, 2004) may be used
to model the amount of resources and revenues ($$) needed

as ISIS-controlled territory and population grow. The
diagram below was created using iThink dynamic modeling
software from isee Systems, Inc., Lebanon, NH (model
details are available from the authors). Territory Gain Rate,
Revenues ($$) from Oil, and Per Person Costs of Food,
Clothing, and Healthcare were set as independent variables
in this model.

The following three figures are output graphs from the
dynamic simulation, and illustrate a dramatic increase in
expenses, a decrease in I1SIS’s cash reserves, and a dramatic
decrease in popular support as ISIS gains territory and
soldiers.

The model reveals that funding; rate of population gain via
acquired territory; and food, clothing, and healthcare costs
per person are key leverage points of the system. If the
ISIS-controlled population increases faster than its revenues,
then either ISIS’s cash reserves or the services it provides to
its people (or both) will decrease, resulting in loss of support.
It is clear that destruction of ISIS’s oil, wheat, and financial
infrastructure while increasing the costs of food, clothing,
and healthcare are keys to unravelling ISIS’s popularity and
support. (One should be cautioned to not use these
unvalidated dynamic simulations as definitive quantitative
solutions, but only to elucidate cause-and-effect
relationships, leverage points, and potential dynamic
behaviors over time.)

Many similar simulations are possible using the iThink
software.



44

Jamie P. Monat et al.:  Using Systems Thinking to Analyze ISIS

Allies bomb ISIS oil
fields

Reduction in fuel for
tanks, jeeps, heat, and
electricity and in S$ for
food, clothing,
healthcare

Time Delay

More bombing of a
weakened ISIS

ISIS Military
weakened

ISIS populace
suffers

ISIS loses Battles
and territory

ISIS loses support

Figure 8. The Destruction of ISIS Infrastructure

ISIS Takes hostages

ISIS Generates S$ ISIS demands

ransom

Countries pay
ransom

Figure 9. SIS Revenue from Hostage Ransom
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7. Discussion

Linear thinking often leads to unintended consequences
and short-term solutions to problems which then recur. This
has certainly been the case with America’s foreign policy in
the Middle East. Systems Thinking has a much greater
probability of uncovering the root causes of issues and
implementing real solutions.

One linear thinking approach to ISIS is to bomb them back
to the Stone Age (Texas GOP Senator Ted Cruz, Kevin
Fobbs in ClashDaily, Tom Dougherty in Practical
Politicking, and many others). The idea of fighting a military
war against this enemy is unlikely to succeed strategically.
Even if we succeed in decimating ISIS, the root causes of
ISIS-type movements remain. These include corrupt,
nepotistic Middle Eastern governments, extensive poverty,
an archaic social system in which it is impossible for the

T.00
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10.00 13.00
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Populace Satisfaction and Support

ISIS Popular Satisfaction and Support versus Time

disadvantaged to succeed, and disillusioned youth.
Eliminating 1SIS without addressing the underlying causes
will just result in a new ISIS by a different name. Systems
Thinking, on the other hand, addresses this issue by
examining the underlying causes of ISIS and its appeal. The
Systems Thinking solution is to fight not a military war, but a
socio-economic one powered by social media.

A second linear thinking concept is that democracy is the
best form of government. While this is true in many cases, it
is not universally applicable. First of all, the United States
does not enjoy a pure democracy, but a constitutional
democracy in which the people believe in the constitution
and the legal system upholds it. In a pure democracy,
majority rules and it would be easy for the majority to deny
rights to all minorities. Our constitution and Bill of Rights
prevent this. The concept that minorities enjoy the same
rights as the majority is not understood by many Middle
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Easterners who view democracy as an opportunity to take
control. Secondly, a democratic government works when the
people believe in it as the highest law in the land. In a region
where religious doctrine trumps secular law, democracy may
not succeed. Third, one cannot impose democracy without
examining the history of the region. In Irag, where the
majority Shia were repressed for decades by the ruling Bath
party, the sudden change to democracy presented an
opportunity for revenge. Systems Thinking examines these
ramifications and potential unintended consequences, and
concludes that democracy may not be the best form of
government, particularly if it is imposed.

A third linear thinking attitude is that the United States has
a right and moral obligation to be the world’s policeman. It is
clear from our analysis that the use of the “U. S. as World
Policemen” mental model will only continue to cause
resentment from other countries, increase opposition to U.S.
efforts abroad, give rise to support for anti - U.S. activities,
and prevent other counties from fighting their own battles.
Systems Thinking suggests that the U. S. should encourage
ISIS’s Middle Eastern neighbors to work together and
coordinate efforts to attack and defeat ISIS, with U. S.
assistance as advisors and with air support only if requested.

It seems clear that Systems Thinking would yield vastly
different approaches to geo-political problems than has
linear thinking.

There are different definitions of Systems Thinking (see
Monat and Gannon, 2015). Some systems thinking experts
believe that systems thinking includes system dynamics
modeling, causal loop analysis, and stock-and-flow diagrams,
but excludes the Iceberg Model and the patterns and events
caused by systemic structures and mental models. One can
see from Table 1 above that the inclusion of the Iceberg
Model and, specifically, the systemic structures and
causative mental models, yield a much richer picture of the
systemic behavior patterns of ISIS, the U.S., and other
countries.

8. Conclusions

We have applied a comprehensive set of Systems
Thinking tools (including the lceberg Model, causal loop
diagrams, stock-and-flow diagrams, and dynamic modeling)
to analyze ISIS’s beliefs, goals, needs, and appeal, and to
suggest new strategies for dealing with ISIS. Based on our
Iceberg Model analysis, we have also identified numerous
mental models and systemic structures that help explain the
actions taken by ISIS, the U. S., and other countries. The
following summarize the results of our analyses and the
conclusions we have reached using a Systems Thinking
approach.

Conclusion 1: The appeal of ISIS is not based upon
high-level religious and spiritual ideals, but on basic
human needs as articulated by Maslow. The benefits of the
individual System Thinking tools (such as the lceberg
Model) seem clear; however the real power of Systems

Thinking becomes apparent when those tools are coupled.
By integrating Iceberg Models 1, 5, and 8 from Table 1, one
may infer that people join ISIS not out of religious principle
but out of the promise of a fairer life with more opportunity
in which food, clothing, housing, and medical care are
assured. Defeating ISIS will require demonstration that this
promise cannot be fulfilled by ISIS and that other
approaches will fulfill it. The U. S. and its Middle Eastern
allies have many more financial resources than does ISIS. If
ISIS soldiers are acting on the survival level of Maslow’s
hierarchy rather than on some high spiritual-imperative
level (as some undoubtedly are), then we should offer ISIS
soldiers $500/month to fight against their ISIS leaders. This
approach worked well for some fighters during the Iraq war.
Note that $500/month for 30,000 soldiers comes to just
$180,000,000/year, a tiny fraction of our military or foreign
affairs budgets. A propaganda campaign targeting ISIS
soldiers (and involving social media) should be developed
to support this campaign.

Conclusion 2: The fight against ISIS should not be a
military war but a socio-economic one fueled by social
media. This conclusion is justified by Iceberg Models 1, 8,
and 9 from Table 1 in conjunction with the system
dynamics model depicted in Figures 10-13. The need for
exponentially-increasing resources and revenues will be
ISIS’s undoing; as they cannot continue to provide for the
growing number of their people, their people will become
disillusioned and defect. The world can accelerate this by
denying access to the resources ISIS needs to sustain its
populace. Therefore, we should invest time in tracing I1SIS’s
revenue streams and attacking 1SIS’s infrastructure, such as
oil, wheat, ransom for hostages, and taxation/extortion.’ If
ISIS cannot provide food, clothing, healthcare, and a better
life for their people, they will lose support. As time moves
on, providing these will become harder and harder for ISIS,
and they will eventually burn out. It is therefore important
to demonstrate that under ISIS, civilian life is NOT better.
We should let ISIS grow to control more and more people
while continually cutting off their oil, wheat, and ransom
revenues; isolate them financially. Allow ISIS to respond
by routinely increasing its tax and extortion rates, which
will stress their populace and undermine their claim to
fairness. Patience and perseverance are essential here.
Social media should be used as a weapon against ISIS.
Highly respected Sunni muftis should openly challenge
ISIS’s interpretation of the Koran. A propaganda campaign
should demonstrate that life under ISIS is not the path to
paradise that is was touted to be and should underscore the
suffering of the people under ISIS’s control. Individuals
should be encouraged to defect and come back to the true
Sunni religion: the one that will get them to paradise while
enjoying life in this world.

Conclusion 3: The U. S. policy in the Middle East must
change from forcibly installing democracies to one of an

1 Raqga’s Credit Bank is reputed to be the depository and tax authority for
much of ISIS’s funds (Hubbard, 2014).
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appreciation for the region’s culture, history, and politics
and one of incenting and rewarding Middle Eastern
countries to become less corrupt, less coercive, more
accountable, and less based on nepotism and hereditary
power. Democracy may not be the best form of government,
especially when it is imposed. The problem will not go
away until the local Middle Eastern governments become
less corrupt, less coercive, and more accountable. Until then,
the growing number of unemployed youth in Arab countries
will find ISIS and similar concepts attractive because they
are more fair, just, and moral, and offer more hope for a
good life. Historically, imposing democracy has not
addressed this issue. Bombing ISIS back to the Stone Age
will not solve these problems, and as soon as another cause
rises with credible relief on these points, a new ISIS will
arise with a different name. These conclusions are based
upon Iceberg Model 6 from Table 1 coupled with the causal
loop diagrams of Figures 6 and 7.

Conclusion 4: The U. S. Should Stop Acting as the
World’s Policeman. If one couples Iceberg Models 4, 6, and
7 from Table 1 with the causal loop diagrams depicted in
Figures 4, 5, and 7, one may conclude that “The U. S. as
World Policeman” feedback loop reinforces the resentment
of other countries to U. S. interventions in local conflicts.
This policy also leads to the devaluation of freedom and
democracy because other countries don’t need to fight battles
and secure freedom on their own; freedom is devalued when
it is simply handed to a populace and not earned. Systems
Thinking suggests that instead of fighting ISIS directly, the
U. S. should encourage ISIS’s Middle Eastern neighbors to
coordinate their efforts to defeat ISIS, with U. S. advice and
air support only if requested.

Conclusion 5: The greatest threat to world peace is the
evolution of Iran as a nuclear Caliphate. The causal loop
diagrams depicted in Figures 6 and 7 suggest that the
recurring cycle of oppression among competing Middle East
regimes coupled with U. S. intervention in Iraq contributed
to the rise of ISIS as an unintended consequence. The
military defeat of ISIS (linear thinking) could also give rise
to another unintended consequence, namely the emergence
of Iran as another Caliphate with nuclear capability. We
know that Iran is pursuing nuclear capabilities; it would not
surprise us if ISIS were also seeking weapons-grade uranium.
As we postulated earlier, the defeat of ISIS could be an
immense threat to the world, and it may be more
advantageous to let ISIS continue to keep Iran in check.

REFERENCES
[1] Anderson, Virginia, and Johnson, Laura, Systems Thinking
Basics From Concepts to Causal Loops, Pegasus
Communications, Inc., Cambridge, 1997.

[2] Bajekal, Naina, “How to Financially Starve ISIS,” Time,
October 20, 2014.

(3]

(4]

(5]

(6]

(7]

(8]

(9]

(10]

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]

[20]

Using Systems Thinking to Analyze ISIS

Bellinger, Gene, “Translating Systems Thinking Diagrams to
Stock & Flow Diagrams,” 2004, http://www.systems-thinkin
g.org/stsf/stsf.htm.

Boardman, John and Sauser, Brian, Systems Thinking:
Coping With 21st Century Problems, CRC Press, Boca Raton,
2008.

Bronstein, Scott, and Drew Griffin, “Self-Funded and
Deep-Rooted: How ISIS Makes its Millions,” CNN
Investigations, October 7, 2014, http://www.cnn.com/2014/1
0/06/world/meast/isis-funding/.

Dougherty, Tom, Practical Politicking, August 20" 2014,
http://practicalpoliticking.com/2014/08/20/its-time-to-bomb-

Fobbs, Kevin, ClashDaily, August 21% 2014,
http://clashdaily.com/2014/08/isis-beheading-retaliation-solu
tion-bomb-stone-age/.

Gladwell, Malcolm. Blink: The Power Of Thinking Without
Thinking, New York, Little, Brown and Co., 2005.

Goodman, Kemeny and Roberts, “The Language of Systems
Thinking: ‘Links’ and ‘Loops’,” The Society of
Organizational Learning, https://www.solonline.org/?page=T
ool_LinksLoops&hhSearchTerms=%22systems+and-+thinki
ng%22.

Greenfield, Daniel, “Iran’s Supreme Ayatollah Bashes US,
Calls for Global Caliphate,” Frontpage Magazine, June 6,
2015.

Hamid, Shadi, “Is There a Method to ISIS’s Madness,”
Brookings Institute, Markaz, http://www.brookings.edu/blog
s/markaz/posts/2015/11/24-isis-method-madness-hamid,
November 24, 2015.

Hubbard, Ben, “Life in a Jihadist Capital: Order With a
Darker Side,” July 23, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/
07/24/world/middleeast/islamic-state-controls-raqga-syria.ht
ml.

Kauffman, Draper L. Jr., Systems One: An Introduction to
Systems Thinking, Future Systems Inc., S. A. Carlton,
Minneapolis, 1980.

Kim, Daniel H., Introduction to Systems Thinking, Pegasus
Communications  (now  Leverage  Networks Inc.,
www.leveragenetworks.com), 1999, ISBN 1-883823-34-X.

Maslow, A.H., “A Theory of Human
Psychological Review 50 (4) 370-96, 1943.

Motivation,”

McCants, William, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History,
Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State, St.
Martin Press, New York, 2015.

Meadows, Donella H., Thinking in Systems: A Primer,
Chelsea Green Publishing, White River Junction, VT, 2008.

Monat, J. and Gannon, T., “What is Systems Thinking? A
Review of Selected Literature Plus Recommendations,” Amer.
J. of Systems Science 4 (1), July 2015.

PA Consulting Group, 123 Buckingham Palace Road,
London SW1W 9SR, United Kingdom, as presented in the
Times of London, 28 April 2010.

Peters, Ralph, “The Iranian Dream of a Reborn Persian
Empire,” New York Post, Feb 1, 2015.


http://www.systems-thinking.org/stsf/stsf.htm
http://www.systems-thinking.org/stsf/stsf.htm
http://www.systems-thinking.org/stsf/stsf.htm
http://www.systems-thinking.org/stsf/stsf.htm
http://www.cnn.com/2014/10/06/world/meast/isis-funding/
http://www.cnn.com/2014/10/06/world/meast/isis-funding/
http://www.cnn.com/2014/10/06/world/meast/isis-funding/
http://www.cnn.com/2014/10/06/world/meast/isis-funding/
http://practicalpoliticking.com/2014/08/20/its-time-to-bomb-isisisil-into-the-stone-age/
http://practicalpoliticking.com/2014/08/20/its-time-to-bomb-isisisil-into-the-stone-age/
http://clashdaily.com/2014/08/isis-beheading-retaliation-solution-bomb-stone-age/
http://clashdaily.com/2014/08/isis-beheading-retaliation-solution-bomb-stone-age/
https://www.solonline.org/?page=Tool_LinksLoops&hhSearchTerms=%22systems+and+thinking%22
https://www.solonline.org/?page=Tool_LinksLoops&hhSearchTerms=%22systems+and+thinking%22
https://www.solonline.org/?page=Tool_LinksLoops&hhSearchTerms=%22systems+and+thinking%22
https://www.solonline.org/?page=Tool_LinksLoops&hhSearchTerms=%22systems+and+thinking%22
https://www.solonline.org/?page=Tool_LinksLoops&hhSearchTerms=%22systems+and+thinking%22
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/11/24-isis-method-madness-hamid
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/11/24-isis-method-madness-hamid
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/11/24-isis-method-madness-hamid
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/11/24-isis-method-madness-hamid
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/24/world/middleeast/islamic-state-controls-raqqa-syria.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/24/world/middleeast/islamic-state-controls-raqqa-syria.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/24/world/middleeast/islamic-state-controls-raqqa-syria.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/24/world/middleeast/islamic-state-controls-raqqa-syria.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/24/world/middleeast/islamic-state-controls-raqqa-syria.html

[21]

[22]

[23]

[24]

American Journal of Systems Science 2015, 4(2): 36-49

“Raqga, Syria—The New Capital of Isis’s Caliphate,” Hot
Air, http://hotair.com/headlines/archives/2014/07/24/raqqa-s
yria-the-new-capital-of-isiss-caliphate/.

Richmond, Barry, An Introduction to Systems Thinking with
iThink, isee Systems, 2004.

Senge, Peter, The Fifth Discipline, Doubleday, New York,
1990; revised 2006.

Senge, Peter, Kleiner, Art, Roberts, Charlotte, Ross, Richard,
and Smith, Bryan, The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, Doubleday,

[25]

[26]
[27]

(28]

49

New York, 1994,

Thompson, Loren, “Five Reasons The ISIS Fight Isn’t About
Islam,” Forbes, February 26, 2015.

Von Drehle, David, “The War on ISIS,” Time, March 9, 2015.

Weinberg, Gerald, An Introduction to General Systems
Thinking, Dorset House Publishing, New York, 1975, 2001.

Wood, Graeme, “What Isis Really Wants,” The Atlantic,
March 2015, http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/20
15/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/.


http://hotair.com/headlines/archives/2014/07/24/raqqa-syria-the-new-capital-of-isiss-caliphate/
http://hotair.com/headlines/archives/2014/07/24/raqqa-syria-the-new-capital-of-isiss-caliphate/
http://hotair.com/headlines/archives/2014/07/24/raqqa-syria-the-new-capital-of-isiss-caliphate/
http://hotair.com/headlines/archives/2014/07/24/raqqa-syria-the-new-capital-of-isiss-caliphate/
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2015/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2015/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2015/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2015/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/

	1. Introduction and Background
	2. Systems Thinking Analysis
	3. Iceberg Models
	4. ISIS vs Iran: 2 Warring Caliphates
	5. Causal Loop Diagrams
	6. Stock-and-Flow Diagrams
	7. Discussion
	8. Conclusions

