
Six Steps to Thinking 
Systemically about 
Frustrations



What’s Frustrating You? 

Think about the daily operations in your business: your role and responsibilities, your people, 

your customers, and the situations that cause frustration. What do you encounter repeatedly that 

bothers you or makes you feel stressed? Make a list of these things below. Write them down just 

as you feel and experience them, as if you were telling someone about it. 

     

I feel frustrated because...  

1. 

2. 

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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Systems Are the Solution

Frustration is an important indicator that something in your business is going wrong and 

needs attention. Feelings like exasperation, confusion, even anger are some of the 

things that help us identify when things are broken. The more impact a frustration has— 

and the more difficult it seems to fix—the more intense the emotional experience. 

Throughout this process, you’ll learn how to take a step back from your immediate 

reaction to see the underlying cause of your frustrations. When you can distance yourself 

from the problem and look at the bigger picture, you can create a system solution that 

will help you get back in control.

Breaking it down further: the frustrations that you feel are the result of chronic problems 

where something is repeatedly going wrong and your efforts to fix it aren’t working. 

You have an undesirable pattern of events that produces results you don’t want over and

over. The good news is that every frustration or problem in your business is due to a miss-

ing or broken system, which means that you can put a stop to feeling like you’ll never 

have control again.

Six Steps to Thinking Systemically about Frustrations takes your focus away from 

blaming people, including yourself. You’ll know you’re on the right track when you feel 

frustrated and your immediate reaction is to ask yourself what system is missing, rather 

than to blame yourself or someone else. That’s not to say that people are never the 

problem. Sometimes they are. But that too is made clear by the process of creating a 

system solution. 

Three Ways We Relate to Frustrations: Self-Directed, 
Outer-Directed, and System-Directed Frustrations

There are three ways to look at the frustrations that arise in your business and one of them is the 

key to the success of this process.

1.   SELF-DIRECTED FRUSTRATIONS

Self-Directed Frustrations are those where you consider yourself to be the major source of   

the problem. You blame yourself.

•   Every day I promise myself I’m going to make 50 cold calls a week and I haven’t done it yet.

•   I know I need to meet with Janet to give her feedback on her customer support calls, I just 

don’t want to make her feel bad because she might quit or get angry.

•   I’m too embarrassed and uncomfortable to make collection calls; I just don’t know what to say.
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2.   OUTER-DIRECTED FRUSTRATIONS

Outer-Directed Frustrations are those where you consider someone or something else to be

the source of the problem. You blame someone else or some external condition. 

•   Jack is always wasting time talking to the other employees.

•   The weather makes it impossible to control our delivery schedule. 

•   The economy is costing me a fortune in sales this year. 

3.   SYSTEM-DIRECTED FRUSTRATIONS

System-Directed Frustrations are those where your business systems and processes,  

or lack of them, are the source of the problem. There’s no blame, just a statement of a 

frustrating condition.  

•   I don’t know what’s in inventory at any given time and have to leave customers waiting while    

I find someone to ask.

•   We don’t know how to determine our cash position. 

•   I don’t know what questions are best to ask in the final recruiting interview. 

The truth is that System-Directed Frustrations are the only kind you can resolve. And the 

good news is that Self-Directed and Outer-Directed Frustrations are actually System-Directed 

Frustrations in disguise. They can always be restated as System-Directed Frustrations. 

And once you have a System-Directed Frustration, you have the clues you need to understand 

the underlying business condition that’s the cause of your frustration. And that leads you 

directly to a system solution.

Six Steps to Thinking Systemically about Frustrations

To recap: frustrations in your business are really the result 

of an undesirable pattern of events that can be eliminated 

by installing a system. This process is a tool that supports 

systemic thinking. It teaches you how to identify frustrating 

underlying business problems and create system solutions 

to help stop them from happening.

One of the primary skills of successful business manage-

ment is systemic thinking. When you’re able to reframe 

your perceived people problems and look at them as 

systems issues, then you can see underlying opportunities 

in your business.
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Identify Frustration1

Restate as Systems-Directed2

Uncover the Underlying Condition3

Quantify the Impact4

Identify Generic System Solution5

Design, Test & Implement System6



Worksheet
This worksheet guides you through the six steps of the process (see below). Begin by 

selecting a frustration you have and describe it briefly in Step 1. Try the process out with a 

simple frustration to practice before moving on to bigger problems. 

IDENTIFY ONE FRUSTRATION AND BRIEFLY DESCRIBE IT

Identify one frustration and briefly describe it. (Write it down exactly as it feels to you or how 

you talk about it to others.)

What’s bothering me is...

CLASSIFY THE FRUSTRATION

•   System-Directed: Is it the absence or breakdown of our                               system?

•   Self-Directed: I am the major cause of the frustration.

•   Outer-Directed: Someone/Something else the cause of the frustration.

If your frustration is Self-Directed or Outer-Directed, restate it in the form of a System-

Directed Frustration.* 

* This frustration is caused by the absence or breakdown of a                               system.

DETERMINE THE UNDERLYING BUSINESS CONDITION AND LOCATE THE ROOT CAUSE. 

Answer the following specific, probing questions so you understand the root cause and 

impact the frustration has on you and the business. The more you identify, the easier it 

is to create the appropriate system solution.

•   How is the business/department/team/job specifically impacted by my frustration?

•   What are the specific examples of when/where/how this frustration occurs?

•   How often does it occur? Who is involved?

•   What results do we not get because of this frustration?

•   What does this frustration cost? (Lost hours, cost of wasted time or materials, etc.)

•   Why is it important to resolve the frustration?

© 2016 E-Myth Worldwide Inc.

Six Steps to Thinking Systemically about Frustrations



QUANTIFY THE IMPACT OF YOUR FRUSTRATION

Write it down exactly as it feels to you or how you talk about it to others.

•   Do I really want to remedy this frustrating condition or would I rather live with the frustration?

•   What priority level is this system development? (High priority or low priority)

 TRANSLATE THE SPECIFIC FRUSTRATING CONDITION INTO A GENERIC SYSTEM SOLUTION. 

(Don’t be surprised if you identify more than one system solution.)

•   The real problem is the absence of a fully installed                                               system that will

(name the new result(s))

•   The real problem is the absence of a fully installed                                               system that will

(name the new result(s))

DESIGN AND IMPLEMENT YOUR SYSTEM SOLUTION

Create a plan and set a timeline for: 1) testing, 2) training, and 3) implementing the new 

system. Use a separate sheet of paper to outline the system design elements that will be 

needed.

•   Who will be accountable for designing the system?

•   What are the main steps to be included in the system?

•   What operating forms and documents will we need?

•   What scripts will have to be written?

•   What elements of the management information package will apply to us?

•   What training will have to take place?

•   What enforcement policies and procedures will be needed?

•   How will the new system be positioned and how will employees be notified?

•   How will the implementation be rolled out?
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FRUSTRATION TRACKER

To support the implementation of this process into your business, use this tracker to support 

you and your managers with documenting frustrations as they occur. Then set a regular time 

to review and prioritize the system solutions you and your team will go to work on.

EXAMPLE:
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Frustrations PriorityBusiness & Customer ImpactMissing Results

Frustrations PriorityBusiness & Customer ImpactMissing Results

My receptionist 

shows up 

late 2-3 times 

a week

High Lost sales 

(prospects leaving 

messages)

Missed project 

deadlines

Productivity

Culture—

Poor reflection on company 

image/Brand Commitment

Management

Delivery

Lead Conversion/Sales

Finance
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