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Abstract

The present study shows a systematic review of systemic thinking and its relationship with
business competitiveness. The objective of the research is to determine the theoretical aspects
of the dependent variable systemic thinking that are associated with business competitiveness
and its dimensions. The methodology used is the systematic review of investigations. The
inclusion criteria address the temporality of the investigations 2012-2022 and validate that the
content is directly linked to the variables that are addressed in this investigation. The results
allow conceptualizing systemic thinking and business competitiveness, as well as broadening
the understanding of the incorporation of the systemic thinking method in companies; a method
that analyzes and understands the elements, their interconnections, the feedback they generate,
and the purpose of a system, from the perspective of cyclical dynamic analysis that promotes
the projection of scenarios in the face of emerging factors. The main finding shows that the
incorporation of systemic thinking in companies has an impact on the dimensions of business
competitiveness, such as the development of dynamic capacities, and innovation at the first
level of the relationship; at a second level, an impact on planning is observed, strategies,
sustainability, through the intervention of mediating dimensions such as performance
management, the correct analysis of internal and external factors, improvement in managerial
skills.
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Introduction

The social and economic complexity, the
conception of business is constantly
changing, generating strong transformations
in the markets and in general in the dynamics
of business management. Business scenarios
demand analyses that contemplate the
constant connectivity, non-linearity, and the
constant emergence of the characteristics
that make up the system, i.e, complexity
(Dominici, 2012).

Considering business organizations as
complex systems shows that it is impossible
to understand their operation by analyzing
the elements that make them up, separately;
under that scheme of analysis, it is not
possible to establish legitimate scenarios and
even less to try to foresee or influence them
(Dominici, 2012; Plate y Monroe, 2014).

In view of the above, it is necessary to
incorporate analysis approaches in order to
survive in such challenging environments
with high levels of variability, by generating
dynamic capabilities that result in
competitive advantages (Arnold, 2018; Soto,
2021). Competition is increasingly intense
among organizations operating in the same
sectors. Institutions must be able to generate
sustainable efficiencies managing to develop
differentiating elements that allow them to
survive in the face of competition (Epede and
Wang, 2022; Mukerjee, 2016).

In this sense, it is considered that the
understanding of the systemic dynamics of
organizational  structures has  been
conceptualized as an important aspect for
the global understanding of organizations,
playing an important role for the success and
growth  of businesses in  modern
environments (Jardon and Martinez-Coba,
2022; Soto 2021). In view of the above, the
treatment of social phenomena in the world,
including business, is considered through the
lens of Systems Theory, which through
systems thinking contemplates reality as a
complex scenario that demands different
types of treatment that include disruptive
approaches and different theories for the
search for growth in organizations (Soto,
2021; Ledesma and Armijo 2018).

Therefore, the present study carries out an
in-depth analysis of the associativity
between the variables systems thinking and
business competitiveness, according to the
scientific literature developed. This not only
fills the gap in reference to research on the
theories of both variables by trying to
establish a linkage between them, but also
addresses a topic of key interest for
organizational leaders in the long-awaited
search for competitiveness and the
subsistence of organizations. In this context,
it is emphasized that institutions interact in
increasingly volatile environments, exposed
to an overload of information and variability
in the condition of factors, making it difficult
for organizations to operate competitively.

It is becoming increasingly complex to
generate competitiveness (Luamba et al,
2021); this is configured as a problem, since
the positive impacts generated by
competitive industries are innumerable,
from the economic growth of nations to the
improvement in the quality of life of their
inhabitants (Hajduova et al., 2021).

In view of the above, this research aims to
answer the question: What are the
theoretical aspects of systems thinking that
are associated with business
competitiveness and its dimensions? As a
derivation, the general objective of the
research is to determine the theoretical
aspects of systems theory that are associated
with business competitiveness.

Systems Thinking In Organizations

The business world changes drastically and
new ways of understanding and analyzing it
are needed; in this context, the systems
theory that evokes systems thinking is
presented as a strategy to address
management in companies (Ledesma and
Armijo, 2018; Vemuri and Bellinger, 2017).

Systems thinking emerges as a school of
thought in the twentieth century; however, it
has not yet made the leap to be incorporated
into mainstream business activities in
organizations (Vemuri and Bellinger, 2017;
Prasad and Nori, 2008). The term was coined
by Barry Richmond in 1987, then many
authors have conceptualized it, but a
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common denominator is not observed. Ross
and Jon (2015) argue that such difficulty and
variation in the proposed concepts comes
from the need to link the concept to our field
of action; in addition, the definitions are
raised based on a reductionist thinking
approach, an antagonistic approach to
systems thinking concepts (Dominici, 2012).

In the institutions, there is still entrenched
reductionist thinking that analyzes situations
by dividing the whole into smaller parts, to
reach their understanding through simple
linear relationships. This approach does not
allow a deep analysis of complex and
dynamic business scenarios; such approach
has serious limitations to address the
complexity of organizations. Today, it is
imperative to incorporate a new paradigm
that leads from the hand of science and
technology beyond the reductionist
approach to organizations (Dominici, 2012;
Plate and Monroe, 2014).

Companies and institutions operate as
systems, intertwined by links that do not
easily show the relationships that intercept
them. If we add to this context the fact that
companies are made up of human beings, it is
even more complicated to visualize such
connections (Maestre and Bracho, 2019).

On the other hand, systems thinking seeks to
achieve an understanding of interactions and
interconnections, detecting points of
leverage to capitalize on strengths or
improve weaknesses. Systems thinking
approaches a problem through the analysis
of dynamic behavior; such analysis allows
the thinker to develop a generalist view,
managing to detect solutions to problems
with comprehensive and effective solutions
that do not generate major problems (Ayoubi
et al, 2015; Shaked and Schechter, 2013;
Maestre and Bracho, 2019).

Ross and Jon (2012) review the main authors
who addressed systems thinking to highlight
their common contributions. In that sense, it
is indicated that through Systems Thinking it
is possible to make reliable inferences about
the behavior of a system (Richmond, 1994);
it allows to see totalities and the context in
which they are framed by identifying
interrelationships instead of static parts

(Sense, 1990); on the other hand, systems
thinking seeks to understand the system
from the relationship between its elements,
discovers feedback processes, identifies
flows and delays by understanding
nonlinearities, and recognizes the limits of
mental models (Sweeney and Sterman,
2020). The definition should include long-
term planning, nonlinearity and feedback
(Kopainsky et al. , 2011). In addition, it
should incorporate thinking from multiple
perspectives,  dealing  with  diverse
operational contexts of the systems,
achieving predictability of changes in the
system (Escuderos etal,, 2011). In this sense,
from the concepts proposed by different
authors, Ross and Jon (2012) propose
systems thinking as the ability to understand
a system by identifying its purpose, knowing
the elements that compose it and the
interconnections between them.

Consequently, systems thinking consists of
three elements: (i) elements, defined as the
characteristics or aspects that make up the
studied reality; (ii) interconnections,
conceptualized as the way in which the
characteristics of the studied reality are
related or feedback each other and in a
dynamic way; (iii) Purpose, is the objective of
the studied system and the most important
element of the construct of the variables,
since it is determinant and regulates the
dimensions described above and also
outlines the behavior of the system. A
requirement to achieve a complete definition
is to integrate the three proposed
dimensions (Dominici, 2012; Ross and Jon,
2015).

Ayoubi et al, 2015, argue that the
incorporation of systems thinking in
companies contributes to decision making in
the face of volatile circumstances of the
environment; as well as it impacts on
improving the level of efficiency; they even
indicate that it increases the level of
cognition of strategists generating creativity,
innovation, achieving the dynamic ability to
transform risks into development
opportunities. The incorporation of systems
thinking transcends many disciplines,
connecting them and generating synergies
with high impact (Ross and Jon, 2012).
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= The success and survival of organizations
depend on how competitive they can be in
the market, facing their environment,
understanding the external and internal
dynamics that are constantly evolving, with
patterns that are constantly generated. A
company must be able to constantly redefine
itself to face a changing market. A company
appreciation is that of Dominici (2012) who
argues that companies currently depend
much more on their portfolio of intangible
assets; this gives greater value to systems
thinking in organizations that is posed as a
new management tool based on fuzzy logic
and nonlinearity.

Business competitiveness

Currently, there is a growing interest in
deepening research in the field of business
management that generates competitiveness
(Barboza et al. 2022; Chursin and 2015;
Pavlenchyk et al., 2021). The interest lies in
being one of the business capabilities that
would ensure, through the generation of
comparative advantages, the subsistence of
the organization (Hernandez, 2020;
Agyapong et al,, 2016; Carrasco and Villalba,
2021; Villalobos, 2021).

Competitiveness is defined from multiple
points of view; however, authors agree thata
competitive organization performs
successfully by coping with the direct and
indirect impact factors of the
macroenvironment and microenvironment
highly volatile conditions in a globalized
environment (Delgado et al.,, 2012; Pérez et
al, 2021; Binns et al,, 2022; Mukerjee et al.,
2016).

In addition, the concept of competitiveness is
associated with the capacity for innovation
that comes from a correct analysis of the
business structure and its actors; it is also
linked to the ability to investigate the real
causes of situations through the use of
different disciplines (Ibarra etal.,, 2017; Pech,
2015; Sanchez-Gutiérrez et al.,, 2019). In this
sense, competitiveness is not limited to
working purely with the resources it
possesses, the institution must have the
ability to develop dynamic -capabilities,
which are defined as its differentiators, very
difficult to replicate by the competition, as

well as determinants of business success
(Jeng and Pak, 2016). This ability comes from
the ability to analyze the business and
understand the value of its processes and
resources and combine them with the ability
to innovate (Karman and Savaneviciené,
2021).

In this context, it is important to highlight the
need for organizations to avoid maintaining
the status quo; they must consider that the
ability to cope with the wvariability of
conditions depends on the ability to
understand and even anticipate
technological change and impact the markets
in which they operate (Karman and
Savanevicieneé, 2021); for this, the use of
innovation in R&D is the source of tools to
foresee the emergence of factors that alter
the dynamics of markets (Hajduova et al.,
2021; Li & Umans., 2020).

In addition, competitiveness requires the
incorporation of customer-focused
strategies, which, through knowledge of
customers, allow the management of
resources for the generation of differentiated
value in the face of other market offerings
(Mukerjee et al., 2016).

Materials and Methods

Siddaway et al., (2019), propose a systematic
review as an exploratory-descriptive
research study. The present study aims to
locate and analyze the different research
studies and their proposed theories on the
variables under study, with which objective
and systematic conclusions will be obtained.
The research has a qualitative approach, in
view that it intends to establish in response
to the research questions and objectives, to
state a reality, argued as part of a social
activity, through the collection of
information that describes the everyday life,
seeking to describe a phenomenon (Holliday,
2014; Vasilachis; 2006). Through the present
study, we seek to determine the level of
associativity of the variables studied.

To do so, it will be important to follow the
stages proposed by the design in reference;

An exhaustive analysis of previous studies on
Systemic Thinking and Business
Competitiveness was carried out. The
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systematic review was carried out based on
the adaptation of the PRISMA [Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses] methodology (Urrutia and
Bonfill, 2013).

The objective of the research is to determine
the theoretical aspects of systems thinking
that are associated with business
competitiveness and its dimensions. For this
purpose, a search was conducted in the main
databases such as: Scopus, Proquest,
ScienceDirect, ElSevier, among others,
selected the documents to be used, identified
and filtered articles, which allows giving
continuity to the research process.

The inclusion criteria detailed conference
proceedings, papers and / or articles in
scientific journals indexed in Q4, Q3, Q2 and
especially in Q1, also, were validated in
reference to the importance and linkage of
the issues with the problem under study;
another criterion was the temporality of the

research from 2012 to 2022, this in view that
the dynamics of business is changing and
evolving rapidly.

In view of the above, 60 documents were
found, 40 research papers were part of the
presentresearch, which represents 66%. The
documents were selected in order of their
contribution to the conceptualization of the
variables and the elaboration of their
construct, in addition to their contribution to
the determination of the theoretical
relationship between both variables.

Regarding the search strategy, the key words
were: systems thinking, business
competitiveness, in English and Spanish.

It is important to point out that the selected
documents come from scientific sources, and
finally we proceed with the analysis of the
complete document and extraction of the
information that will be used in the research
(see Fig. 01).

Busqueda de informacion.
Databases: EBSCO, Google Académico, Scopus, Springer, Pro Quest, Science
Direct. Identification of potential articles and/or papers.

v

60 eligible. Inclusion criteria apply

Level of importance not relevant. Titles |
and abstracts are reviewed. < ‘l’
51 eligible (types of studies)
Exclusion by periodicity (years 2000 to
2011) Excluded 8. &
Vv
43 elegible
Full text review. No information on
keywords (2 do not meet criteria). < N/
41 elegible
<
Full text review. \4
Included for Systematic Review
1 excluded. No full reference to authors.
Total 40

Figure 1: Research selection process

Maria Miranda-Guerra, Hugo Benzaque-Hinope, Fernando Lopez-Castro and Diandra Fuentes-Gargurevich,

IBIMA Business Review, doi.org/10.5171/2024.731675



IBIMA Business Review

The information obtained was consolidated
in a background matrix, from which the data
shown in the results were extracted after an
extensive analysis process.

Results and Discusion

The following is the selection process,
analysis, and results found when reviewing
the studies related to the objectives set for
the following research: What are the
theoretical aspects of systems thinking
associated with business competitiveness?
What are the theoretical aspects of systems
thinking associated with the dimensions of
business competitiveness?

In reference to the classification of the
literature analyzed by place of origin, a high
degree of atomization was observed, given
that the search did not present geographical
exclusion criteria; according to details,
27.5% of the documents reviewed
correspond to Asia, as well as Latin America
with 27.5%, followed by studies from North
America with 20.0%, 17.5% of the research
studied originates from the European
continent, with a lower participation we have
Africa with 5.0%. Finally, proposing the
nations with the highest number of
publications used, we have in the first three
places: the United States with 20.0%, India
with 10.0% and Taiwan with 7.5%, totaling
37.5%. The balance is widely dispersed, that
is to say, there is no major focus of the study
of the variables treated in any specific nation.

On the other hand, the classification
segmentation of the studies used is
presented in reference to their linkage with
the variables treated, whether they are
treated separately or linked in the same
document. The research that contributed to
the delimitation, conceptualization, and
elaboration of the construct of systemic
thinking represents 35% and the documents
that contributed to the dimensioning of the
competitiveness variable constitute 65%. It
is clear that competitiveness is a concept
widely studied due to its impact on the
development of nations. The research on
systemic thinking is still little and quite
limited to the field of action of the authors.

No documents were found that directly link
both variables; however, 5 articles were
identified 12.5% that related systemic
thinking with variables directly related to
competitiveness, highlighting the impact of
the dependent variable in the generation of
successful strategies, correct
conceptualization of a scenario, innovation,
facilitator of creativity, good working
environment, development of management
strategies, effective leadership, possibility of
projecting different scenarios in anticipation
of changes.

In order to clearly expose the
aforementioned links, it is important to first
describe the research variables in order to
determine precisely the association that may
exist between them.

After reviewing and analyzing all the
documents that dealt with Systems Thinking,
we can indicate that it is a concept that,
although it comes from the twentieth
century, has gained importance in the last
decade given the evolution of markets and
the need for disruptive methods of analysis
that can positively enhance the decisions
made by organizations. Systems thinking
proposes the analysis of scenarios by
approaching behavior dynamically; the
thinker must manage to develop a generalist
perspective (Ayoubi et al,, 2015; Shaked and
Schechter, 2013; Maestre and Bracho, 2019),
seeking to understand the interactions and
impacts generated between the elements
that make up the system (Ross and Jon,
2012).

Thinking allows achieving honest inferences
aboutthe behavior of a system, by identifying
the elements, interrelationships, and
feedback processes that generate linkages,
analyzing the processes of nonlinearities,
incorporating the analysis of multiple
perspectives and above all considering the
typification of its purpose. In this line, the
elaboration of the construct of the variable
systemic thinking is proposed based on the
existence of three dimensions that compose
it (See Fig. 02).
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Systemic thinking

Elements

Interrelationships

Feedback processes

Figure 2: Systems Thinking Model

Business competitiveness is defined as the
ability of an organization to survive in the
market and stand out from the competition
in a certain sector (Karman and
Savanevic¢iené, 2021; Pérez et al,
2021).Authors associate competitiveness
with the following abilities of an
organization: innovation, act performance
teams, efficiency, productivity  and
development of dynamic capabilities,

planning (Arnold, 2018; Agyapong et al,
2016; Luamba et al.,2021). Competitiveness
positively impacts the value of a company
and improves the position it has with respect
to other players. Although the concept has
been widely studied, there is still much room
for research on the elements that lead to the
development of competitive advantages
(Mukerjee, 2016) (See Fig. 03).

Business competitiveness

Dynamic capabilities

Innovation

Act performance teams

Efficiency

Productivity

Figure 3: Business Competitiveness Model

Mukerjee (2016) states that the way in which
the strategies of an organization are
designed has a direct impact on
competitiveness; for this, the strategy should

focus on being differential and be based on
resources that are really difficult to imitate.
In this sense, a correct analysis of the macro
environmental aspects is  required,
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determining the relationships of the
organization with the environment and the
strategic options that come from these links.
This  analysis must consider the
determination of the dynamic capabilities of
the organization. These decisions are of
utmost importance and are the basis of the
strategies in a symbiotic way.

In view of the above, we must indicate that
systemic thinking promotes, through the
adoption of its methodology, the analysis and
the optics that would allow the above to
become a reality. This is through its dynamic
vision of the organization, the cyclical study
of resources, the analysis of interactions and
the identification of strengths and
weaknesses (Soto, 2021; Ledesma and
Armijo, 2018; Vemuri and Bellinger, 2017).

In reference to the generation of strategies
and their impact on competitiveness, we find
the need to establish plans for an
organization, made up of goals and objectives
that will serve as metrics to ensure that the
organization is aligned to the right path. In
this context, it is determined that systems
thinking, in addition to contemplating the
elements and interconnections in the
analysis, incorporates the purpose of the
system (Chursin and Makarov, 2015; Ross
and Jon, 2012).

On the other hand, it is argued that an
indispensable factor for competitiveness to
exist, linked to sustainability, is the need for
constant innovation. The differentials
developed by a company sooner or later will
be discovered and put into practice by the
competition. The company must have the
ability to innovate to avoid the devaluation of
knowledge considered as a valuable asset of
the institution; it must manage
organizational capabilities and processes
with a focus on knowledge development and
learning; for them, the analysis of trends and
business models is essential, etc. (Arnold,
2018; Mukerjee, 2016; Saman et al, 2022;
Jardon and Martinez-Cobas, 2022).

In that sense, systems thinking is necessary
for innovation management by measuring
the links between the elements of a system,

given that innovation in an organization
incorporates subsystem and
multidisciplinary approaches, also because it
fosters the adaptability and learning capacity
of an organization and contemplates
feedback processes. This type of thinking
encourages new views on events with
greater accuracy (Ayoubi et al., 2015; Prasad
and Nori, 2018). Innovation generates value
and demands a two-way communication
generating profitability (Sanchez-Gutierrez
etal, 2019).

In line with the concept of innovation, it is
important to highlight that systems thinking
improves the predictability of scenarios, i.e.
responding to the emerging patterns of
external actors in a timely manner, given the
analysis of the different inter- and external
operating contexts of the organization
(Kopainsky et al, 2011; Escuderos et al,
2011; Ross and Jon (2012)).

Finally, and in view of the above, when
studying the selected research, no study was
found that directly links both variables;
however, when establishing the dimensions
that make up the competitiveness construct,
the validation of the impact between the
systems thinking variable and the
dimensions that make up the
competitiveness model is clearly observed in
different research studies.

The relationships found are classified as: (i)
Level one relationship, in which the studies
validate a direct impact between the
incorporation of systems thinking in the
organization and the generation of dynamic
capabilities and innovation; (ii) Level two
relationship that validates the impact of
systems thinking on planning and the
development of correct strategies through
the intervention of a mediating dimension
such as the correct internal analysis and the
environment with its interconnections in the
organization; likewise, a level two
relationship of systems thinking with
sustainability was detected, through the
formation of high performance teams and the
development of the capacity to foresee highly
probable scenarios (See Fig 03).
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Systemic thinking

)
)
1 Elements H
'
'

| Interrelationships

'— Feedback processes

Jommmemeee oo + Dynamic capabilities

Business competitiveness

Innovation

Act performance
teams

Efficiency

Productivity

Figure 4: Associativity between systemic thinking and the dimensions of business
competitiveness

In this sense, it is imperative to delve deeper
into the different sectors and unveil a global
vision in reference to the relationship levels

of the wvariables, providing valuable
knowledge for the companies and the
longed-for search for business
competitiveness.

Conclusions

It is evident that organizations have evolved
drastically and are increasingly complex
systems. Complex systems cannot be
approached under reductionist approaches
with models of isolated approaches, because

of their limited capacity to represent
business scenarios with the cyclical,
multidisciplinary, = and  interconnected

dynamics that comprise them.

Systems thinking represents an integral
analytical approach of fuzzy logic and non-
linearity that when incorporated in an
organization would highlight the complexity
of the systems, the interaction between
internal and external elements, in addition to
the constant interaction and exchange of
information, through the connections that
feedback and generate the understanding of
the complete picture, fostering the ability to
forecast scenarios, solve problems, and
design strategies that consider the impact of
these actions towards the other elements
that make up the system.

Business competitiveness is understood as a
capacity of companies, which enables them

to survive and stand out from the
competition. This performance is
conditioned by the incorporation of certain
factors in the management of the
organization, such as: Innovation, high
performance work teams, efficiency,

productivity, dynamic capabilities, planning,
strategies and profitability, all of which must
exist in a sustainable and consistent manner
in the organization for it to be competitive.

The objective of this research was to
determine the associativity between
systems thinking and business
competitiveness. The results validate the
existence of influence between the variables;
however, relationships were detected
between the independent variables and
some of the dimensions of Business
Competitiveness. The relationships found
were classified into two levels.

Relationship one, between systemic
thinking and the dimensions of
competitiveness: Innovation and generation
of dynamic capabilities, and the relationship
between systemic thinking and the
dimensions of business competitiveness:
sustainability and planning with strategy
development; the latter case was classified
as relationship two, since mediating
dimensions such as the capacity for external
and internal analysis, the development of
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high performance teams, and the ability to
predict emerging scenarios are detected.

The main finding of this research shows the
validation of how the incorporation of
systemic thinking positively influences
business competitiveness, through the
direct impact on the dimensions of dynamic
capabilities and innovation and through the
indirect impact on the dimensions of
planning, strategies and sustainability.

The above conclusions are generated in a
global situation in which the dynamics of
business requires disruptive and integrating
methods that allow organizations to be
competitive, impacting on the growth of
countries and improving the quality of life of
societies.

In view of the above, it is clear that it is
imperative to carry out more studies that
address the variables presented, even
considering in future studies the validation
of the conditioning of the relationship with
other variables presented in the conclusions.
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