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A patient visits a doctor complaining of feeling unwell. The doctor begins by collecting information.
Temperature is measured. Blood pressure is checked. Blood samples are taken. Questions are asked
about symptoms, lifestyle, and medical history.

Each piece of information provides a clue about the patient's condition. A raised temperature may
suggest infection. High blood pressure may indicate cardiovascular problems. Blood tests may reveal
nutritional deficiencies or other abnormalities.

None of these measurements directly reveal the underlying cause of the problem. Instead, they act
as indicators. They provide evidence that helps the doctor decide whether further investigation is
needed and where that investigation should be focused.

Importantly, a single indicator rarely provides a complete picture. Doctors normally consider several
indicators together before reaching conclusions.

The same principle applies to organisations, businesses, governments, and societies. We cannot
directly observe overall viability, but we can observe indicators that provide clues regarding system
condition.

Diagnostic indicators help us recognise emerging problems and guide further investigation.
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Formal Description
A diagnostic indicator is an observable characteristic of a system that provides information regarding

its condition, viability, or performance and may indicate the need for further investigation.

Diagnostic indicators provide indirect evidence regarding system condition and viability. They identify
symptoms and areas of concern but do not, by themselves, reveal the underlying causes responsible
for those conditions.

Plain English Explanation
Many important properties of systems cannot be observed directly.

For example, we cannot directly see trust within a society, organisational effectiveness within a
business, or the overall viability of a public service. These are complex properties that emerge from
many interacting factors.

Instead, we rely on indicators.

Indicators are observable signs that provide clues about the condition of a system. They act much
like the warning lights on a car dashboard. A warning light does not tell us exactly what is wrong, but it
alerts us to the possibility that something may require attention.

In social systems, indicators may include educational attainment, productivity, innovation rates, staff
turnover, public trust, waiting times, infrastructure performance, or many other measures.

The value of indicators lies in their ability to simplify complexity. Rather than attempting to analyse an
entire system at once, we can begin by observing a smaller number of characteristics that provide
useful information about its condition.

However, indicators have limitations. A single indicator rarely tells the whole story. The same
indicator may arise from many different causes. For example, declining productivity might result from
poor education, ageing infrastructure, weak investment, ineffective governance, technological
stagnation, or several factors acting together.

For this reason, indicators should be viewed as signals rather than explanations. Their purpose is to
identify potential concerns and guide subsequent investigation.

Good diagnostics therefore relies on examining patterns of indicators rather than drawing
conclusions from isolated observations.
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Explore underlying drivers, relationships and causes
to understand what is really happening.

Example 1 - Education
Falling examination results may indicate declining educational performance. However, the underlying

causes could include curriculum issues, staffing problems, social conditions, funding constraints, or
many other factors.

Example 2 - Business
Increasing staff turnover may indicate organisational difficulties. The causes might involve

leadership, workplace culture, workload, pay, career opportunities, or external labour market
conditions.

Example 3 - Public Services
Longer waiting times in a healthcare system may indicate declining performance. However, the

causes may involve demand growth, staffing shortages, administrative inefficiencies, funding
pressures, or coordination problems.

Provenance and Links
The use of indicators is widespread throughout science, medicine, engineering, economics, and

public policy. Engineers use performance indicators to monitor systems. Economists use economic
indicators to assess national conditions. Medical practitioners use symptoms and test results to
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assess patient health. Systems theorists have long recognised the importance of feedback and
monitoring for effective regulation and governance.

Within the Systemic Diagnostics framework, indicators provide the bridge between broad viability
dimensions and detailed investigation. They make abstract concepts such as viability observable in
practice and help identify areas requiring further analysis.

Practical Exercise
Choose an organisation, community, business, public service, or nation.

1. Identify three indicators that might provide useful information about its condition.
2. Explain what each indicator might suggest.

3. Foreach indicator, identify at least two different underlying causes that could produce the
same observation.

4. Explain why indicators should be treated as clues rather than explanations.
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