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When might these impacts be observed? Will the impacts be felt only in certain 
conditions? Next, identify and discuss all variables on which this variable has an 
impact with a rating of 2 or 3 (strong or medium effect), including the strength of 
the impact and how certain it is to occur. Identify and discuss the potentially good 
or bad side effects of these impacts.

6.	 Analyze loops and indirect impacts: The matrix shows only the direct 
impact of one variable on another. When you are analyzing the direct impacts 
variable by variable, there are several things to look for and make note of. One 
is feedback loops. For example, if variable A has a positive impact on variable B, 
and variable B also has a positive impact on variable A, this is a positive feedback 
loop. Or there may be a three-variable loop, from A to B to C and back to A. The 
variables in a loop gain strength from one another, and this boost may enhance 
their ability to influence other variables. Another thing to look for is circumstances 
where the causal relationship between variables A and B is necessary but not 
sufficient for something to happen. For example, variable A has the potential to 
influence variable B, and may even be trying to influence variable B, but it can 
do so effectively only if variable C is also present. In that case, variable C is an 
enabling variable and takes on greater significance than it ordinarily would have.

All variables are either static or dynamic. Static variables are expected to 
remain more or less unchanged during the period covered by the analysis. 
Dynamic variables are changing or have the potential to change. The analysis 
should focus on the dynamic variables, as these are the sources of surprise in any 
complex system. Determining how these dynamic variables interact with other 
variables and with each other is critical to any forecast of future developments. 
Dynamic variables can be either predictable or unpredictable. Predictable change 
includes established trends or established policies that are in the process of 
being implemented. Unpredictable change may be a change in leadership or an 
unexpected change in policy or available resources.

7.	 Draw conclusions: Using data about the individual variables assembled 
in steps 5 and 6, draw conclusions about the system as a whole. What is the most 
likely outcome, or what changes might be anticipated during the specified time 
period? What are the driving forces behind that outcome? What things could 
happen to cause a different outcome? What desirable or undesirable side effects 
should be anticipated? If you need help to sort out all the relationships, it may 
be useful to sketch out by hand a diagram showing all the causal relationships. 
A Concept Map (chapter 4) may be useful for this purpose. If a diagram is helpful 
during the analysis, it may also be helpful to the reader or customer to include 
such a diagram in the report.
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Reading the matrix: The cells in each row show the impact of the
variable represented by that row on each of the variables listed
across the top of the matrix. The cells in each column show the
impact of each variable listed down the left side of the matrix on
the variable represent by the column.
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Combination of + and - means impact could go either direction.
Empty cell = no impact.
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	 Figure 11.7	 Variables Affecting the Future Use of Structured Analysis

After rating each pair of variables, and before doing further analysis, 
consider pruning the matrix to eliminate variables that are unlikely to have 
a significant effect on the outcome. It is possible to measure the relative 
significance of each variable by adding up the weighted values in each row 
and column. The sum of the weights in each row is a measure of each variable’s 
impact on the system as a whole. The sum of the weights in each column is a 
measure of how much each variable is affected by all the other variables. Those 
variables most impacted by the other variables should be monitored as potential 
indicators of the direction in which events are moving or as potential sources of 
unintended consequences.

5.	 Analyze direct impacts: Write several paragraphs about the impact of 
each variable, starting with variable A. For each variable, describe the variable 
for further clarification, if necessary. Identify all the variables that impact on that 
variable with a rating of 2 or 3, and briefly explain the nature, direction, and, if 
appropriate, the timing of this impact. How strong is it and how certain is it? 




