
Causal Loop Diagrams 

Esmaeil Khedmati Morasae
Center for Community-Based Participatory Research in Health

Tehran University of Medical Sciences
January 2013



Causal Diagram Notation

Causal Loop Diagrams (CLDs) are an important tool to represent the
feedback structure of systems.

A causal diagram consists of variables connected by arrows denoting
the causal influences among the variables.

The important feedback loops are also identified in the diagram.

Variables are related by causal links, shown by arrows.

Each causal link is assigned a polarity, either positive (+) or negative (-)
to indicate how the dependent variable changes when the independent
variable changes.
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A positive link means that if the cause increases, the effect increases
above what it would otherwise have been, and if the cause decreases,
the effect decreases below what it would otherwise have been.

A negative link means that if the cause increases, the effect decreases
below what it would otherwise have been, and if the cause decreases,
the effect increases above what it would otherwise have been.
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Link polarities describe the structure of the system. They do not describe 
the behavior of the variables. 

That is, they describe what would happen IF there were a change. They 
do not describe what actually happens.  

Note the phrase above or below what it otherwise would have been in 
the definition of link polarity. 




An increase in a cause variable does not necessarily mean the effect
will actually increase.

There are two reasons; 1) a variable often has more than one input. To
determine what actually happens you need to know how all the inputs
are changing.

Example: birth rate= fractional birth rate * population

2) and more importantly, causal loop diagrams do not distinguish
between stocks and flows.




Stocks; the accumulation of resources in a system and Flow; the rates of
change that alter those resources.

Example: population, an increase in the birth rate will increase the
population, but a decrease in the birth rate does not decrease the
population.

Thus, an increase in the birth rate increases the population above what 
it otherwise would have been and a decrease in the birth rate decreases 
population below what it otherwise would have been. 




Similarly, the negative polarity of the link from the death rate to
population indicates that the death rate subtracts from the population.

But a drop in the death rate does not add to the population.

Drop in deaths means fewer people die and more remain alive: the
population is higher that what it otherwise would have been.

To know whether a stock is increasing or decreasing you must know its
net rate of change.



Causation versus Correlation

Every link in your diagram must represent (what you believe to be)
causal relationships between the variables.

You must not include correlations between variables.

Behavior includes not only replicating historical experience but also
responding to circumstances and policies that are entirely novel.

Correlations among variables reflect the past behavior of a system.
They do not represent the structure of the system.
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Determining Loop Polarity

There are two methods for determining whether a loop is positive
or negative:

The fast way: count the number of negative links
If the number of negative loops is even, the loop is positive; if the
number is odd, the loop is negative.

Remember, positive: reinforcing; negative: self-correcting

Imagine a mall disturbance in one of the variables.
If the disturbance propagates around the loop to reinforce the
original change, then the loop is positive

If the disturbance propagates around the loop to oppose the
original change, then the loop is negative.




To oppose the disturbance, the signal must experience a net sign
reversal as it ravels around the loop.

Net reversal can only occur if the number of negative links is odd.

A single negative link causes the signal to reverse: an increase
becomes a decrease. But another negative link reverses the signal
again, so the decrease becomes an increase.

How about miscounting the links or mislabeling the links?





The right way: trace the effect of a change around the loop

You can start with any variable in the loop; the result must be same.




When you determine loop polarity, you are calculating what is known
in control theory as the sign of the open loop gain of the loop.

The term “gain” refers to the strength of signal returned by the loop: a
gain of two means a change in a variable is doubled each cycle around
the loop: a gain of negative 0.5 means the disturbance propagates
around the loop to oppose itself with a strength half as large.

The term “open loop” means the gain is calculated for just one feedback
cycle by breaking-opening- the loop at some point.

Mathematics of Loop Polarity




Consider an arbitrary feedback loop consisting of n variables, 푥 , …, 푥 . 
You can calculate the open loop gain at any point; let 푥 denote the 
variable you choose. 

When you break the loop, 푥 splits into an input, 푥 , and output, 푥 . 








The open loop gain is defined as the (partial) 푥  with respect to 푥 ,
that is, the feedback effect of a small change in the variable as it returns
to itself.
The polarity of the loop is the sign of the open loop gain:

Polarity of loop = SGN(휕푥 /휕푥 )
Where SGN() is the signum or sign function, returning +1 if its
argument is positive and −1 if the argument is negative.




The open loop gain is calculated by the chain rule from the gains of the 
individual links, 휕푥 /휕푥

 
:

SGN( 휕푥 / 휕푥 )= SGN [( 휕푥 / 휕푥 )( 휕푥 / 휕푥 )( 휕푥 /

휕푥 )…(휕푥 /휕푥 )]

Since the sign of a product is the product of the signs, loop polarity is also
given by:

SGN(휕푥 /휕푥 )= SGN (휕푥 /휕푥 ) * SGN(휕푥 /휕푥 ) * SGN(휕푥 / 휕푥 )

*…* (휕푥 /휕푥 )

= right method






