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Abstract
Critical systems heuristics (CSH) has been influential in the development of critical sys-
tems thinking. However, it is a relatively underutilised method compared with soft sys-
tems approaches such as soft systems methodology (SSM) and cognitive mapping. This 
may be in part due to the complexity of ideas underpinning CSH. Core ideas with which 
users must feel confident include boundary critique, coercion, emancipation, and “is” vs 
“ought  to be” framings. These ideas were the subject of the early discourse surrounding 
CSH, which considered the role of boundary critique in systems research, the extent to 
which CSH could meaningfully address coercion, and the claims of CSH as an emancipa-
tory approach. The purpose of this review is to provide clarity on these key concepts by 
reflecting on how they have been addressed in the CSH literature to date. We find that 
CSH has been applied in a range of problem contexts and is most frequently applied to 
address coercion or power asymmetries. CSH research is frequently associated with advo-
cacy for marginalised groups, and we believe this is a natural extension of the method-
ological emancipation to which CSH aspires. In providing an overview of the key ideas 
underpinning CSH, we hope to lower the barrier to application for systems researchers and 
practitioners.

Keywords  Critical systems heuristics · CSH · Boundary critique · Coercion · Action 
research

Introduction

While soft systems approaches such as soft systems methodology (SSM) and cognitive 
mapping offer mechanisms for capturing different perspectives on complex issues, critical 
systems thinking emphasises reflecting on these systems of thought. Werner Ulrich’s Criti-
cal systems heuristics (CSH) has been influential in shaping the critical systems thinking 
tradition and is a framework that facilitates such reflection (Midgley 1997a; Ulrich and 
Reynolds 2010). The rationale for the critical approach is that understanding of true real-
ity is limited – we will always fall short, but to remain close we must engage in a process 
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of continual reflection on the judgements and assumptions that shape our understanding 
(Ulrich 2003). Accordingly, Ulrich outlined a framework for learning about problematic 
situations through critical reflection on our conceptual mental models.

The CSH framework is organised as four boundary categories, each comprised of 3 
boundary questions (Table 1). The categories are motivation, control, knowledge, and legit-
imacy, and their associated boundary questions are designed to uncover what is and what 
is not relevant to the system of interest. Further, each boundary question may be asked in 
both the “is” and “ought to be” modes, offering another dimension to the framework as 
users can explore the system as it is now, and as it would be ideally.

Since its inception, the positioning of CSH research and practice within the systems 
thinking tradition has been the subject of debate. While Ulrich suggests that his approach 
ought to fundamentally revise our mode of inquiry in systems research (Ulrich 2003), other 
authors have suggested that the contributions of CSH – while important in the development 
of systems thinking – are more circumscribed (Jackson 1985; Ormerod 2004), and regard 
CSH as a methodology for addressing specifically coercive problem contexts. This debate 
surrounding suitable application of CSH may have contributed to the relative underutilisa-
tion of a method that already contains an array of complex ideas with which users must 
build familiarity. A Scopus search for “Critical Systems Heuristics” returned a list of 111 
documents, 77 of which met the criteria for this review. Similar searches for “Soft Systems 
Methodology” and “Cognitive Mapping” returned 1,250 and 2,289 documents, respec-
tively. It is of interest to consider why CSH, which formally integrated critical inquiry with 
the systems thinking tradition (Midgley 1997a), has not been more widely utilised in sys-
tems research and practice.

As far as we are aware, there has not yet been a systematic review of CSH research since 
its development. As a result, we believe that it is important to reflect on CSH research and 
practice to understand how it has been shaped by early discourse surrounding the frame-
work. This review explores how CSH has been applied, and does so with reference to key 
CSH terminologies, namely: coercion, emancipation, boundary critique, “is” vs “ought to 
be”, and specifically considers CSH in an action research context. In exploring the way in 
which researchers have applied the framework, the review aims to provide clarity around 
key CSH concepts.

Methodology

Studies for this review were obtained by searching the Scopus database using the search 
term “Critical Systems Heuristics”. This returned 111 documents, which were filtered to 
include only peer reviewed articles and reviews, and exclude conference papers and dupli-
cates. The remaining 77 papers were then reviewed, with an aim of understanding how 
key CSH concepts have been addressed. With this purpose, we have structured the review 
around important CSH terminologies. By taking this approach, we aim to provide clarity 
on these key ideas with a view of supporting future CSH research and practice. The review 
first provides an overview of the problem contexts in which CSH has been applied. We 
then consider the early discourse surrounding the methodological positioning of CSH in 
systems research, laying the foundation for the remainder of the review, which is organ-
ised into sections on coercion, emancipation, boundary critique, “is” vs “ought to be”, and 
action research.
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Problem Contexts

CSH has been applied in a diverse range of problem contexts, summarised in Table 2. The 
largest body of CSH research is in education: Goede and Taylor used CSH to support the 
development of an information systems university module that would leave students better 
equipped to make the transition into industry (Goede and Taylor 2019; Taylor and Goede 
2016); separate studies have applied CSH in interventions designed to improve students’ 

Table 2   Problem contexts in which CSH has been applied

Problem context Examples

Agriculture (Carr and Levidow 2000; Elyasi and Teimoury 2023; Hutcheson 
et al. 2023; Setianto et al. 2014; Tavella 2016)

Art conservation (García Celma 2021)
Banking (Dehghan Nayeri et al. 2020)
Business intelligence systems (Venter 2019; Venter and Goede 2017, 2018)
Public services (Flood and Jackson 1991; Johnstone and Tate 2017; Levin et al. 

2017; Torun and Torlak 2022)
Child care and protection (Ariyadasa and McIntyre-Mills 2015; Chowdhury et al. 2023; 

Fitch 2012)
Co-creative research (Nicholas et al. 2019)
Environment (Cleland and Wyborn 2010; Klocker Larsen 2011; Lyons-White 

et al. 2022)
Energy (Sianipar et al. 2023; Sunitiyoso et al. 2020)
Community development (Pinzon-Salcedo and Torres-Cuello 2018; Riswanda, McIntyre-

Mills and Corcoran-Nantes 2017; Tirivanhu et al. 2016)
Corporate social responsibility (Reynolds 2008; Vos 2003; Zlatanović 2015)
Education (Algraini and McIntyre-Mills 2018; Goede and Taylor 2019; 

Houston and Foote 2001; Kish et al. 2021; Manduna et al. 
2022; Taylor and Goede 2016; van der Linde and Goede 2021)

Enterprise resource planning (Mirhosseini et al. 2021)
Evaluation (Gates 2018; Gregory 1997; Tirivanhu 2022)
Health (Buse 2013; Gadsby et al. 2022; O’Hara and Taylor 2023; 

Tavella 2023)
Intervention design and evaluation (Hart and Paucar-Caceres 2014; Midgley 1997b; Ormerod 1997; 

Parrilla and Neyra Belderrain 2023)
MSEs (Donaires et al. 2010)
Theoretical contributions and discussion (Jackson 2001, 2005; Midgley 1997a; Ormerod 2004; Romm 

1995; Ulrich 1993, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2012a, b)
Organisational conflict management (S. A. Raza and Standing 2011)
Performance assessment and auditing (Irawan and McIntyre-Mills 2016; Mejía et al. 2019)
Quality assurance (Houston and Paewai 2013; Luckett 2006)
Sustainable development (Maru and Woodford 2001; Reynolds 2014)
System complexity (Valentinov 2012)
Technology (Donaires 2006; Duboc et al. 2020; Loveridge and Saritas 2009; 

Raza et al. 2019)
Timetabling and planning (Jeppesen 2011; Leleur 2004; Raza 2021)
Water governance and management (Simbolon 2017; Wallis et al. 2013)
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programming skills (Manduna et al. 2022; van der Linde and Goede 2021); and Algraini 
and McIntyre-Mills (2018) explored challenges to students’ development in Saudi educa-
tion. Further, Raza (2021) addressed a problem of educational timetabling, and Houston 
and Paewai (2013), and Luckett (2006) explored the more specific issue of quality assur-
ance in higher education. CSH appears well-aligned to address problems in education as 
one of the core features of the methodology is the provision of a platform for groups or 
individuals that may not otherwise have the opportunity to express their views on a situ-
ation by which they are directly impacted. The CSH framework can therefore be used to 
guide students’ involvement in the design and improvement of their learning experiences, 
an opportunity that they may not usually be afforded.

Several studies have applied CSH to explore problems in agriculture. The specific 
issues investigated relate to GM crops (Carr and Levidow 2000; Tavella 2016), rice sup-
ply chain sustainability (Elyasi and Teimoury 2023), agroecological transition (Hutcheson 
et al. 2023), and Indonesian beef farming (Setianto et al. 2014). Complexity arising from 
environmental challenges, multiple stakeholders across the supply chain, and technological 
innovation means such issues in agriculture are challenging to unpack and as such are well 
suited to exploration with CSH. Other notable areas in which multiple CSH studies have 
been conducted include health (Buse 2013; Gadsby et al. 2022; O’Hara and Taylor 2023; 
Tavella 2023), public services (Flood and Jackson 1991; Johnstone and Tate 2017; Levin 
et al. 2017; Torun and Torlak 2022), intervention design and evaluation (Hart and Paucar-
Caceres 2014; Midgley 1997b; Ormerod 1997; Parrilla and Neyra Belderrain 2023), and 
technology (Donaires 2006; Duboc et  al. 2020; Loveridge and Saritas 2009; Raza et  al. 
2019). Finally, several of the papers reviewed are not practical applications of the frame-
work but contributions to theoretical and methodological discussions about CSH (Jackson 
2001, 2005; Midgley 1997a; Ormerod 2004; Romm 1995; Ulrich 1993, 2001, 2003, 2004, 
2012a, b).

Methodological Positioning

A key topic of the early discourse surrounding CSH is its methodological positioning. One 
critique of CSH has been its supposed rejection of methodological pluralism (Midgley 
1997a). The case for methodological pluralism in systems research is outlined most nota-
bly by Jackson and Keys (1984) in their proposed system of systems methodologies. They 
make the point that real-world problems can be categorised into different problem types 
based on the levels of complexity and agreement inherent in the problem situation, and that 
the type of problem influences the most suitable methodological choice. Mechanistic prob-
lems are simpler and may be solved by applying traditional, hard OR methodologies, while 
systemic problems are more complex and are suitable to more recent systems methodolo-
gies, such as system dynamics. The level of agreement in the problem situation also influ-
ences methodological choice. Problems in which there is no divergence of opinion on the 
nature of the problem – two such categories outlined by Jackson and Keys are mechanistic-
unitary or systemic-unitary problems – may be more easily modelled and solved. How-
ever, many managerial problems are made more complex owing to different perspectives 
on the nature of the problem. Such problems are pluralist and require “soft” methodologies 
capable of capturing and addressing different perspectives. Ulrich appears to take issue in 
general with systems science methodologies, citing their inherent lack of critical reflection.
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Policy analysis and program evaluation show an amazing helplessness, if not indif-
ference, with respect to the problem of value judgments. Both pursue the same goal 
of applying science to public decision making so as to secure improvement, but nei-
ther has developed convincing heuristic tools for identifying and rationally unfolding 
the normative content of any concept of improvement, definition of “the problem”, or 
solution proposal (Ulrich 1988).

As a result, Ulrich takes the view that the principles of CSH ought to permeate through 
all systems methodologies applied to social systems, rather than tying the framework to 
any specific problem type. Critics view this as a harsh assessment of systems science. Jack-
son (1985) noted that successful interventions do not necessarily require adequate model-
ling of the “purposeful social systems” with which Ulrich is concerned. We should not lose 
sight of what is viable and useful in any given problem context.

CSH has not resonated with sufficiently many people to result in an overhaul of systems 
methodologies (Ormerod 2004). Nevertheless, many systems researchers and practitioners 
instead turned towards CSH as a means of addressing a specific issue that was inadequately 
addressed by existing systems methodologies – coercion.

Coercion and Power Asymmetry

Coercion can be defined as the application of force or pressure to groups or individuals so 
that they engage in behaviours that they either do not want to or are not in their best inter-
ests. It is a key issue in situations with power asymmetries between stakeholders and one 
which CSH aims to address. As such, several studies have applied CSH to problems involv-
ing marginalised groups or individuals. Examples include Ariyadasa and McIntyre-Mills’ 
(2015) examination of the governance determining the experiences of Sri Lankan children 
in institutional care, Riswanda et al.’s (2017) advocacy for the involvement of individuals 
adversely impacted by prostitution in Indonesia in policymaking on this issue, and Cleland 
and Wyborn’s (2010) engagement with a deprived fishing community in the Philippines in 
exploring coral reef management.

Other soft OR approaches outline mechanisms for capturing different perspectives on 
management issues, but CSH is unique in that it defines a mechanism for better understand-
ing and addressing power dynamics, and for considering individuals and groups adversely 
impacted. Tirivanhu et al. (2016) apply CSH because of its ability to address power rela-
tions in multi-stakeholder problems, and use it to evaluate a community self-development 
initiative in Zimbabwe. Kish et al. (2021) chose to explore the Journal of Ecological Eco-
nomics using CSH, having recognised the power it holds over which research is published 
and the resulting influence this has on shaping the direction of the field. Moreover, Maru 
and Woodford (2001) propose that CSH may usefully inform the design of interventions in 
sustainable development initiatives, despite the asymmetrical relationships present in such 
problem contexts.

Further CSH applications include the enhancement of teaching programmes (Algraini 
and McIntyre-Mills 2018; Goede and Taylor 2019; Manduna et al. 2022; Taylor and Goede 
2016; van der Linde and Goede 2021), the development of business intelligence systems 
(Venter 2019; Venter and Goede 2017, 2018), and building understanding in research 
practice (Nicholas et al. 2019). These problem contexts are not overtly coercive, however, 
power dynamics, and conflicting understandings and interests do play an influential role: 
students and teachers have different roles and levels of control in the learning environment; 
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different stakeholders may have multiple and conflicting requirements of a business intel-
ligence system; researchers and practitioners may understand and interpret differently an 
emerging area of research. In all such cases, there is the potential for some perspectives 
to be more dominant at the exclusion of others. CSH provides a platform for different per-
spectives to be expressed with a view of surfacing adverse impacts on different individuals 
and groups.

An issue here appears to be in the language that is used. It is easy to understand how 
the examples of institutional care for children, human rights and prostitution, and coral 
reef management in deprived communities are inherently coercive problematic situations 
following our earlier definition. However, following Ulrich’s (2003) definition of coercion 
– “structural conditions that create an asymmetry of discursive chances” – the latter exam-
ples of education, business intelligence systems and research development may also be 
considered coercive. Indeed, any management problem that involves multiple individuals 
and perspectives has the potential to meet this definition of coercion.

It is clear that in real-world discourses, such conditions of structural inequality are 
the rule rather than the exception (Ulrich 2003).

Therefore, the potential for asymmetric discursive chances is present in any manage-
ment problem. By this definition, it does not appear helpful to refer to coercive and non-
coercive problems. We might instead think of CSH as a framework for exploring and navi-
gating the coercion inherent in management problems, which may be present in greater or 
lesser extents. This only requires a slight re-framing of commonly held understandings of 
why the framework is applied: from this point of view, CSH is not an approach for explor-
ing coercive problems, rather, an approach that, in part, explores the influence of asymmet-
ric power relations in management problems.

Of course, other definitions of coercion exist. Midgley defines it as the “closure of 
debate” (Midgley 1997a) and highlights valid questions regarding the effectiveness of CSH 
as an approach for addressing coercive problems following this definition. CSH is incapa-
ble of addressing such situations since the methodology is predicated on reflective debate 
between stakeholders i.e. coercive problems are absent of reflective debate, and without 
this, CSH is not possible (Midgley 1997a). Midgley therefore advocates for the inclusion 
of political action and campaigning – change oriented activities - in interventions aimed at 
emancipatory outcomes.

We believe that a practical take on the extent to which CSH can address coercion is 
provided by Luckett (2006), who applied CSH to explore perspectives on policies for qual-
ity assurance in South African higher education. While this study demonstrated the utility 
of CSH for aiding policymaking in that the findings influenced the final design of policy 
instruments, Luckett recognised that CSH was limited by the coercive problem context in 
which it is applied, and so is cautious about the extent to which issues of power and control 
are addressed by the framework, citing the dominant influence of a young democracy on 
policy. Therefore, while CSH may be a useful tool for exploring coercion, this does not 
mean that it is always effective in transcending power dynamics in the delivery of socially 
rational outcomes.

While CSH alone may be insufficient in uncovering the cause-and-effect relation-
ships that underpin the influence of coercion in management problems, simply by directly 
structuring interventions and research around the mapping of control and legitimacy, 
CSH surpasses soft systems frameworks in its potential to provide insights into coercion. 
This points towards the integration of CSH and methods that are better suited to uncov-
ering cause-and-effect relationships. An example is provided by Setianto et  al.’s (2014) 
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investigation of smallholder beef farming in Indonesia using a multimethod approach that 
incorporates SSM, CSH, and causal loop diagrams. CSH was used in addition to SSM spe-
cifically to address asymmetric power relations. This was deemed important given the lack 
of power that farmers have in the Indonesian food system. CSH was applied to build a 
comprehensive understanding of the problem in the form of a conceptual model, which 
was followed by causal loop mapping to identify leverage points for change.

There is clearly a question over the extent to which CSH interventions can meaningfully 
impact change in significantly coercive contexts, such as those dominated by corruption or 
authoritarianism. Nevertheless, we believe that the first steps in achieving emancipation in 
such contexts is by striving to illuminate these destructive dynamics. CSH achieves this 
not only by directly addressing control or power, but also by considering impacts on the 
“affected”.

Emancipation

Emancipation is associated with liberation and freedom, particularly of marginalised 
groups or individuals, and research objectives of this kind are evident in CSH research. 
For example, Ariyadasa and McIntyre-Mills (2015) explore the care system for Sri Lankan 
children with an emancipatory purpose:

The aim of the research is to advocate for the standard of care the children receive, 
and the life chances they deserve in order for them to reach their full potential and 
integrate into their societies when they leave the children’s homes (Ariyadasa and 
McIntyre-Mills 2015).

Moreover, Hart and Paucar-Caceres (2014), applying CSH to evaluate outcomes of 
an SSM intervention for a mining case study in Peru, highlight that harder, data-driven 
research requested by more powerful government and industry stakeholders risks margin-
alising the perspectives of community groups in future interventions. Additionally, John-
stone and Tate (2017) report on a case study of emergency service provision with historic 
stakeholder conflict resulting in the marginalisation of frontline workers. Their post hoc 
analysis demonstrated that CSH can be used for not only the design of IT project govern-
ance, but to identify and address entrenched issues within existing governance structures. 
In each example, CSH is applied with a view of either improving or preventing an undesir-
able situation for an affected group. This is the emancipatory nature of CSH as outlined by  
Midgley (1997a): a structured framework for considering the problem of interest from the 
perspectives of affected groups and individuals. CSH requires those applying the frame-
work to ask specific questions relating to the affected: who represents the interest of indi-
viduals or groups negatively affected by the problem; what are the opportunities for expres-
sion for the negatively impacted; and what space is available for reconciliation of differing 
worldviews of individuals or groups affected by the problem (Ulrich and Reynolds 2010)? 
As such, a key function of CSH is to facilitate deep reflection on a problem through the 
lens of negatively impacted groups, and so it follows that many applications address issues 
faced by marginalised groups and communities.

However, such an ideological take on emancipation places additional requirements 
on researchers (Ulrich 2003), and this is not the definition of the emancipation to which 
CSH aspires according to Ulrich. He instead describes CSH as a mechanism for achieving 
“methodological emancipation”.
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The “emancipatory interest” in this sense is without regard for persons; its only advo-
cacy is in favour of a situation of undistorted communication in which all concerned 
parties have as equal a chance of articulating their concerns as possible (Ulrich 
2003).

Following this definition, emancipation may be interpretated as the provision of a plat-
form for different voices with different perspectives to be clearly understood. Research may 
explore the perspectives of marginalised or exploited groups with a view of advocating for 
their needs and rights, and it is easy to see how such objectives might build from a founda-
tion of methodological emancipation in practical applications. However, it is the concept of 
methodological emancipation that is central to CSH: the framework is ultimately a mech-
anism through which different perspectives may be shared and critiqued, irrespective of 
power and worldview. This opens the door to a much wider range of problem contexts than 
only those that are overtly coercive.

Boundary Critique

How, though, does CSH address distorted communication beyond soft systems approaches? 
The key to this is in the practice of boundary critique. Where SSM and cognitive map-
ping provide mechanisms through which we can capture and explore different perspec-
tives, CSH employs boundary critique, a means of making transparent the assumptions that 
underpin these perspectives. Formally, boundary critique is defined as:

…a systematic – reflective and discursive – effort of handling boundary judgements 
critically, whereby “critically” means both “self-critically” questioning one’s own 
claims and “thinking for oneself” before adopting the claims of others (Ulrich and 
Reynolds 2010).

Alternatively stated, in exploring, testing, and expressing our sources of selectivity, 
CSH aims at equal opportunity for different perspectives to be heard, understood, and eval-
uated. It follows that such an approach has the potential to enable richer understanding 
and more transparent dialogue between different stakeholders than would necessarily a soft 
OR approach. Therefore, no perspective on an issue is readily accepted – they are instead 
reflected on and questioned so that they may be more comprehensively understood.

Boundary critique is practically implemented through the 12 boundary questions. These 
boundary questions are structured into a framework that aims to provide transparency 
about the assumptions that underpin perspective on a problem. The aim is to clearly under-
stand the perspective and why it is held. For example, we are likely to better understand a 
particular interpretation of the purpose of any given system (boundary question 2) from a 
particular perspective, if we know who the intended beneficiaries of the system are (bound-
ary question 1) from that same perspective. Summaries of the key points surfaced through 
application of the CSH framework are frequently presented alongside the boundary ques-
tions to which they relate (Gadsby et al. 2022; Kish et al. 2021; Venter and Goede 2017).

This slower, deliberate approach to understanding may be better suited to addressing 
the additional complexity presented by power asymmetry. For example, Venter and Goede 
(2018) explored routes to improving business intelligence systems. While they outlined and 
appreciated the benefits of Checkland’s SSM in designing such an intervention, they con-
cluded that an immediate focus on action may inhibit the formation of effective solutions 
in problems influenced by coercion. Accordingly, they advocated for approaches based on 
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CSH owing to its perceived deeper reflection on the social dimension of such problem con-
texts. Similarly, Torun and Torlak (2022) advocate for CSH as a favourable alternative to 
SSM in coercive problem situations, owing to SSM’s lack of grounding in social theory.

Reynolds (2014) applies CSH to an international development project, selecting the 
method because of the multistakeholder nature and complexity of the project. Reynolds 
draws on CSH as a “pro-equity” evaluation tool and posits that its value is not only due 
to its ability to capture different perspectives on a situation, but that CSH allows for criti-
cal reflection on the judgements that underpin these perspectives. Using India’s Narmada 
project as a case study, Reynolds demonstrates the alignment of CSH with a “triple-loop 
learning” approach, as the boundary questions move beyond understanding what a suitable 
intervention is and whether this intervention would be the “right” thing to do, and also con-
sider how we know that any given intervention is the right thing to do. Thus, CSH not only 
considers the ethical dimension of the problem situation, but draws on the wider problem 
context to understand political influence. This alignment is perhaps most evident in CSH’s 
“legitimacy” dimension, in which participants are encouraged to reflect on the problem 
from the perspectives of other stakeholders and consider both their adversities and mecha-
nisms through which they can voice issues and receive support.

While coercion and power are key focuses in the majority of CSH studies, some are less 
concerned with addressing these issues and emphasise more strongly the role of boundary 
critique in unfolding understanding of a problem. Carr and Levidow (2000) use CSH to 
consider the risks of GM food production in the UK. They apply CSH to jointly consider 
the scientific and social implications of GM crops without specific reference to coercion or 
power structures. Mejia et al. (2019) propose that CSH should be incorporated widely into 
the guidelines for critical thinking evaluation tests. Currently iPAL assesses individuals’ 
ability to evaluate bias and errors of judgement, evaluate and structure arguments, evalu-
ate the consequences of action, and deliver results. The authors argue that a key omission 
in this framework is assessment of individuals’ abilities to evaluate different perspectives 
on a problem, which may be facilitated by CSH. Notably, in this context, the authors draw 
on CSH as a framework for exploring the judgements and underpinning assumptions shap-
ing the understanding of different individuals. While exploring sources of power is a key 
dimension of CSH, the purpose of integrating CSH is not driven by the authors’ desire to 
specifically explore coercive problems for the achievement of the emancipation of margin-
alised groups. Rather, integrating the principles of boundary critique into critical thinking 
is outlined as good practice in general. Mirhosseini et al. (2021) adopted a mixed methods 
approach in their exploration of enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems. They struc-
tured 12 interviews with ERP experts based on CSH to understand the key associated risks, 
before quantitatively evaluating the significance and frequency of these risks. Again, the 
focus of this research is not in exploring an explicitly coercive problem or marginalised 
perspectives. CSH is instead employed to seek comprehensiveness in understanding expert 
perspectives on ERP.

“Is” vs. “Ought to be”

CSH research to date has highlighted the multi-faceted nature of the framework. In their 
applications, authors may be more concerned with power or the assumptions that underpin 
different points of view. An additional application is for ideal mapping – consideration of 
the system as it “is” compared with how it “ought to be” (Ulrich and Reynolds 2010). This 
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is a core feature of the CSH methodology, but authors may emphasise it more or less in 
their approaches. Ideal mapping encourages participants to think about their situation or 
problem from a best case scenario – if the reality of their situation could be exactly as they 
like, what would it look like? Participants are then encouraged to think about the situation 
as it is – by contrasting these two modes, the intervention facilitates a better understanding 
of the specificities that give rise to the “is” falling short of the “ought to be”.

Wallis et  al. (2013) emphasise comparison of the “is” and “ought to be” modes in a 
water governance case study in Australia. They identified factors driving the success of 
community-based water management governance policies, as well as barriers to the attain-
ment of more desirable outcomes. In this way, CSH provides an effective framework not 
only for unpacking complex problems, but also for understanding routes to beneficial 
change.

Action Research

CSH studies follow a range of methodological designs. Of the 77 reviewed papers, 12 
stated that they were following an action research approach (Ariyadasa and McIntyre-Mills 
2015; Dehghan Nayeri et al. 2020; Duboc et al. 2020; Goede and Taylor 2019; Kish et al. 
2021; Pinzon-Salcedo and Torres-Cuello 2018; Taylor and Goede 2016; Torun and Tor-
lak 2022; van der Linde and Goede 2021; Venter 2019; Venter and Goede 2017, 2018). 
Action research ultimately aspires to beneficial change in the situation of interest. It is 
centred on reflection and the participation of those involved. There are therefore synergies 
between CSH, as a mode of reflective inquiry, and action research designs. By engaging 
with those involved in a problem, action research aims at deep contextual understanding 
and evidence-based findings. In emphasising the perspectives of not only the involved, but 
also the affected, research following a CSH methodology draws on perspectives that may 
otherwise remain unconsidered, building a more comprehensive understanding of the situ-
ation of interest.

The utility of CSH is arguably best exemplified in an action research context, where the 
success of an intervention is determined by the extent to which it resulted in beneficial change. 
Pinzon-Salcedo and Torres-Cuello (2018) report perhaps the most impactful application of 
CSH, in which they use the framework alongside other problem structuring methods in a 
multi-year social development project in Columbian schools for addressing societal violence. 
Their designed intervention has impacted more than one million people and has permeated 
beyond school impact into society more widely. The authors report that their use of CSH 
enabled them to move beyond understanding what interventions might bring about improve-
ment to the situation, and to also understand the assumptions that underpin these moral judge-
ments – encouraging the questioning of judgements that may be “taken for granted”. They 
report that fundamental to the success of their approach was participatory reflection in the 
design of their intervention. The concept of “marginalisation” is addressed in their approach 
in two ways. Firstly, their participatory approach gave members of a marginalised commu-
nity a platform to voices their perspectives and contribute to the design of an intervention that 
was intended to address a problem in which they were the most directly impacted. Secondly, 
marginalisation may refer to marginalised elements of the of the problem situation (Midg-
ley 1992). CSH boundary questions encourage the challenging of currently held conceptions 
of a problem situation and may support participants in conceptualising the problem in new 
but relevant ways. As such, elements that may be critical to the problem and the design of a 



	 Systemic Practice and Action Research

1 3

successful intervention that have previously been neglected – “marginalised” elements – may 
be uncovered. Drawing on a wider range of perspectives – particularly those of marginalised 
individuals or groups – increases the probability of uncovering such marginalised elements in 
problems where the prevailing narrative is shaped by dominant stakeholders.

Conclusion

CSH has been applied by researchers across a range of problem domains. Most commonly, 
the approach is chosen because of coercion or asymmetric power structures inherent in the 
problematic situation. While it was not Ulrich’s intention for CSH to be applied exclusively 
to address coercion, the framework provides a mechanism for doing so that surpasses soft 
OR methodologies. This is not only because CSH directly considers the problem through 
the lenses of control and legitimacy, but also because the practice of boundary critique 
aims to challenge and comprehensively understand different perspectives, irrespective of 
the dominance with which they are held. Several authors have discussed the benefits of this 
slower, deliberate mode of inquiry over a more action oriented SSM approach (Torun and 
Torlak 2022; Venter and Goede 2018). Moreover, we have attempted to clarify how the 
practice of boundary critique may lead to methodological emancipation, and distinguished 
this concept from the ideological emancipation of marginalised groups and individuals 
sought by many CSH users. While objectives of emancipation of the latter kind is not a 
requirement of CSH, in many studies they come hand in hand with aims of methodologi-
cal emancipation, and CSH research frequently advocates for the voices of marginalised 
groups. CSH has faced criticism over its ability to adequately address coercion but action 
research in particular demonstrates the beneficial outcomes that the approach can deliver 
in such problem contexts. The underpinning ideas of CSH are complex, but it is at its core 
a versatile method for comprehensively understanding different perspectives on issues and 
why they are held. We hope that this review has helped to unpack key CSH terminology 
with reference to practical applications, so that more researchers might consider adding the 
approach to their methodological toolkit.
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