
1 of 14Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 2024; 0:1–14
https://doi.org/10.1002/sres.3107

Systems Research and Behavioral Science

RESEARCH PAPER OPEN ACCESS

Revisiting Critical Systems Thinking: Enhancing the Gaps 
Through Sustainability and Action Methodologies
Mohammed Albakri1  |  Trevor Wood-Harper2

1Salford Business School, University of Salford, Salford, UK  |  2Alliance Manchester Business School, University of Manchester, Manchester, UK

Correspondence: Mohammed Albakri (m.albakri@salford.ac.uk)

Received: 2 December 2023  |  Revised: 14 October 2024  |  Accepted: 2 November 2024

Keywords: action learning | action research | critical systems practice | critical systems theory | critical systems thinking | participatory action research | 
sustainability

ABSTRACT
Critical systems thinking (CST) is a holistic framework that has proven instrumental in understanding and addressing complex 
problems across various domains, including social, environmental, and economic systems. Despite its longstanding reputation 
for fostering a comprehensive approach, its limitations in effectively addressing contemporary sustainability issues necessitate 
a critical reassessment. This paper aims to explore the CST paradox, reconciling the need for critical engagement with practical 
constraints, while proposing a novel framework designed to enhance the efficacy of CST in practice. Insights from prominent 
systems thinkers, such as Jackson, Checkland Flood, and Midgley, are drawn upon to trace the evolution of CST, employing a 
critical analysis of existing frameworks and methodologies. Sustainability, which encompasses environmental, economic and so-
cial dimensions, serves as an appropriate backdrop for the application of CST, reflecting a complex-pluralist ethos. Furthermore, 
the importance of addressing power dynamics, inequalities, and the ethical-political dimensions inherent in sustainability chal-
lenges aligns with the complex-coercive nature of CST. This paper advocates for the incorporation of action research, partici-
patory action research and action learning (AR/PAR/AL) into CST, resulting in a more comprehensive toolkit for confronting 
today's pressing sustainability imperatives. Ultimately, the proposed framework seeks to strengthen the relevance and effective-
ness of CST in tackling contemporary societal challenges.

1   |   Introduction

Systems thinking, in its various forms, has long been recognised 
as an effective approach for understanding and solving com-
plex problems (Jackson 2023, 2022, 2021, 2020a, 2020b, 2019). 
However, there is a growing need for systems thinking that goes 
beyond traditional models. Critical systems thinking (CST) has 
emerged as a response to this need, emphasising the importance 
of challenging established norms and engaging with diverse per-
spectives to address today's complex issues (Flood 1990; Flood 
and Jackson 1991; Midgley 1996).

The origins of systems thinking can be traced back to early 
thinkers such as Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1968), whose work laid 

the foundation for the development of general systems theory. 
Since then, CST has evolved from systems thinking to include 
concerns about power dynamics, ethics, multiple perspectives 
and reflexivity, applying these principles to develop more equi-
table and effective solutions to complex problems. This evolution 
has been significantly influenced by Peter Checkland, who pio-
neered the Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (Checkland 2000, 
1999, 1991, 1985, 1981). As a result, CST broadens systems 
thinking by incorporating critical reflection, ethical consider-
ations and an emphasis on social and political issues.

Michael C. Jackson, a prominent figure in the field, has con-
tributed significantly to the development of CST, particularly 
in coining the term and producing exemplary works (Jackson 
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2020a, 2020b, 2010, 2001). Jackson's work underscores the im-
portance of reflexivity, ethical scrutiny and stakeholder engage-
ment in addressing complex problems. His perspective on CST 
highlights the necessity to go beyond mere problem-solving, 
encouraging an exploration of the deeper ethical and political 
dimensions of the issues at hand (Jackson  2019). CST encom-
passes both Critical Systems Theory and critical systems prac-
tice (CSP), where CST refers specifically to ‘critical systems 
thinking’ in this paper. CSP represents the practical applica-
tion of CST principles to real-world problem-solving scenarios 
(Jackson 2020b, 2021, 2022, 2023). This includes the System of 
Systems Methodologies (SOSM), which serves as a tool during 
the latter stages of CSP, encompassing creativity, choice, im-
plementation and reflection. The SOSM is adaptable to various 
problem contexts, allowing for methodological flexibility while 
recognising the significance of both dominant and dependent 
methodologies (Jackson 2019, p.544). Thus, Jackson's contribu-
tions have been pivotal in advancing CST as a critical and reflec-
tive approach to systems thinking.

While CST is an approach that can address complex issues 
(Jackson  2001), it is not without challenges. One such chal-
lenge lies in balancing the critical engagement with the status 
quo and the practical limitations faced by systems thinkers 
(Flood 1990). Additionally, social theory in tackling societal in-
equalities has received less attention and is a crucial aspect of 
CST (Jackson 2019). This highlights the need to address exist-
ing challenges within the CST framework and learn from these 
experiences to enhance its practical application.

This paper aims to explore the CST paradox by examining the 
evolution of CST, Jackson's contributions and the challenges 
encountered by contemporary CST practitioners. It will draw 
upon the works of various systems thinkers and CST scholars 
(Banathy 2013; Midgley 1992; Ulrich 1983) who have developed 
critical heuristics for designing social systems. The discussion 
focuses on Jackson's efforts in advancing CST as a critical and 
reflective approach to systems thinking (Jackson  2019, 2010, 

2001) to provide a comprehensive overview of the field. In sub-
sequent sections, this paper evaluates the current appraisals and 
critiques of CST and present an enhanced model of CST that 
addresses the shortfalls of CST and enhances the practical ap-
plication of CST.

Although systems thinking has been applied across various con-
texts, such as healthcare (Jackson 2019), business (Checkland 
and Scholes 1999; Senge 2006), education (Jackson 2010) and in-
formation systems (Checkland 1981; Flood 2017), complex topics 
such as sustainability serve as an ideal focus for this paper. This 
is due to sustainability's intrinsic ties to social inequality and its 
alignment with the core principles of CST (Jackson 2019; Green, 
Molloy, and Duggan 2021; Voulvoulis et  al. 2022). As global 
challenges grow increasingly complex, interconnected and ur-
gent, sustainability concerns have become a pivotal aspect of 
the modern landscape. Sustainability encompasses intricate 
issues such as waste management, global warming, resource 
depletion, biodiversity loss and social equity (Mensah  2019). 
These issues are characterised by nonlinear behaviours, emerg-
ing properties and profound ethical and political dimensions. 
CST, with its emphasis on critical reflection, ethics and diverse 
stakeholder engagement, is inherently suited to unravel the 
complexities of sustainability (Ulrich  1983). Therefore, apply-
ing CST principles within sustainability can provide a valuable 
framework for understanding and addressing the pressing is-
sues at hand. Figure 1 illustrates logical model that is a prelude 
of the issues to be discussed throughout the paper.

By building upon the foundations of CST, including Jackson's 
perspectives, this paper navigates the complexities of contem-
porary problems with a more holistic and reflective approach. 
This paper serves as a starting point for reimagining systems 
thinking, paving the way for a more robust and dynamic ap-
proach to CST. It poses a fundamental question: How can the 
challenges in the existing CST approach be addressed and 
learned from in order to improve its practical application 
in the sustainability context?

FIGURE 1    |    Logical model for integrating action methodologies in CST. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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2   |   CST

2.1   |   Conceptualisation of CST

CST does not adhere to a singular, unequivocal approach 
that delineates fixed principles (Flood 2010). Instead, this 
concept has evolved through the contributions of various sys-
tems thinkers. Jackson (2019) elucidates that the foundations 
of CST draw from two pivotal sources: social theory and the 
systems approach. Social theory facilitates a critical exam-
ination of the theoretical assumptions underpinning differ-
ent systems approaches in relation to social reality and social 
science (Jackson and Jackson 1991). In parallel, the systems 
approach provides CST with a holistic philosophy, essential 
concepts and a diverse array of methodologies and methods. 
Jackson  (2019) further posits that CST can harness the syn-
ergistic strengths of both social theory and systems thinking. 
He contends that the social sciences possess a robust theoreti-
cal underpinning, emphasising the ontological and epistemo-
logical assumptions inherent in theory construction, thereby 
generating new knowledge. In this regard, the social sciences 
enrich systems thinking by prompting critical reflection upon 
the theoretical foundations of interventions and enhancing 
its methodologies and methods. Conversely, Jackson asserts 
that systems thinking can reciprocate by assisting the social 
sciences in practical implementation, making theoretical 
findings more pertinent for real-world application through 
well-developed methodologies aimed at effecting change 
(Jackson 2019, p. 517). Consequently, CST emerges as a crucial 
bridge between theory (CST) and practice (CSP).

2.2   |   Fundamental Commitments of CST

In delineating the underpinning philosophy and theory of 
CST, Jackson  (2019) identifies three fundamental commit-
ments: critical awareness, pluralism, and improvement. These 
commitments are instrumental in shaping the evolving land-
scape of CST (Jackson  2019). However, it is noteworthy that 
these commitments remain subjects of ongoing debate, and 
consensus regarding their precise definitions is often elu-
sive. Moreover, Flood  (2010) underscores the significance of 
these commitments within CST, introducing an additional 
commitment to the notion of the systems idea. He posits that 
CST aligns with a perspective termed ‘systemic thinking’ as 
opposed to ‘systems thinking’, firmly rejecting the notion of a 
concrete, tangible social world comprising genuine social sys-
tems (p. 275). Subsequently, there is a need to explain these 
aforementioned core commitments.

Critical awareness in CST comprises two vital aspects: ‘the-
oretical awareness’ and ‘social awareness’ (Jackson  2013). 
The former involves critically examining the theoretical 
foundations of various systems methodologies, assessing 
their strengths and limitations in addressing complex issues. 
‘Social awareness’ focuses on the societal context in which 
a systems methodology is applied, considering the impact of 
specific theories and concepts on society. This aspect is es-
sential for understanding how systems and methodologies in-
fluence societal outcomes. Jackson (2019) emphasises the role 
of the contextual ‘climate’ in which a systems methodology 

is employed, suggesting that this context can influence the 
choice of suitable methodologies. The prevailing inclination 
towards a particular methodology or worldview in a given cul-
tural context may restrict the feasibility of employing method-
ologies that misalign with these preferences. This limitation 
is exemplified by the dominance of the scientific method in 
Western societies, which restricts alternative methodologies 
that promote diverse approaches to knowledge generation 
(Flood 2010, p. 279).

Pluralism in CST signifies the diversity of available sys-
tems methodologies, such as the viable system model (VSM, 
Beer  1984), soft systems methodology (SSM, Checkland 
and Scholes  1999), and critical systems heuristics (CSH, 
Ulrich  1983). This pluralistic perspective empowers practi-
tioners to select and combine methodologies for specific pur-
poses, underscoring the principle of methodological variety 
and adaptability within CST (Flood  2010). Jackson  (2019) 
argues that the commitment to improvement within CST en-
compasses various dimensions, including efficiency, efficacy, 
effectiveness, viability, sustainability, mutual understanding, 
empowerment and emancipation. While emancipation is a 
significant element, CST's broader aim is to fortify all three 
human interests identified by Habermas, not solely emancipa-
tion (Jackson 2019). In line with the commitment to pluralism, 
Jackson (2010) contends that improvement necessitates the in-
clusion of various paradigms within systems thinking, aiming 
for progress across all facets of improvement indicators, even 
as there is a need to cultivate methodologies that explicitly ad-
dress emancipatory concerns.

Recent discussions on the application of systems thinking 
within the SOSM emphasise the importance of addressing the 
complex/coercive quadrant, previously regarded as a ‘vacant 
space’. Jackson (2019) positions liberating systems theory (LST) 
within this quadrant, emphasising the need to confront power 
dynamics in complex systems. Furthermore, Ellen Lewis and 
Ann Stephens' gender equality, environments, and marginal-
ised voices (GEMs) framework builds on LST's principles by 
addressing marginalised perspectives through intersectional-
ity and inclusive systemic thinking. Community operational 
research (COR) contributes to this discourse by seeking to 
empower community voices. Historically, the Participatory 
Appraisal of Needs and the Development of Action (PANDA) 
framework addressed this quadrant using participatory and 
emancipatory methods (Taket and White  1997; White and 
Taket  2000). Together, these approaches offer a comprehen-
sive set of tools for addressing challenges in complex, coercive 
environments and emphasising the importance of inclusive, 
participatory and emancipatory methodologies in systemic 
change.

As CST seeks to bridge the gap between theory and practice, its 
critical aspects of awareness, pluralism and improvement are 
essential for effectively tackling complex problems and socie-
tal issues. This synthesis of CST and CSP emphasises the need 
to explore both theoretical foundations and practical applica-
tions, particularly in the context of multifaceted sustainability 
challenges. This integration allows CST to adapt and remain 
relevant in addressing contemporary societal issues, leading to 
more effective and inclusive solutions.
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3   |   CST in Practice

In systems thinking, the diverse array of systems methodol-
ogies poses a challenge for practitioners when selecting the 
most suitable approach (Flood and Jackson 1991). CST, guided 
by its commitment to pluralism, advocates for a multimeth-
odological approach that integrates various systems meth-
odologies (Jackson  2001). Multimethodology (MM) involves 
the unified application of methodologies from different par-
adigms and methods, recognising the potential for synergy to 
enhance real-world problem-solving (Jackson  2019, p. 531). 
However, operating within a multiparadigm framework intro-
duces the challenge of paradigm incommensurability, arising 
from fundamental disparities in the assumptions of different 
paradigms concerning the nature of reality and knowledge 
creation (Jackson  2019). While systems thinkers have pro-
posed strategies to address this challenge (e.g., Mingers and 
Brocklesby 1997), this paper acknowledges the persistence of 
paradigm incommensurability in guiding practitioners as they 
navigate the selection and integration of systems approaches, 
particularly within social domains that may be overlooked in 
existing CST frameworks.

3.1   |   SOSM

In his exposition (2019), Jackson introduces the SOSM, co-
developed with Paul Keys in 1984 and subsequently extended by 
Jackson himself, as a pivotal precursor to the multimethodologi-
cal (MM) approach. The SOSM functions as a conceptual frame-
work that presents an ‘ideal type’ model of problem contexts, 
signifying hypothetical rather than actual problem situations. 
This model serves as a tool for categorising systems methodol-
ogies based on their underlying assumptions about these prob-
lem contexts. It provides guidelines that not only elucidate the 
strengths of various systems methodologies but also suggest the 
contexts in which the utilisation of a particular methodology is 
most appropriate (Flood and Jackson 1991).

Originally, the model introduced by Jackson  (2001) featured 
two fundamental dimensions. The first dimension categorised 
systems along a continuum from ‘simple’ to ‘complex’, where 
‘simple systems’ comprise a small number of elements with pre-
determined interactions, while ‘complex systems’ involve many 
elements engaged in loosely structured interactions that evolve 
over time due to interactions and external influences. The sec-
ond dimension classified relationships among participants as 
‘unitary’, ‘pluralist’ or ‘coercive’ (Jackson 2001, p. 237). ‘Unitary 
relationships’ indicate shared interests, values and consensus 
on goals, with all participants actively involved in decision-
making. ‘Pluralist relationships’ feature compatible interests 
and some shared values, allowing for debate and compromise in 

decision-making. In contrast, ‘coercive contexts’ involve intense 
conflicts where consensus is achieved primarily through the ex-
ercise of power (Jackson 2001) (see Table 1). Figure 2 illustrates 
the SOSM grid, which provides an overview of these different 
‘ideal type’ problem contexts.

It is possible to classify these systems methodologies within 
SOSM, according to Flood and Jackson  (1991), by thoroughly 
examining the underlying presuppositions of the various sys-
tems approaches and their conceptions of the problem context. 
In this classification, systems methodologies aligned with the 
hard systems paradigm are inherently associated with a per-
ception of the problem situation as a ‘simple-unitary’ context. 
Key methodologies in this category include systems engineering 
(SE), operations research (OR), systems analysis (SA) and the 
vanguard method (VM). System dynamics (SD) is situated in the 
‘complicated-unitary’ category, while methodologies such as the 
VSM and socio-technical systems (STS) find their place within 
the ‘complex-unitary’ context. Conversely, interactive planning 
(IP), SSM and strategic assumption surfacing and testing (SAST) 
are located between the ‘simple-pluralist’ and ‘complicated-
pluralist’ contexts (Jackson 2001). Other methodologies, such as 
Critical Systems Heuristics (CSH) and Team Syntegrity (TS), oc-
cupy positions between the pluralist and coercive contexts. It is 
worth noting that Jackson (2001) observes a scarcity of systems 
methodologies founded upon ‘coercive’ assumptions, render-
ing them notably challenging to identify (Jackson 2001, p. 237). 
He argues that the recognition of ‘coercive’ context situations 
within management science served as a catalyst for advocating a 
critical approach within systems thinking.

For the sake of argument, what is conceived as ‘critical’ is lo-
cated in the SOSM's complex-coercive space, which includes 
methodologies aimed at emancipation and liberation. Examples 
of such methodologies include LST and the GEMS framework 
(Stephens, Lewis, and Reddy 2018). According to Jackson (2019), 
CST, as represented by SOSM, seeks to capitalise on the strengths 
of each tradition within systems thinking. This recognition, in 
turn, has led to a notable emphasis on ‘emancipation’, ultimately 
becoming a defining hallmark of CST (Jackson 2010, p. 237).

Werner Ulrich's critical systems heuristics (CSH) centres on 
emancipation, emphasising the importance of considering the 
perspectives of those affected by system design. CSH addresses 
boundary judgements that define relevant perspectives, shap-
ing the problem's context (Ulrich 2003, 2012, 2005). Ulrich's 
taxonomy aims to uncover diverse stakeholder reference sys-
tems, identify beneficiaries and promote mutual understand-
ing (Ulrich 2012). Although Ulrich's CSH provides a valuable 
means to elucidate the diverse reference systems adhered to 
by stakeholders and facilitate constructive dialogue aimed at 
cultivating a shared comprehension of the problem at hand, it 

TABLE 1    |    Jackson's SOSM grid.

Participants

Unitary Pluralist Coercive

Systems Simple Simple-unitary Simple-pluralist Simple-coercive

Complex Complex-unitary Complex-pluralist Complex-coercive
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faces criticism for perceived deficiencies. This criticism cen-
tres on the absence of a comprehensive social theory that can 
elucidate the origins and perpetuation of societal inequalities 
(Jackson  2019, p. 502). Hence, Jackson  (2019) contends that 
insufficient focus has been directed towards nurturing the 
emancipatory dimension within CST. The vacant space on 
the right-hand side of SOSM, particularly in the upper-right 
quadrant, as shown visually in Figure 2 (Jackson 2019, p. 590), 
supports this claim.

3.2   |   Addressing the Vacant Space in CST: A 
Clarion Call From CSP

Thus far, the roots of CST have been explored and elucidated its 
approach to engaging with practical applications. However, the 
current CST debate has unveiled several limitations that require 
attention:

1.	 Insufficient Emphasis on Emancipation: Despite its 
emphasis on emancipation, there is scope for more attention 
to be paid to nurturing the emancipatory dimension within 
CST. This is particularly evident in Jackson's SOSM, which 
remains relatively underdeveloped, leaving a void in address-
ing societal inequalities (Jackson 2019, p. 590). For example, 
Checkland (1981) used SSM to link information systems and 
CST in the context of sustainability. SSM provides a struc-
tured approach to understanding complex STS encountered 
in sustainability challenges by employing models to repre-
sent various perspectives and stakeholders' viewpoints. This 
allows for more holistic problem-solving, the identification 
of interventions and the evaluation of their feasibility and 
systemic impact. Checkland's integration of information 
systems concepts into CST creates a systematic approach to 

addressing interconnected sustainability challenges while 
considering the perspectives of various stakeholders

2.	 Absence of a Comprehensive Social Theory: Jackson 
has critiqued Ulrich's CSH for overlooking social theory 
that can explain the origins and perpetuation of societal in-
equalities. This limitation restricts the ability to effectively 
address and rectify such inequalities within the current 
CST approach (Jackson 2019, p. 502).

To address these limitations, there is a need to first exam-
ine Jackson's existing SOSM, which has furnished valuable 
guidelines for selecting appropriate systems methodologies, 
equipping practitioners with the tools to effectively inter-
vene in complex problem scenarios. Second, the pivotal role 
of sustainability in CST was duly acknowledged in the intro-
ductory section, and the research question holds promise for 
yielding insights with direct relevance to sustainability prac-
tice. In light of the insufficient emphasis on emancipation, it 
is reasonable to speculate that the introduction of new sys-
tems methodologies positioned within the SOSM may be well-
suited for practical engagement in sustainability. However, a 
more comprehensive argument is warranted. This argument 
is reinforced by Jackson's assertion that this absence has been 
noted for over 30 years (Jackson and Jackson 1991), implying 
that it is high time for it to receive increased attention. To this 
end, a theoretical framework is needed that can expand on the 
existing CST approach, and this is precisely where the concept 
of sustainability becomes relevant. In the subsequent sections, 
the concept of sustainability is introduced, and connections to 
the discipline of CST are systematically drawn to determine 
suitable systems methodologies, thereby laying the foundation 
for a robust and well-justified framework that elucidates the 
intricate web of sustainability.

FIGURE 2    |    Critical systems practice: Positioning of major systems methodologies on the SOSM. Abbreviations: CSH, critical systems heuristics; 
GEMS, gender equality, environments, and marginalised voices; IP, interactive planning; LST, liberating systems theory; OR, operations research; 
SA, systems analysis; SAST, strategic assumption surfacing and testing; SD, system dynamics; SE, systems engineering; SSM, soft systems 
methodology; STS, sociotechnical systems; TS, team syntegrity; VM, vanguard method; VSM, viable system model. [Colour figure can be viewed at 
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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4   |   New Approach to CST

4.1   |   Current Model Overview

CST establishes a bridge between theoretical concepts (critical 
systems theory) and practical applications (CSP) by offering a 
variety of systems methodologies (Jackson  2020b, 2021, 2022, 
2023). The SOSM grid serves as a valuable tool, providing guid-
ance for selecting the most appropriate methodology for practi-
cal application. However, it is important to note that the SOSM 
does not include any systems methodologies that are explicitly 
based on the assumptions of complex-pluralist and complex-
coercive problem situations (see Figure 2). As previously men-
tioned, Jackson (2019) critiques Ulrich's CSH methodology for 
its ineffectiveness in addressing and rectifying societal inequal-
ities, citing an insufficient emphasis on emancipation and the 
absence of a comprehensive social theory. Furthermore, Flood 
and Jackson (1991) assert that for such a methodology to exist, 
it would need to address several critical issues, including the 
sources of power within organisations, the influence of organ-
isational culture on the feasibility of changes, the role of bias 
mobilisation within organisations and the relationship between 
hierarchies in organisations and divisions related to class, gen-
der, race and status in broader society (Flood and Jackson 1991, 
p. 41). It can therefore be argued that these critical issues point 
to sustainability.

4.2   |   Sustainability Nexus

When considering the term ‘sustainability’, it is often associated 
with environmental concerns, including critical issues such as 
global warming, greenhouse gases, and waste management. 
However, sustainability represents a multidimensional and ho-
listic concept that transcends traditional notions of environmen-
tal sustainability (Green, Molloy, and Duggan 2021; Voulvoulis 
et  al.  2022). It encompasses economic and social dimensions, 
as highlighted by Jackson (2019) in his recent textbook. These 
dimensions interconnect and interact, contributing to the com-
plexity of sustainability. Jackson's extensive body of work (Flood 
and Jackson 1991; Jackson 2013, 2019, 2001, 2010) underscores 
the critical need to understand and address power dynamics 
within organisations, the impact of organisational culture on 
sustainable practices and concerns related to bias and social 
divisions.

In the pursuit of sustainability within a broader societal context, 
addressing inequalities and promoting social justice becomes 
paramount. These efforts are intrinsically linked to issues of 
class, gender, race and status, extending beyond the scope of 
purely environmental matters (Jackson  2019). While various 
attempts have been made to overcome the misperception of 
sustainability, these efforts have met with limited success. The 
complexity of sustainability necessitates a robust framework 
that accommodates its multifaceted nature, encompassing 
both complex-pluralist and complex-coercive aspects. The grid 
conceptually places ‘major’ systems methodologies within a 
framework that favours established approaches over transient 
‘fashion fads’. However, it is essential to recognise that spe-
cific ST approaches have indeed cycled in and out of popular-
ity over time (e.g., HST, Viable VSM, SSM, CSH and PANDA) 

(Jackson 2019, 2001). The grid aims to counteract this trend by 
showcasing a variety of methodologies that practitioners can 
select from based on context and the progression of systemic 
inquiry. A critical challenge lies in overcoming the allure of 
these fashionable approaches, which may detract from more 
established methodologies. In this regard, the integration of ac-
tion methodologies such as action research (AR), participatory 
action research (PAR) and action learning (AL) methodologies 
into the CST framework is particularly relevant. AR, PAR and 
AL have demonstrated resilience and adaptability in addressing 
sustainability challenges, positioning them as strong contenders 
in this landscape. Consequently, sustainability, as conceptual-
ised within Jackson's SOSM and other works by systems think-
ers (e.g., Checkland  2000, 1999, 1991, 1985, 1981; Flood  1990; 
Midgley  1992, 1996), represents a framework that adequately 
captures these intricate dimensions while promoting enduring, 
evidence-based approaches to social and environmental issues.

4.2.1   |   Complex-Pluralist Aspect

Sustainability necessitates the consideration of multiple inter-
connected dimensions, including environmental, economic 
and social aspects. This interconnectedness reflects a complex 
pluralist characteristic. Pluralism in CST, as articulated in 
Jackson's work, signifies the diversity of available systems meth-
odologies and the latitude for practitioners to judiciously select 
and combine various methodologies to suit distinct purposes 
(Jackson 2019, 2001). In the context of sustainability, this plu-
ralism is particularly evident, as it acknowledges the range of di-
mensions that must be addressed to achieve true sustainability.

Engaging with diverse perspectives is essential for sustain-
ability, which aligns with the pluralism commitment of CST. 
Addressing sustainability issues involves considering a wide 
range of stakeholders, each with their unique viewpoints and 
concerns (Jackson  2019). CST emphasises the importance of 
incorporating these various perspectives when approaching 
complex problems, thus fostering an environment conducive to 
collaborative solutions. This inclusivity enriches the decision-
making process and enhances the legitimacy of outcomes, as 
stakeholders feel a sense of ownership over the processes and 
results.

Moreover, sustainability efforts are intrinsically connected to 
issues of class, gender, race, and status. This connection un-
derscores the pluralist nature of sustainability, which requires 
addressing diverse and often conflicting societal concerns and 
values (Midgley  1992). In line with its pluralist commitment, 
CST emphasises the importance of considering the social con-
text and its impact on system interventions. By recognising 
these interconnections, practitioners can develop more holistic 
and effective strategies that tackle the root causes of sustainabil-
ity challenges, leading to more equitable and just outcomes.

4.2.2   |   Complex-Coercive Aspect

Jackson's work emphasises the importance of comprehend-
ing and addressing power dynamics within organisations, as 
well as issues related to bias and social divisions in the context 
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of sustainability. These concerns are indicative of complex-
coercive characteristics. In CST, coercive situations are marked 
by intense conflict, with consensus achieved primarily through 
the exercise of power (Jackson 2019). Sustainability often neces-
sitates addressing power imbalances and coercive factors within 
societal structures. This requires not only an understanding of 
existing power dynamics but also a commitment to transform-
ing these structures to foster equitable outcomes.

The pursuit of sustainability within a broader societal context, 
particularly with a focus on addressing inequalities and promot-
ing social justice, aligns with the coercive nature of sustainabil-
ity. Coercive situations frequently involve struggles for power 
and resources, which are prevalent in discussions surrounding 
social justice and inequality (Midgley  1992). In this context, 
methodologies such as AR, PAR and AL can play a critical role 
by engaging marginalised stakeholders in meaningful dialogue 
and decision-making processes, thereby addressing these coer-
cive dynamics head-on.

Moreover, the complex-coercive nature of sustainability is ev-
ident in the deep ethical and political dimensions discussed in 
the literature. These characteristics closely mirror the challenges 
CST aims to address, often involving coercive dynamics related 
to power and decision-making (Flood 1990). By integrating ethi-
cal considerations into the sustainability discourse, practitioners 
can ensure that their approaches are not only effective but also 
just and equitable, thereby aligning with the core principles of 
CST. Recognising and addressing both the complex-pluralist 
and complex-coercive aspects of sustainability are essential for 
developing a comprehensive understanding of the challenges at 
hand and crafting effective solutions.

4.2.3   |   Reflection

Sustainability encompasses both complex-pluralist and 
complex-coercive aspects. It involves the interplay of multiple 
interconnected dimensions and diverse perspectives, reflect-
ing a complex pluralist character. At the same time, it entails 
addressing power dynamics, inequalities and deep ethical and 
political dimensions, aligning with the complex-coercive nature 
of CST. This classification highlights the intricate and multi-
faceted nature of sustainability, making it an ideal concept to 
apply to CST and related methodologies. Given the absence of 
complex-pluralist and complex-coercive aspects of sustainabil-
ity in the current CST approach, it is argued that methodologies 
such as AR, PAR and AL can more inclusively and effectively 
address and learn from the challenges of sustainability.

4.3   |   Addressing the Sustainability Nexus: An 
Action Approach

Conducting a research project is a multifaceted endeavour that 
resides at the crossroads of theoretical concepts and their prac-
tical applications. It represents the juncture where abstract 
theories find real-world relevance, leading to the generation of 
novel insights and the expansion of our knowledge base. CST, 
as expounded by Jackson (2019), emerges as a promising frame-
work for engaging with complex, real-world problems. This 

approach is particularly well-suited to addressing the endur-
ing challenge of navigating intricate, complex and often coer-
cive contexts. Jackson (2019) further underscores the necessity 
to emphasise the emancipatory dimension within CST, which 
directly confronts the complexities inherent in management 
science (Jackson 2010). While the tools at our disposal may not 
be ideal for tackling these complex and coercive contexts, our 
commitment to engaging with them remains of paramount im-
portance. By immersing ourselves in these intricate, pluralistic 
and sometimes coercive environments, new perspectives can be 
introduced and gain a deeper understanding of the challenges 
they pose. Hence, it can be contend that AR, PAR and AL can 
effectively address the sustainability nexus (see Table 2).

AR, initially introduced by Kurt Lewin in 1946, is a dynamic 
research approach aimed at generating fresh insights and im-
proving practical interventions to address pressing social issues 
(Jackson 2019; Lewin 1946). The relationship between CST and 
AR has evolved over time, with contemporary perspectives rec-
ognising their inherent connection (Flood 2017). CST and AR 
synergise effectively, as systemic thinking aids in understand-
ing the unknowable, while AR generates knowledge and en-
ables purposeful action (Flood 2010). AR manifests differently 
across various academic disciplines, contributing to its diverse 
nature. Definitions of AR can vary, but Baskerville and Wood-
Harper (1998) and Greenwood and Levin (2008) offer some of the 
most concise definitions. Baskerville and Wood-Harper  (1998) 
refer to AR as a cognitive process reliant on the social interac-
tion between observers and individuals in their immediate en-
vironment (p. 91), while Greenwood and Levin describe it as 
collaborative social research conducted by professional action 
researchers and stakeholders to enhance participants' well-
being (Greenwood and Levin  2006). Consequently, AR consis-
tently comprises elements of action, research and participation 
(Cornish et al. 2023; Kemmis and Wilkinson 2002).

Different orientations exist within AR, such as pragmatic and 
critical orientations (Johansson and Lindhult 2008). The prag-
matic approach focuses on practical knowledge development 
and collaboration to improve human praxis, aligning with 
the broad dialogue promoted by scholars like Greenwood and 
Levin (2006). In contrast, the critical orientation aims at emanci-
pation and reflective knowledge generation to unveil hidden ide-
ologies and discourses in situations marked by unequal power 
dynamics (Johansson and Lindhult 2008). The AR process, as 
depicted by Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2014), forms a self-
reflective spiral involving iterative stages of planning, acting, 
observing and reflecting. This cyclic pattern guides objective-
setting, action, observation and reflection, leading to ongoing 
practice improvements based on insights gained from reflection 
(Kemmis, McTaggart, Nixon, Kemmis et al. 2014; Kindon, Pain, 
and Kesby 2007).

AR has proven particularly useful for studying mainstream 
social science disciplines such as information systems (IS) 
(Baskerville and Wood-Harper  1996; Wood-Harper and Wood 
2005; Ali, Wood-Harper and Wood  2023). For example, a re-
cent study conducted by Ali, Edghiem and Alkhalifah (2023) 
offers contemporary empirical support for the application of 
AR in the examination and mitigation of social disparities, 
specifically focusing on cultural challenges associated with 
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the deployment of enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems 
within the Middle Eastern oil and gas sector. This study resulted 
in the formulation of action plans aimed at addressing social 
and cultural issues related to workplace technophobia and the 
scarcity of technical skills. Furthermore, Baskerville and Wood-
Harper (1998), in their genealogy of IS AR, have shown a link 
between Checkland's systems thinking and Jackson's critical 
systems theory (p. 94). The argument concerning the absence of 
robust social theory within the extant CST approach, alongside 
the established connections between systems thinking and CST 
articulated by pioneering AR and systems thinking scholars, 
presents a persuasive rationale for considering the integration 
of AR as a means to rectify the evident gap in addressing social 
dimensions.

PAR, on the other hand, builds upon the existing preconceptions 
of the AR methodology. Cornish et al. (2023) refer to PAR as a 
research methodology that emphasises the significance of first-
hand experiential knowledge in addressing challenges arising 
from inequitable and detrimental social structures. It centres on 
the active involvement of individuals directly affected by these 

challenges, who lead efforts to instigate transformative social 
changes by engaging in systematic research processes aimed 
at creating novel insights and understanding. PAR seeks to em-
power individuals not only to identify and comprehend the is-
sues they face but also to actively work towards emancipatory 
solutions. Moreover, a key aspect of PAR that distinguishes it as 
a subset of AR is the nature of participation by team members 
in collaborating to overcome social disparities (Gaffney  2008, 
p. 10).

Action learning (AL) is a dynamic and practical educational 
process, wherein participants solve real-world problems in real 
time, gaining firsthand experience and insights. Developed 
and popularised by Reg Revans (1981), AL differs from tradi-
tional academic approaches by emphasising active, problem-
oriented engagement over passive learning. Participants, 
typically managers or professionals, form small groups known 
as ‘sets’ to address and analyse real-world operational chal-
lenges. This method promotes deep reflection and mutual sup-
port, encouraging participants to rethink their value systems 
and develop practical solutions through iterative cycles of 

TABLE 2    |    Comparison of AR/PAR/AL.

Aspect Action research (AR)
Participatory action 

research (PAR) Action learning (AL)

Introduction year 1946 Built on the foundation 
of AR (1970s)

Developed in the 1940s, 
popularised in the 1980s

Primary aim Generate fresh insights and 
improve practical interventions 
to address social issues.

Emphasis on firsthand 
experiential knowledge to address 
inequitable social structures.

Solve real problems while 
simultaneously learning 
from the process.

Elements Emphasises the active 
involvement of individuals.

Emphasises the active involvement 
of individuals working 
together or collaboratively.

Focuses on small groups 
called ‘action learning 
sets’ working on real 
problems, reflecting and 
learning from each other.

Orientations within 
the approach

Pragmatic and critical 
orientations. Pragmatic 
orientation focuses on 
practical knowledge 
development and collaboration. 
Critical orientation aims at 
emancipation and reflective 
knowledge generation to 
unveil hidden ideologies and 
unequal power dynamics.

Built upon the AR foundation to 
include collaborative, systematic 
research to enhance well-being.

Emphasises practical 
problem-solving, 
leadership development 
and collective learning.

Process structure Forms a self-reflective 
spiral involving iterative 
stages of planning, acting, 
observing and reflecting.

Built upon the AR foundation to 
include collaborative, systematic 
research processes, actively 
involving individuals to address 
challenges and work towards 
transformative social changes.

Involves cyclical processes 
of action and reflection 
in small groups, focusing 
on problem-solving, 
questioning, and learning.

Emphasis Generating knowledge and 
enabling purposeful action 
to address social issues.

Unveiling and addressing hidden 
ideologies and power dynamics, 
seeking the empowerment of 
individuals to actively work 
towards emancipatory solutions.

Practical problem-
solving, professional and 
organisational development 
through collective 
learning and reflection.
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action and reflection (Pedler and Abbott 2013). Revans (1981) 
identified four core activities underpinning AL: applying the 
scientific method, making rational decisions, exchanging 
sound advice and criticism and learning new behaviours. By 
engaging directly with real-world issues, participants enhance 
their problem-solving abilities and deepen their understand-
ing of their work environment. This experiential learning 
approach has been employed across various industries world-
wide, including healthcare, manufacturing, information tech-
nology, education, finance and banking, nonprofit and social 
enterprises, as well as government and public sector organ-
isations, demonstrating its adaptability and effectiveness in 
diverse contexts (Pedler 2024).

AR, PAR and AL are methodologies that aim to solve real-
world problems through active participation and reflection. 
They share a commitment to practical problem-solving, stake-
holder engagement and iterative cycles of action and reflec-
tion. However, their focus and purpose differ; AL primarily 
centres on individual and team development within organi-
sational contexts, whereas AR and PAR emphasise generat-
ing actionable knowledge for social change and empowering 
participants. Furthermore, AR and PAR possess a stronger 
research orientation, frequently producing formalised knowl-
edge, while AL is more practice-oriented, emphasising im-
mediate learning and application. AR and PAR participants 
work as co-researchers with a critical perspective on power 
dynamics and social justice, whereas AL participants focus on 

solving specific problems and learning from the process rather 
than engaging in broader social critique.

It can be argued that AR, PAR and AL provide a suitable fit 
as systems methodologies for addressing the social disparities 
that have received less attention in the existing CST approach. 
These methodologies are particularly adept at addressing and 
learning from the multifaceted challenges of sustainability 
through their participatory, adaptable and inclusive nature, 
thus enabling practitioners to navigate complexities, engage 
stakeholders, consider diverse dimensions, address power dy-
namics and effectively navigate ethical and political consider-
ations. Integrating AR, PAR and AL within the CST approach 
offers a holistic and dynamic means of addressing and learn-
ing from the challenges of sustainability more inclusively and 
effectively.

4.4   |   Mapping AR/PAR/AL in CST

The integration of AR, PAR and AL methodologies into the ex-
isting CST approach is particularly crucial, given the intricate 
and multifaceted nature of sustainability issues that transcend 
traditional notions of environmental sustainability and encom-
pass economic and social dimensions. These methodologies pro-
vide a dynamic approach that aligns with both complex-pluralist 
and complex-coercive aspects within the context of sustainabil-
ity (see Table 3).

TABLE 3    |    CST and AR/PAR mapping.

Aspect AR/PAR/AL application Sustainability (CST/SOSM) example

Complex-pluralist aspects ● Interconnected dimensions: Facilitate 
exploring the interconnected aspects 
of sustainability through iterative 
problem-solving approaches.
● Engagement with diverse perspectives: 
Excel at involving a broad range 
of stakeholders, promoting deeper 
collaboration and co-creation and ensuring 
continuous feedback and adjustment.
● Inclusivity and social justice: Prioritise 
inclusivity and social justice, aiming 
to empower marginalised stakeholders 
and address societal inequalities.

● Stakeholders use AR/PAR/AL to investigate 
social issues such as community cohesion, access 
to healthcare and education and social disparities, 
creating programmes for social well-being.
● In a long-term urban renewal project, AR/
PAR/AL methodologies involve urban planners, 
architects, environmentalists, residents 
and community leaders in collaborative 
workshops and co-design activities.
● In a sustainable agriculture project, AR/PAR/
AL methodologies engage farmers, indigenous 
communities and low-income agricultural workers 
in decision-making and resource allocation.

Complex-coercive aspects ● Power dynamics and inequalities: 
Address power dynamics and inequalities 
within organisations and society, 
empowering marginalised stakeholders 
and reducing power imbalances.
● Social justice and inequalities: 
Promote social justice, address systemic 
inequalities and resolve coercive 
aspects within sustainability issues.
● Ethical and political dimensions: Explore 
the ethical and political dimensions of 
sustainability challenges, challenging 
prevailing ideologies and structures.

● In a community development project 
cantered on sustainable urban planning, 
AR/PAR/AL methodologies engage 
historically marginalised residents in 
planning and decision-making processes.
● An AR/PAR/AL project in a diverse school 
district involves teachers, parents and students 
from various backgrounds to address educational 
disparities and foster social justice.
● An AR/PAR/AL initiative in a healthcare 
organisation involves healthcare professionals, 
ethicists, patients and policymakers to 
address ethical healthcare practices and 
promote equitable healthcare access.
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4.4.1   |   Complex-Pluralist Aspects

Sustainability necessitates the consideration of multiple dimen-
sions that are intricately interconnected. AR, PAR and AL all 
employ iterative problem-solving approaches that enable stake-
holders to investigate the interrelationships among these dimen-
sions. For instance, these methodologies can be instrumental in 
exploring social issues such as community cohesion, access to 
healthcare and education and social disparities. By leveraging 
AR, PAR and AL, stakeholders can develop and implement pro-
grammes that enhance social well-being, including initiatives 
like community centres, educational programmes and health-
care clinics. This iterative approach not only aligns with the rec-
ognition of interconnected dimensions within sustainability but 
also exemplifies how collaborative efforts can lead to compre-
hensive solutions that consider the social determinants of health 
and education.

Furthermore, sustainability involves a wide range of stakehold-
ers, each with unique perspectives and concerns. While bring-
ing together various parties is standard practice in the UK and 
other contexts, AR, PAR and AL methodologies distinguish 
themselves by not only involving diverse perspectives but also 
encouraging deeper collaboration and co-creation among stake-
holders throughout the research process. This inclusivity en-
sures that all relevant viewpoints are considered, which aligns 
with CST's commitment to pluralism and fosters collective own-
ership of outcomes. Unlike other methodologies, AR, PAR and 
AL emphasise iterative cycles of reflection and action, allowing 
for continuous feedback and adjustment—an essential feature 
when tackling complex sustainability challenges. By actively 
engaging a diverse range of stakeholders, these methodologies 
address the myriad societal concerns and values inherent in 
sustainability.

Consider a long-term urban renewal project as an illustrative 
example. In this context, AR, PAR and AL methodologies 
would convene urban planners, architects, environmental-
ists, residents and community leaders. Through collaborative 
workshops, feedback sessions and co-design activities, these 
methodologies would ensure that all stakeholders' perspec-
tives and needs are integrated into project design and execu-
tion. By fostering ongoing dialogue and collaboration among 
these diverse stakeholders, AR, PAR and AL ensure that the 
project comprehensively addresses all sustainability aspects. 
This results in a more inclusive and effective urban renewal 
strategy, enhancing the project's legitimacy and acceptance 
within the community.

Sustainability is inextricably linked to questions of class, gen-
der, race and status. AR, PAR and AL methodologies prioritise 
inclusivity and social justice, aiming to empower marginal-
ised stakeholders and address societal inequalities. These 
methodologies provide platforms for confronting power im-
balances and coercive structures that frequently hinder social 
justice in sustainability contexts. For example, in a sustain-
able agriculture project, these methodologies would actively 
engage farmers, indigenous communities, and low-income 
agricultural workers. By incorporating these marginalised 
stakeholders into decision-making and resource allocation 
processes, the project aims to address inequalities, empower 

underrepresented groups and challenge power imbalances 
within the agricultural sector. This underscores the potential 
of AR, PAR and AL methodologies to promote social justice 
and inclusivity in sustainability efforts.

By integrating AR, PAR and AL methodologies, which have 
proven effective in both educational and healthcare con-
texts, this framework highlights how these approaches can 
be adapted to address sustainability challenges. This align-
ment not only reinforces the argument for incorporating ac-
tion research approaches into sustainability practices but also 
illustrates their applicability across various domains, thus 
enriching the discussion on the potential of these methodolo-
gies to foster holistic and inclusive solutions to contemporary 
issues.

4.4.2   |   Complex-Coercive Aspects

AR, PAR and AL methodologies specifically address power 
dynamics within organisations and society. These methodol-
ogies aim to empower marginalised stakeholders and create a 
forum for questioning coercive power structures, aligning with 
Jackson's focus on understanding and addressing power dy-
namics and inequalities in the context of sustainability. By fa-
cilitating active participation in decision-making processes, AR, 
PAR and AL methodologies work to reduce power imbalances. 
For example, in a community development project focused on 
sustainable urban planning, these methodologies can be em-
ployed to actively engage local residents, particularly those from 
historically marginalised neighbourhoods, in planning and 
decision-making. This engagement enables residents to voice 
their concerns and aspirations, thereby addressing the power 
disparities that previously prevented them from influencing 
their communities. This illustrates the potential of AR, PAR 
and AL methodologies to effectively tackle power dynamics and 
inequalities while promoting sustainability in urban planning 
contexts.

While AR, PAR and AL methodologies emphasise active partic-
ipation and reflection, their overarching goals and scopes differ 
significantly. AL is commonly utilised in organisational settings 
and emphasises individual and team development through real-
time problem-solving. In contrast, AR and PAR methodologies 
are deeply committed to addressing systemic inequalities and 
promoting social justice within broader societal contexts. For in-
stance, an AR/PAR project in a diverse school district may con-
vene stakeholders from various backgrounds—such as teachers, 
parents and students—to collaboratively address educational 
disparities. This initiative not only enhances educational out-
comes but also fosters a sense of community and shared respon-
sibility among participants.

Despite the differences in focus, both approaches contribute to 
addressing sustainability issues, with AL promoting practical 
solutions in specific organisational contexts while AR and PAR 
advocate for transformative societal change. Furthermore, AR, 
PAR and AL methodologies provide platforms for investigating 
the complex ethical and political dimensions of sustainability is-
sues. They enable stakeholders to engage in reflective processes, 
identify dominant ideologies and discourses, and work towards 
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more ethical and just solutions. For example, an AR/PAR ini-
tiative in a healthcare organisation addressing sustainability is-
sues related to ethical healthcare practices involves stakeholders 
such as healthcare professionals, ethicists, patients, and policy-
makers. By working collaboratively, these stakeholders examine 
and address ethical dimensions, aiming to expose and challenge 
existing ideologies and power structures. This collaboration 
seeks to improve ethical decision-making and promote equitable 
healthcare access, while also navigating the complexities inher-
ent in the coercive aspects of sustainability challenges.

According to the adapted model (see Figure 3) and the discus-
sions herein, AR, PAR and AL methodologies are characterised 
as more coercive and pluralist than unitarian due to their in-
clusive and participatory nature. In contrast to unitarian ap-
proaches, which may prioritise top-down decision-making or 
overlook diverse stakeholder perspectives, AR, PAR and AL 
methodologies actively engage a variety of stakeholders through-
out the research or problem-solving process. These methodolo-
gies aim to empower stakeholders from different backgrounds, 
including marginalised groups, to participate meaningfully in 
decision-making processes, thereby challenging power imbal-
ances and coercive structures within organisations and society.

AR, PAR and AL promote stakeholder collaboration and co-
creation, facilitating the exploration of interconnected dimen-
sions and consideration of multiple viewpoints. This dynamic 
and participatory approach aligns with CST's commitment 
to pluralism, recognising the significance of diverse perspec-
tives when addressing complex issues such as sustainability. 
Consequently, AR, PAR and AL methodologies are less unitar-
ian and more coercive and pluralistic, actively tackling power 
dynamics, promoting inclusivity and involving stakeholders in 
long-term problem-solving efforts.

AR, PAR and AL methodologies are well-suited to address the 
complex-pluralist and complex-coercive aspects of sustainabil-
ity within the current CST approach based on Jackson's (2019) 
SOSM (see Figure  3). These methodologies address intercon-
nected dimensions, diverse perspectives and issues of inclu-
sivity, social justice, power dynamics and ethical and political 
concerns. They provide a dynamic, participatory and inclusive 
approach to addressing the multifaceted challenges of sustain-
ability, resulting in a more comprehensive and holistic problem-
solving process. By actively engaging stakeholders, including 
marginalised groups, in decision-making and problem-solving 
activities, AR, PAR and AL methodologies promote equity, 
empowerment, and long-term sustainability. This integrated 
approach aligns with CST principles and fosters collaborative 
efforts to systematically and effectively address sustainability 
challenges.

5   |   Conclusion

The CST framework presented in this paper offers a novel 
approach to addressing the multifaceted concept of sus-
tainability. This adapted framework is a refined version of 
Jackson's (2019) initial work, which contends that insufficient 
focus has been directed towards nurturing the emancipatory 
dimension within the existing CST approach based on SOSM. 
This is illustrated by the empty space on the right-hand side of 
SOSM, particularly in the upper-right quadrant (see Figure 2, 
Jackson 2019, p. 590).

Sustainability encompasses a variety of environmental, eco-
nomic and social factors that necessitate a proactive and inclusive 
approach to problem-solving. It includes both complex-pluralist 
and complex-coercive aspects, recognising the importance of 

FIGURE 3    |    Adapted critical systems practice: A repositioning of major systems methodologies on the SOSM. Abbreviations: AL, action learning; 
AR, action research; CSH, critical systems heuristics; GEMS, gender equality, environments, and marginalised voices; IP, interactive planning; LST, 
liberating systems theory; OR, operations research; PAR, participatory action research; SA, systems analysis; SAST, strategic assumption surfacing 
and testing; SD, system dynamics; SE, systems engineering; SSM, soft systems methodology; STS, sociotechnical systems; TS, team syntegrity; VM, 
vanguard method; VSM, viable system model. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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simultaneously addressing interconnected dimensions, diverse 
perspectives, power dynamics, social justice and deep ethical 
and political concerns. Recognising the complexities of sustain-
ability, it became clear and necessary to identify methodologies 
that were missing from the current CST approach. These meth-
odologies should thoroughly examine and address the complex-
pluralist and complex-coercive aspects of sustainability to close 
the framework gap highlighted by Jackson (2019).

This paper proposes integrating AR, PAR and AL methodologies 
into CST as they provide a dynamic, participatory and inclusive 
approach to addressing sustainability issues. Their applications 
are diverse, ranging from sustainable urban planning and ed-
ucation to agriculture and healthcare. These established meth-
odologies aim to empower stakeholders, engage marginalised 
voices, challenge coercive structures and promote social justice, 
all in line with the fundamental principles of sustainability. This 
novel integration not only enhances CST but also acts as a vital 
link between theoretical concepts and practical applications, 
emphasising the importance of the emancipatory dimension 
within CST (Jackson 2019).

The proposed CST approach highlights the absence of systems 
methodologies in the complex-pluralist and complex-coercive 
aspects while also redefining our strategy for addressing these 
complex challenges in the context of sustainability. It under-
scores the significance of interdisciplinary, participatory and 
adaptive methodologies as key drivers of sustainable endeav-
ours. Immersing ourselves in the pluralistic, interconnected and 
sometimes coercive environments of sustainability reveals new 
perspectives and deepens our understanding of the challenges 
they present. As a result, the combination of CST and AR/PAR 
methodologies creates a robust and versatile toolkit for navigat-
ing sustainability. This integration is more than just a theoreti-
cal concept; it is a call to action, emphasising the importance of 
CST in shaping a sustainable world.
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Appendix 

Summary of Paper Originality and Contribution

The current paper offers a significant advancement in the field of 
CST by exploring the integration of various methodologies, specif-
ically AR, PAR and AL, within the context of sustainability. This 
integration not only emphasises the practical application of CST but 
also addresses key criticisms of existing frameworks, particularly the 
insufficient focus on emancipation and the need for a comprehensive 
social theory.

Application of Mike Jackson's Ideas

The paper builds upon Mike Jackson's foundational ideas in CST, par-
ticularly his advocacy for pluralism and the necessity of addressing 
power dynamics within social systems. By examining Jackson's SOSM 
framework, the paper highlights its strengths, such as providing a struc-
tured approach to selecting appropriate methodologies for complex 
problem-solving, while also addressing its limitations. For instance, 
Jackson's SOSM has been critiqued for its lack of methodologies specifi-
cally tailored for complex-coercive and complex-pluralist contexts. The 
paper argues that incorporating AR, PAR and AL can fill this void, thus 
demonstrating how Jackson's ideas can be expanded and practically ap-
plied to enhance the relevance and effectiveness of CST in contempo-
rary sustainability challenges.

Advancing Mike's Thinking

This paper extends Jackson's SOSM framework by proposing a new in-
tegrative model that incorporates AR, PAR and AL methodologies as 
essential components for effectively addressing sustainability issues. By 
drawing from real-world examples and aligning these methodologies 
with the complex-pluralist and complex-coercive dimensions of sustain-
ability, the paper advances Jackson's thinking on the need for critical 
engagement with social issues. This proposition not only enhances the 
theoretical landscape of CST but also provides practitioners with practi-
cal tools to facilitate inclusive decision-making processes and empower 
marginalised voices.

Argument Against Mike's Position

While Jackson's emphasis on CST's reflexivity and ethical scrutiny is 
acknowledged, the paper argues that there remains a gap in addressing 
systemic inequalities within the current framework. By critiquing the 
existing CST methodologies for their inadequate attention to the eman-
cipatory dimension, the paper advocates for a more robust approach 
that includes the social theory necessary to confront these inequalities. 
This critique is essential, as it calls for a re-evaluation of how CST can 
evolve to remain relevant in tackling complex societal issues, particu-
larly in sustainability contexts.

Recommendation

To significantly enhance the impact and applicability of CST in ad-
dressing the intricate challenges of sustainability, it is imperative that 
practitioners adopt a more robust multimethodological approach. This 
entails the integration of diverse methodologies such as AR, PAR and 
AL, which can facilitate a more nuanced understanding of complex 
social issues. By actively employing these methodologies, practitioners 
can tailor their interventions to specific contexts, thus increasing their 
relevance and effectiveness. Additionally, this approach must prioritise 
themes of emancipation and social justice, ensuring that marginalised 
communities are actively engaged in the decision-making processes. 
Such engagement not only enriches the dialogue surrounding sustain-
ability initiatives but also ensures that solutions reflect the diverse per-
spectives and needs of all stakeholders involved. Failure to incorporate 
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these voices risks perpetuating existing inequalities and undermines 
the transformative potential of CST.

Furthermore, there is a pressing need to develop and integrate com-
prehensive social theories within the CST framework to address sys-
temic inequalities and power dynamics effectively. Future research 
should focus on exploring how these theories can inform CST practices, 
thereby bridging the gap between theoretical constructs and practical 
applications. Interdisciplinary collaboration among scholars, social sci-
entists and practitioners is essential to cultivate a richer understanding 
of the complexities surrounding sustainability. Educational institutions 
must also play a critical role by embedding CST principles into their 
curricula, fostering the next generation of leaders equipped to navi-
gate multifaceted challenges. Additionally, leveraging technology for 
stakeholder engagement can facilitate more inclusive and transparent 
decision-making processes, allowing for broader participation. By im-
plementing these recommendations, the field of CST can significantly 
enhance its capacity to create meaningful and equitable solutions, ad-
dressing the urgent sustainability challenges of our time.

Conclusion

The originality and contribution of this paper lie in its critical engage-
ment with Jackson's work, providing a nuanced understanding of how 
CST can evolve to address contemporary challenges. By integrating AR, 
PAR and AL methodologies, the paper not only enhances theoretical 
discourse but also offers practical solutions that address pressing sus-
tainability issues, thereby fulfilling the need for a comprehensive and 
inclusive approach to CST. This contribution is particularly valuable to 
scholars and practitioners aiming to navigate the complexities of social 
systems and promote equitable solutions in their respective fields.
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