
 

  

GGeerraalldd  MMiiddgglleeyy,,  IInnssttiittuuttee  ooff  EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaall  SScciieennccee  aanndd  RReesseeaarrcchh  

((EESSRR)),,  NNeeww  ZZeeaallaanndd;;  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  HHuullll,,  UUKK;;  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  QQuueeeennssllaanndd,,  

AAuussttrraalliiaa;;  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  CCaanntteerrbbuurryy,,  NNeeww  ZZeeaallaanndd;;  VViiccttoorriiaa  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  

ooff  WWeelllliinnggttoonn,,  NNeeww  ZZeeaallaanndd..  

  

  

SSyysstteemmiicc  IInntteerrvveennttiioonn  

PPhhiilloossoopphhyy,,  MMeetthhooddoollooggyy,,  aanndd  PPrraaccttiiccee 

 
This book aims to rethink systemic intervention to enhance its relevance for 
supporting social change in the 21st Century. Section One focuses on the 
philosophy of systemic intervention; Section Two on methodology; and Section 
Three on practice. Throughout the book, arguments are provided for why 
philosophy, methodology and practice all have a role to play in our thinking about 
systemic intervention. 

 
 

 

Section One introduces the notion of systems philosophy, concentrating on the preoccupation of systems thinkers with 
undertaking ‘holistic’ or ‘comprehensive’ analyses. Of course, there is no such thing as a genuinely comprehensive analysis, so 
the defining feature of systems thinking is reflection on the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion. A new path is mapped out 
for the development of systems philosophy, which dissolves the supposedly ‘fundamental’ dualism between subject and 
object that is commonly found in the philosophy of science. 

 

Section Two of the book then goes on to examine the methodological consequences of taking this new approach. First, the 
concept of intervention is introduced. This is defined as purposeful action by an agent to create change, and is contrasted with 
observation. It is argued that observation, as undertaken in science, should actually be seen as a ‘special case’ of intervention, 
not as distinct from it. Next, the systems philosophy outlined in Section One is related to the methodology of intervention, and 
it is suggested that ‘systemic intervention’ is purposeful action by an agent to create change in relation to reflection on boundaries. 
This leads to the exposition of a theory of ‘boundary critique’, which deepens our understanding of what it means to reflect on 
boundaries in the context of intervention. Each of the following are discussed as part of this theory: the relationship between 
boundary and value judgements; the extension of the concept of boundary judgement to encompass concerns about how 
things ought to be (as well as what actually exists); the importance of wide-spread stakeholder participation in systemic 
intervention; and the need for agents to deal with the marginalisation of particular issues and stakeholders within social 
contexts. 

Then the case is made for theoretical pluralism. This follows on logically from the theory of boundary critique because every 
theory is based on either implicit or explicit assumptions about the appropriate boundaries for analysis. Therefore, if it is 
possible to explore and use a variety of different boundaries during intervention, it is also possible to draw upon a variety of 
different theories. Of course, if theoretical pluralism is possible, and if different theories can be linked into different 
methodologies and methods, then methodological pluralism must be possible too. An argument for methodological pluralism 
is presented, and the emphasis is placed on the value of this in terms of optimising flexibility and responsiveness to stakeholder 
concerns during intervention. A review of intervention methods and methodologies is also provided. 

 

Finally, Section Three of this book starts with some background to the author’s own intervention practice in Community 
Operational Research (dealing with problematic issues in community contexts). Four examples of systemic intervention are 
provided, each of which is used to illustrate a different aspect of the methodology outlined in Section Two. 

 

The book then ends with an invitation to the reader to begin to practice systemic intervention and contribute to its further 
development. 
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““TThhiiss  bbooookk  iiss  aa  vveerryy  ssppeecciiaall  ggiifftt  ttoo  tthhee  ssyysstteemmss  ccoommmmuunniittyy..  IItt  wwaass  hhaarrdd  ffoorr  mmee  ttoo  ppuutt  iitt  ddoowwnn..  AAnndd  wwhheenn  II  
ddiidd,,  tthhee  rriicchh  iinnssiigghhttss  II  ggaaiinneedd  ffrroomm  iitt  ccoonnttiinnuueedd  ttoo  iinnssppiirree  mmee  ttoo  wwoorrkk  oouutt  nneeww  uunnddeerrssttaannddiinnggss..  Then, I picked 

up the book again and continued my rewarding learning journey. The work projects a fascinating landscape of systems inquiry 
and its potentials for the new century. The author paints this emerging landscape on the largest possible canvas. It is a 
masterpiece. It integrates in dynamic recursive interaction systems philosophy, theory, methodology, and their application for 
the improvement of the human condition. It opens up our thinking and invites us to take part in the evolution of systems 
inquiry and create it as an ever changing, dynamically unfolding process”.  

BBeellaa  HH..  BBaannaatthhyy,,  PPrrooffeessssoorr  EEmmeerriittuuss  aatt  tthhee  SSaayybbrrooookk  GGrraadduuaattee  SScchhooooll  aanndd  RReesseeaarrcchh  CCeenntteerr,,  SSaann  FFrraanncciissccoo,,  CCAA,,  UUSSAA..  PPrreessiiddeenntt  

ooff  tthhee  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  SSyysstteemmss  IInnssttiittuuttee;;  PPaasstt--PPrreessiiddeenntt  ooff  tthhee  IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  SSoocciieettyy  ffoorr  tthhee  SSyysstteemmss  SScciieenncceess..  

  

““CCoommpprreehheennssiivvee  aanndd  aacccceessssiibbllee  iinn  aapppprrooaacchh,,  wweellll  ggrroouunnddeedd  iinn  eexxcceelllleenntt  eexxaammpplleess  aanndd  ttrraannssddiisscciipplliinnaarryy  
aannaallyyssiiss,,  tthhiiss  bbooookk  pprroommiisseess  ttoo  bbeeccoommee  aa  ccllaassssiicc  ssoouurrcceebbooookk  ffoorr  aaccaaddeemmiiccss  aanndd  pprraaccttiittiioonneerrss  sseeeekkiinngg  ttoo  

bbeetttteerr  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  iinntteerrvveennttiioonn  aanndd  cchhaannggee  iinn  ccoommpplleexx  ssyysstteemmss.. The author makes significant connections 

between the philosophy, methodology and practice of systemic intervention. He brilliantly demonstrates how principles of 
boundary critique enable us to work with a major paradox of our time: how to stay dynamically attuned to the moral, ethical 
and systemic implications of intervention choices while enabling coordinated inquiry and action that can support sustainable 
community improvement. An important book!”  

PPrrooffeessssoorr  SSuussaann  WWeeiill,,  DDiirreeccttoorr,,  SSOOLLAARR  CCeennttrree,,  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  tthhee  WWeesstt  ooff  EEnnggllaanndd,,  BBrriissttooll,,  UUKK..  

 

‘’C. West Churchman in the 1960s recognised that systems thinking at its core is concerned with bounded and value laden 
judgements that people make in coping with everyday life. Somehow this message became all but lost in subsequent 
conversations about systems models and methodologies.  How refreshing, then, that Gerald Midgley, from a new generation of 

systems researchers, makes boundary and value judgements pivotal to his thesis. II  ffeeeell  cceerrttaaiinn  tthhaatt  tthhee  rreeaaddeerr  wwhhoo  

ggrraassppss  tthhee  iimmppoorrttaannccee  ooff  MMiiddgglleeyy''ss  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  CChhuurrcchhmmaann''ss  wwoorrkk  wwiillll  eexxppeerriieennccee  aa  nneeww  wwiinnddooww  ooff  
tthhoouugghhtt  ooppeenniinngg  aanndd,,  tthhrroouugghh  tthhiiss  wwiinnddooww,,  wwiillll  sseeee  aa  nneeww  eexxcciittiinngg  tteerrrraaiinn  ffoorr  ssyysstteemmss  tthhiinnkkiinngg’’’’..  

PPrrooffeessssoorr  RRoobbeerrtt  LL..  FFlloooodd,,  MMaaaassttrriicchhtt  SScchhooooll  ooff  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt,,  MMaaaassttrriicchhtt,,  NNeetthheerrllaannddss;;  EEddiittoorr  ooff  tthhee  iinntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  jjoouurrnnaall  
""SSyysstteemmiicc  PPrraaccttiiccee  aanndd  AAccttiioonn  RReesseeaarrcchh""..  
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