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ABSTRACT

Three means to answer the question are
taken by discussing: 1) four character-
istics that make a method systemic, 2)
four characteristics that make a method
scientific but not necessarily systemic,
and 3) seven characteristics that qualify a
method as systemic for application to
human activity systems. Some common
beliefs about systems are presented and
revisited in light of discussion of the
characteristics.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this position paper is to
discuss concisely in the limited space of

the text a select set of characteristics, or

criteria if you will, that may be used to
decide whether, and in what ways, a
research method for human inquiry is in
fact systemic. To begin and in juxta-
position with the presentation of char-
acteristics, I provide some data solicited
about the idea of systems. I have placed
some restrictions on such an exercise in
that first the chief realm of interest shall
pertain to human phenomena, persons,
groups, and collectives of human beings,
and human activity systems. Second, the

characteristics chosen are salient ones
but by no means the only ones. Third, the
subject matter concerns research method-
ology of the human sciences, that is,
methodology of those sciences pertaining
to and having something to contribute to
explaining, understanding, and amelior-
ating human beings.

2 BELIEFS ABOUT SYSTEMS

To go beyond my own impressions of
what features a method might have to be
considered systemic, I asked a group of
graduate student seminar participants at
the outset of their course with me in
“systems research methodology in
organizations” for their ideas about what
a systems method might mean. Their
initial responses are presented in Table 1.

Although the responses, such as “focus
on interrelationships” and “inputs . . .
among them,” seem clearly familiar to the
more formalized definitions [6, 16, 18, 19,
23], other responses, such as “can’t cut .
. two cows” and “synergy . . . its
parts,” allude to the distinction between
sets and systems [24], and still others,
such as “. . . visionary” and “outcome . . .
something new,” imply emergence and
purposiveness [1, 3].

Certainly, I do not mean to delimit each
response in Table 1 to one category, for
each entry may allude to more than one
quality of systemics, but I wish only to
point out the variety of immediate a priori
ideas one can obtain from an educated
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audience about to launch into a serious
study of systems methodology. Further,
the nature and range of response can be
instructive, critiqued, and debated in the
beginning, so as to flush out and specify
what one might expect of a research
method to be systemic.

« Focus on interrelationships

* inputs, processes, outputs, and
relationships among them

* Understand how current problems were
created by non systemic solutions

* Can't cut a cow in half and get two cows

* Study the whole through the analysis of
partf—-interdependence and grasping the
whole

* Not necessarily linear—more than one way
0 get to a specific end

* Not only what exists, but also desired—
visionary

* Outcome oriented—knowiedge to bring
about something new

- Synergy and total is more than the sum of
its parts

* Influence, manipulation, and control as
catalyst for individual and group—driving
force '

Table 1. The idea of “systems.”

3 TO BE SYSTEMIC

To make the more direct entrance, there
are four key characteristics of a systemic
- research method. These characteristics
are (1) perspectivistic, (2) comprehen-
sive, (3) holistic, and (4) complexifi-
cative.

3.1 Perspectivistic

A systemic research method is per-
spectivistic in that it provides the
researcher with more than one view,
vantage point, dimension, perspective,
and the like, of the system. The minimum
number recommended is three. Prior theo-
retical developments and uses in mathe-
matics, surveying and astronomical calcu-
lation have established on firm ground the

scientific basis in the behavioral, social
and human sciences for the canvergence
of three points of view, instruments (data
collection techniques), and sources of
data, often termed triangulation; see for
example [25, 29). As an application of
perspectivism, triangulation is a methodo-
logical principle for internal validity, cross
validation, corroboration, and convergent
validity in human inquiry [10].

This feature of a systemic method is
pivotal in the systems theory literature,
stemming from earlier formulations of a
general theory of systems [5]. Over the
latter part of this century, this char-
acteristic shows up in various forms of
systems research methodology, for
example (3, 12, 28, 9, 21, 22].

3.2 Comprehensive

To be considered truly systemic, method-
ology must be comprehensive. It must
scope and cover the elements and their
interactions throughout the system. That
is, the inquiry must attempt a system-
wide examination of the focus of inquiry.
The methodology must include sufficient
components to provide the fullest pos-
sible coverage of the system. To make
the elements and interactions visible -
usually requires more than one data
collection technique, one instrument, per-
son, even more than one method.

This feature typically involves adoption of
a theoretical conceptual framework to
apply or overlay on the system, so to
speak. Or alternatively, perhaps one
could say to apply a lens [16], through
which one can see, study, and evaluate
the system. The emphasis here is inquiry
that shall enable a macro to micro, even
fine grain look at the system. Likely, the
most well known example is Living
Systems Theory and the process analysis
methodology associated with it [23].
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3.3 Holistic

In complementarity with comprehensive-
ness, emphasis on the more macro nature
and possible though likely emergent
properties of the system define this
feature of systemic method. There is aiso
more interest here for researchers to
attend to the system as a whole entity in
its context, that is the systems-
environment interactions and co-evol-
utionary aspects of the system. Those

elements and their interactions, which

induce and define the wholeness of the
system, must be made accessible through
the methodology. But which forms of
systemic methodology are better suited
to the study of emergent properties of the
system in contrast to its internal
dynamics are not as yet well understood
in the human realm. As illuminating as
systems analysis might be, unfortunately
the researcher cannot compromise the
methodology to the intensive study of
parts and delimited interactions in the
hope of extrapolating the properties and
behaviors of the whole system.

A research method(ology) that adopts
the priority of studying the network in
which the system is embedded, modeling
system-environment relations, and de-
tecting emergent properties are examples
that accentuate the holistic feature of
systemic.

3.4 Complexificative

Where the previous three characteristics
tend to cover “breadth and depth,” I view
the more recently articulated complex-
ificative characteristic to consider the idea
of “density.” Consequently, as the re-
searcher’s interest in studying a system
involves increasing coverage of its
complexity, there is a complexification of
the methodology to enable the researcher
to grasp a fuller comprehension of the
system.

Systems may be described to be
comprised of subsystems and belonging
to suprasystems. Natural systems ap-
pear to have evolved to ever ter
levels of complexity [18, 20]. Complex-
ification appears to be an evolutionary
phenomenon of the natural world with
many aspects attracting scientific scutiny
[71.

However, in the context of this paper, by
complexificative, I refer to methodological
complexification that is an inherent char-
acteristic of systemic research. Specific-
ally, the complexification of methodology
is the process of matching the complexity
of the methodology to the demands and
expectations of the researcher to compre-
hend the complexity of the system. It
should come as little surprise therefore
that researchers must strive to improve
the sophistication of their methodology to
study higher orders of complexity of
systems. For method(ology) to be sys-
temic, complexification must be built into

the inquiry.

An illustration of complexification in sys-
tems methodology can be seen in Pro-
cessing Systems Methodology [12],
whereby successive steps of integration
from micro to macro levels are required for
the researcher to attain the fuller sys-
tems-wide comprehension of the human
activity system under study. Other sys-
temic methodologies, such as [4, 17, 23],
more evidently have this potential to push
the methodology toward higher densities.

3.5 Discussion

The four characteristics described share a
common aim, that being to provide the
researcher with a systems-wide compre-
heasion of the system. This aim, as I see
it, is the general purpose of systemic
research that sets the family of systems
research methods and methodologies off
from other approaches to human inquiry.
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These characteristics help one to grasp
the underlying nature of the systemic
paradigm for scientific research, which
has been advanced in this century [3, 20].

Importantly, the four characteristics may
provide basic criteria to evaluate whether
a particular systems method(ology) so-
called, whose theorists and method-
ologists claim systemicity, is in fact
systemic, according to its practitioners.
Surely such a set of criteria would be a
worthy endeavor to examine the status of
any contribution to systems research
methodology. Further, it would give
practitioners and innovators some sense
of a minimally acceptable set of ex-
pectations to apply and advance, re-
spectively, our means to study human
beings and human activity systems from a
systems orientation.

The extent to which human oriented
research methods claim to be systemic,
yet fall short of their ideals, is to be
debated and judged as any other approach
to research in scientific communities.
Hallmark criteria of science, such as
method validity, have scantly entered into
the published literature involving a
particular systems method(ology). The
validity of the method may rest on the
extent to which the researcher can
substantiate claims that its implement-
ation successfully met systemic criteria,
such as the four discussed above.

But this aim of attaining a systems-wide
comprehension is both a blessing and a
curse. The idea of system is a con-
ceptualization of the researcher, who
strives to gain some sense of the reality
of the system through the implementation
of his/her methodological construction—
ironicaily, the degree to which the inquiry
successfully attains its own systemicity.
However, such a methodological con-
struction and its application impose their
own limitations on what path the inquiry

takes, what data is obtained and ob-
servations made, and consequently what
systems-wide comprehension one can
attain. Faced with this puzzling and
seemingly circular cybernetic relation, the
researcher will feel trapped within this
methodological paradox. Therefore, in
inquiry one must remain ever vigilant
against falling prey to hisher own un-
tested assumptions and unsubstantiated
theoretical concoctions. Furthermore, re-
gardless of the extend and ways the
system may become visible in forms one
can comprehend and claim a systems-
wide comprehension, one eventually must
confront the matter of scientific inter-
pretation, critique, debate, and conseasus
building among members of his/her
science community.

4 TO MISCONCEIVE SYSTEMIC

To clarify the meaning of what is and is
not a systemic research method(ology), it
is important to consider some earlier
forms of research and their characteristics
which mislead the researcher into think-
ing that a systems-wide comprehension
can be attained through scientific inquiry.
To parallel the four characteristics of
systemic research in this regard, there
are four misconceptions, one may term
non systemic characteristics, that I shall
discuss briefly. They are (1) analytic, (2)
systematic, (3) disciplined, and (4) com-
plicated.

4.1 Analytic

Scientific thinking is often equated with
analytical thinking [26]. But to break a
whole into its parts and study the parts
viac'zreﬁﬂyworkedoutnﬂ&andpm-
cedures for observation, measurement,
data collection, and anmalysis may make
the research method analytic and thereby
in part scientific, but it does not make it
systemic.
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A clear illustration of the analytic feature
of science is dissection of a corpse of a
living thing to describe all anatomical
parts and their physical connections
among them. However, like fossils, geo-
logical formations, and photographs, a
corpse is more a set than a system [24]
and all attempts to comprehend the living
system, in regard to its physiology and
vitality, leaves the researcher to make
inferences and sometimes wild specu-
lations that must await subsequent study
via a more systemic methodology to con-

influential factors, and changes of a
system. This process is methodical, It is
organized and executed in 2 stepwise
fashion, which involves following a
favored strategy for inquiry and
replications. The systematic nature of
scientific investigation seems to hold both
within a single investigation and for
programmatic research spanning decades.
Although a truly systemic research
method is one that also is systematic in
order to be scientifically acceptable, it
does not justify the
systematic is to be systematic, System-
aticnamreofinquiryisahal]markof
sound science, but in itself does not make
the methods used systemic.

A clear example of the systematic char-
acter of science is to follow a proven
strategy that has yielded high returns in
past research efforts. Such a strategy
might entail moving Systematically to
determine those parts critical to a specific
function in the system and -eliminate
those parts not critical to the specific
function [13]. The Strategy also helps to
Justify the research across 3 series of

converse, that is to be

investigations that aimg to reveal a
Causal explanation of a phenomenon, an
effective treatment for a condition, or a
more accurate understanding of the

contribute t0 an eventual sys-
tem-wide appraisal, a method used to
make its piecemeal contribution may be
mistakenly identified as systemic.

4.3 Disciplined

Researchers attempt to describe and
apply their methods with agreed upon
rules and procedures, which may be
evaluated in regard to validi , reliability,
and standardization for e€xampie. Such
practices lend to the formalization of a
research method with subsequent re-
cognization among increasing numbers of
researchers in a science community to
accept it as a form of scientific method -
[10]. Another way to say it is that the
method becomes an established form of
disciplined inquiry. But discipline in one’s
practices of inquiry does not make the
method systemic.

A method has various components like its
design, plan, data collection, and data
processing procedures, i

execution of an established scientific pro-
cedure does not establish the systemicity
of the method(ology).

4.4 Complicated
Even though complicated and complex
may be synonyms in everyday lay con-

versation, in systemic inquiry and other
scientific contexts, they should not be
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confused. A complicated method may
imply some degree of trouble, inco-
herence, difficuity, irregularity, and dis-
order in the execution of the methodology,
all of which may jeopardize the validity of
the investigation underway. Many sys-
temic methodologies are inherently com-
plex for reasons which should be
increasingly apparent over the course of
this paper. Granted, many researchers
engaged in systemic inquiry experience
the methodology as complicated. But a
complicated method does not make it
systemic. With non systemic and sys-
temic methods alike, complication is
usually received as an unwelcomed
visitor. .

One of the challenges of human science
oriented research is to construct method-
ologies from among compatible methods,
techniques, and procedural components,
without complication [10]. Nowadays, re-
searchers accomplish this feat through
the integration and execution of a
research design and plan that capitalizes
on the praxiological emphases of econ-
omy, efficiency, effectiveness, efficacy,
and ethicality [14]. As every researcher
knows and aspiring doctoral student soon
learns, the complexity of the task should
not be taken lightly.

Participant observation is an accepted
part of many forms of research in the
behavioral, social, and human sciences. It
is an established approach for human
inquiry evident in such manifestations as
for example ethnography [15] and case
study methodology [29]. Researchers
engaged in participant observation ex-
perience the method as both complicated
and complex, -but for different reasons.
Entering the field may be perceived as a
complicated affair. Initial months may be

and reflective of what is happening. The
researcher must gain familiarity and
comfort with the setting, establish a base
of operations, form relationships with
informers and those observed, sample
places and occasions, and organize the
time to both observe and make field
notes. As the data accumulates about
persons, places, and events—the sub-
stance of the future ethnography or case
study report, respectively—the daunting
complexity of it all poses a formidable
challenge facing the researcher to or-
ganize, thematize, condense, synthesize,

may do
much to qualify the research method-
(ology) as scientific, but they do little to
characterize it as systemic.

4.5 Discussion

The three key characteristics of analytic,
systematic, and disciplined share 1
common aim, that being to provide the
researcher with standards for scientific
method. Researchers strive to apply
human oriented research methods that
meet these three characteristics to
establish method validity—an internal
consistency  (integrity, cohesiveness)
which is to some degree complex, for the
investigator must. apply know-how and
sophistication to integrate such aspects
of the anticipated inquiry as research
question asking, research design, operat-
ionalizing constructs, sampling, research
plan, data collection, and. data analysis.
However, the choice of the word
“complex” does less to define a standard
than to encourage researchers to seek
means that are praxiologically advan-
tageous.

confusing and often disori ienting. The

research questions that prompted the
study in the beginning may be displaced

by others that emerge as more relevant

In short, just because a scientific inquiry
may be described accurately in terms of
these four descriptors, it does not follow
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therefore that the researcher may make

im to a systemicity of the method-
(ology). Systemic research assumes to
be analytic,
do other forms of scientific research.
Doing research is usually experienced as
complicated, but systemist researchers
seek as much complexification as neces-
Sary to enable their inquiry, preferably
without complication, in order to com-
prehend the whole system.

5 BELIEFS REVISITED
Three quarters through the graduate

student seminar noted at the start of this bein

paper (Table 1), I posed to my seminar
participants the question once more. Their
Tresponses are listed in Table 2.

* Whole to parts and back
all the interconnections
order to

perspectives on a problem:;
visioning the situation within a context,
multiple step process that is iterative;
looking at the “whole" rather than the
parts; seeing connections and the impact
each component has on the whole.

* Adding dimensions to organizationai
research in the areas (primarily) of culture

" and vice versa. e ]

* Many concepts that invoive a series o
interrelated parts that when put together
act as a whole.

- Gaining an understanding of the compiex
interactions and Interconnections within
an organization (in terms of people,
resources, , otc.); exploring a
“holistic” means for i i

n/finvolvement from everyone

and understanding boundaries that effect
the flows of the system.

Table 2. The idea of “systems” revisited.

systematic, and disciplined a s

- Furthermore, the

Comparing the two tables, we see a rise
in expectations as to what constitutes
systemic and a more sophisticated and
careful look at the meaning of the idea of
System. Applied to a research method, I
think it poses a formal challenge to the
systems research method{ology) cur-
rently in vogue to fulfill these rising
expectations. But in principle, consider
any systems method(ology) so-called in
light of the systemic and non systemic
characteristics presented previously.

responses might raise
caution for more circumscribed usage of a
Systemic  method(ology) with human
ings. This point leads me to consider
additional characteristics centrai to ap-
plications of systems research method-
ology in human organizations,

6 SYSTEMIC IN HUMAN ACTIVITY

SYSTEMS

Having entered the subject directly with
prominent characteristics and indirectly
with some misconceptions, the remaining
portion of this paper is devoted to the
more specialized attention researchers
are giving to applications of systemic
methodology in the study of human
activity systems. This specialty emphasis
refers to human collectives, particularly
human organizations, such as institut-
ions, schools, factories, business corpor-
ations, societies, associations, and the
like, rather than singular human beings
and their subsystems, ie. personality,
consciousness, bodily systems.

In addition to, but not in lieu of, the four
general characteristics previously pre-
sented, there are paramount character-
istics common to systemic methodologies
for human activity systems that ' make
them systemic. These applications are
directed to the collective rather than the
personal level of human activity. Some
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established examples are Soft Systems
Methodology [8, 9], Search Conferencing
[27], Viable Systems Model [4], and
Systems Design Journey [3]. Therefore
the central endeavor in this last section of
the paper is to address the question:
What are these additional character-
istics?

My preliminary answer to the question is
that they are the (1) participatory, (2)
trans constituency (3) cooper-

ative, (4) collaborative, (5) trans dis-

ciplinary, (6). group centered, and (7)
transformative qualities of a social
process that engage and enable the
participants to attain a more systems-
wide comprehension of their human or-
ganization. -

Although I imagine more possibilities
await the researcher to add to this list,
this set of interrelated characteristics is
exemplary of applications of systemic
methodologies to human activity sys-
tems. As many of these terms may be
rather self explanatory, the following
paragraphs are very brief. I merely hope
to provide some clarity of definition for
discussion purposes.

6.1 Participatory

This feature means playing an active part
in the process of inquiry. It is being a
player and .not solely a spectator of
events. It means being a receiver,
generator and contributor of communi-
cations which bind and bring about the

group process.
62 Trans Constituency Based

The executing the systemic
method(ology) is composed of those most
affected by the consequences of the in-
quiry. It means the principal stockholders
of the focus of inquiry are represented,
present to, and part of the group con-

ducting the inquiry [22]. Constituency
based research teams build in one kind of
perspectivism into the inquiry process. In
these forms of research, boundaries
between researcher and participant often
blurs, even disappears. It also means a
transcendency of partisanship to become
an effective member of the research team.

6.3 Cooperative |
Competing interests are expected and

must be confronted. Group cohesion must
occur, eise the inquiry process is

group stultified. Constructive forms of communi-

cation must prevail to foster more syn-
ergetic work of the team. It is the
cooperative nature of the communications
that encourage common understandings,
group solidarity, and progress from one
stage of the systemic methodology to the
next.

6.4 Collaborative

In participatory, constitutency based, and
cooperative research, teamwork for the
purposes of inquiry means that each
member must discover effective ways to
contribute to the team effort. The com-
plementarity and fit among members
fosters the collaborative characteristic of

systemic inquiry.
6.5 Trans Disciplinary

As with the trans constituency based
characteristic, trans disciplinarity builds
into the inquiry another form of per-
spectivism. Expertise from various know-
ledge domains makes for a more systemic
methodology. It fosters access and use of
resources not ordinarily available to mono
and muiit disciplinary teams [24].

6.6 Group Centered
Unlike many forms of human inquiry
involving a researcher or team of
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researchers making observations and
collecting data from individuals, the more
systemic forms focus on the group
themself. The group often becomes the
primary source of observations and data,
although members at various times during
the inquiry may “step out” to obtain data
to bring back into the group process. This
feature of working with the inquiry
process as a group centered process is
akin at the collective level to a researcher
doing research on him or herself (e.g.
autobiographical, autohistorical research,,
and the like) at the individual level. Self-
study of an institution for the purposes of
accreditation and internal organizational
audits of various kinds may serve to
exemplify some of the potentialities for
the more group centered systemic
methodologies.

6.7 Transformative

Importantly, the process of inquiry itself
usually leads to a transformation of
thought and often practice as well,
whereby the views of the individuals
participating and the consensual view of
the group may be markedly different after
the inquiry compared to entering into the
inquiry. One can get a bit of this idea from
relating this characteristic to Table 1 and
later Table 2 in the graduate seminar.

Whether one can account for the shift by

the process itseif is problematic, given
the difficulty of establishing causality in a
single group pre to post type comparison.
Even though the root cause may be
ambiguous, the participants no longer
appear to be, in belief and often in
practice, where they were at the start of
the inquiry. Systems methodology tends
to bring about a richer and more ‘systems-
wide comprehension, which typically
means inclusion of many parts, inter-
connections, hierarchical and heterarch-
ical subsystems, and system-environ-
ment relations not previously evident to
the participants.

6.8 Discussion

From a study of the methods and
methodologies available to apply in hu-
man organizations, for example [16, 19],
it soon becomes evident, though little
discussed in the systems research
literature, that the vast majority of these
characteristics emerge from applications
of systems methodology in a democratic
sociopolitical context, where these char-
acteristics stem from core values and
beliefs held by their participants. To the
degree systems methodologies for human
activity systems are applied in other
sociopolitical environments leaves open
the question as- to the accuracy of these
characteristics. On the surface, it seems
implausible to expect effective appli-
cations in more autocratic and dictitorial
forms of human organization. Further, to
the degree a human organization pro-
fesses to be democratic in theory, yet is
autocratic in practice, it is unlikely to
expect much from the impiementation of a
systemic methodology.

From another perspective, the seven
characteristics, one might argue, are
common to what one might expect in
social group and teamwork type projects
that pervade human organizations in the
more democratized societies. Greater
attention brought to action science [2],
participatory action research [28], and
related developments in methodology
seem to bring one toward the more
systemic features of methodology. But
the aim of the action oriented forms of
research is amelioration, liberation, and
emancipation in the human organization.
To improve the conditions and quality of
human organizational life sets these
forms off from other paradigmatic arenas
for scientific inquiry [11]. The contribution
of systemic methodology may be given
over to such service, of course, as it can
for the purpose of theory building and
hypothesis testing; however, I view its
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chief advantage and drive to be to help
those so engaged to attain a more
systems-wide comprehension of the
system of which they are part. Other aims
certainly may become reievant, however,

is central aim and its associated
Characteristics are what makes 2
systems methodology for human activity
systems systemic.

7 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This paper .took three entrances to
answer the question. Initially I discussed
some salient and somewhat overiooked
features of a systemic research method.
Next I described a number of outstanding
misconceptions, which can help to clarify
what is often mistaken to be a systemic
method. Finally, I focused on a more
specialized and recent set of methodo-
logical characteristics particularly import-
ant to the study of human activity
systems.

In sum, there are outstanding general
characteristics of research methods and
methodologies as they are applied to the
study of human phenomena and human
activity ~ systems that make them
systemic, such as perspectivistic, - com-
prehensive, holistic, and complexificative.
The contrasts between systemic and non
systemic characteristics help researchers
to know when their scientific inquiries are
one or the other, and what makes the
difference. The specialized set of char-
acteristics of research methodology that
makes it systemic and relevant to human
collectives emphasize trans communi-
cative forms of human science research
methodology.

To conclude, clearly ail the characteristics
discussed point to sound science in
practice. But in practice ail these char-
acteristics are ideals. Whether systemic
or not, a scientific investigation will be

analytic, systematic, disciplined, and
complex to some degree and in some
ways. Yet most scientific investigations
do not attempt a systems-wide compre-
hension of the system under study. More
often than not, a singie inquiry can muster
themoumtostudyonlyasmaupanof
human phenomena.” And using a non
systemic approach to fulfill an interest in
a systems-wide examination must by its
very nature lead to an under-conceptual-
ization of the system on the one hand,
and an equally hazardous over -
ualization by extrapolation from parts to
animaginedsystemontheotherhand.ln
most cases, it is left to those interested
in the science community to integrate,
synthesize, interpret, and debate a series
of relevant investigations in order to come
to a consensually agreed upon position as
to the who, what, where, when, why and
how of a system. Nevertheless, as the
characteristics and exemplary methods
and methodologies noted in this paper
tend to illuminate, advances in systemic
methodology are providing us with more
means to strive for systems-wide com-
prehensions of the systems we study.
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