
Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) 

According to Soft Systems Methodology (SSM), to do situation analysis is to create 

“meanings” of the world through a learning process that aims to inform action (see Checkland 

and Scholes 1990)1. SSM can be seen as an alternative to ‘hard systems’ thinking since it tries 

to move away from the idea that the world can be translated into a defined system, e.g. as in 

engineering systems, to the one of ‘soft systems’, in which the systems themselves are 

regarded as learning systems, instead of incontestable representations of reality. In this sense, 

the term ‘system’ in SSM refers to the process of inquiry, i.e. the analysis of a situation, rather 

than to an “objective” view of the world which the observer assumes to be capable of 

managing. Whereas the ultimate goal of SSM is to build models to inform action, going 

beyond the description and analysis of a problem situation, part of the process provides useful 

methodological insights for situation analysis in the context of TranSTEP. These are Rich 

Picture Building and Analyses One, Two and Three. 

Drawing ‘rich’ pictures is useful to graphically express, understand and communicate 

complex relationships between different entities that are considered to be involved in or 

related to a given problem. These graphics may result from the analysis of documents, 

interviews and discussions with relevant actors, who provide with information about the 

different features of a situation. Once the first version of the picture is devised it is 

recommendable to discuss it with these actors to improve its quality. The construction of rich 

pictures supports the initial dialogue between the assessment team, stakeholders and other 

relevant actors. It also helps guaranteeing transparency right from the start of the assessment 

and improves it robustness through the consideration and incorporation of different views to 

the process of problem framing. The idea is that the finalised rich picture will provide a 

holistic view of the situation, which shall be complemented by Analyses One, Two and Three, 

as proposed by SSM. 
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Fig.1. Example of a rich picture illustrating a situation in an engineering company. The problem faced by the organization concerns tendering for contracts and then 

organizing to meet their requirements profitably and on time (Checkland and Scholes 1999: 45-46).   

 



Analysis One is concerned with the assessment itself as an intervention that is part of the 

problem, and deals with the question of who might be the problem owner(s). The assessment 

team might want to take this question as openly as possible, trying to indicate the often 

multiple problem owners of a given situation. Following the definition of possible problem 

owners, Analyses Two and Three refer to the ‘cultural’ analysis and comprise the social and 

political aspects of the situation constructed so far. Analysis Two consists of a ‘social system’ 

analysis and deals with three core elements: the roles, norms and values of the people 

involved in the situation. It is important to keep in mind that the definition of these elements 

is dependent upon discussions with relevant actors and is neither complete nor static. In the 

case of Analysis Three, the ‘political system’ is the object of exploration through the analysis 

of the distribution of power between actors. The question here is about how power is 

expressed in the situation under study, i.e. through which mechanisms relevant actors with 

different interests exercise their power? Although this might be the most sensitive part of 

situation analysis, it is nevertheless a very important one that complements the other two and 

helps enriching and improving the transparency of the process of problem framing. 

As Rich Picture Building and Analyses One, Two and Three complement each other they are 

steps that can be taken interactively in situation analysis. The results of the different exercises 

can be discussed with relevant actors to reach common ground and before the assessment 

team settle down for a particular description of the (complex) situation analysed.  


