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Critical Systems Heuristics 

Critical systems heuristics (CSH, Ulrich 1983) represents the first systematic attempt at 
providing both a philosophical foundation and a practical framework for critical systems 
thinking. The Greek verb ‘heurisk-ein’ means to find or to discover; heuristics is the art (or 
practice) of discovery. In management science and other applied disciplines, heuristic 
procedures serve to identify and explore relevant problem aspects, questions, or solution 
strategies, in distinction to deductive (algorithmic) procedures, which serve to solve 
problems that are logically and mathematically well defined. Professional practice cannot 
do without heuristics, as it usually starts from ‘soft’ (ill-defined, qualitative) issues such as what 
is the problem to be solved and what kind of change would represent an improvement. 

A critical approach is required since there is no single right way to decide such issues; 
answers will depend on personal interests and views, value assumptions, and so on (see 
Weltanschauung). A critical approach does not yield any single right answers either; but it 
can support processes of reflection and debate about alternative assumptions. Sound 
professional practice is critical practice. 

CSH aims to support critical professional practice through a critical employment of the 
systems idea. The methodological core idea is that all problem definitions, proposals for 
improvement, and evaluations of outcomes depend on prior judgments about the relevant 
whole system to be looked at. Improvement, for instance, is an eminently systemic concept, 
for unless it is defined with reference to the entire relevant system, suboptimisation will occur. 
CSH calls these underpinning judgments ‘boundary judgments’, as they define the bound-
aries of the reference system to which a proposition refers and for which it is valid. 

Accordingly, the methodological core idea of CSH is to support systematic processes of 
boundary critique. To this end, CSH offers a framework of boundary concepts (Figure 1) that 
translates into a checklist of twelve critical boundary questions (Ulrich 1987, 1996, 2000). They 
can be used, first, to identify boundary judgments systematically; second, to analyse 
alternative reference systems for defining a problem or assessing a solution proposal; and 
third, to challenge in a compelling way any claims to knowledge, rationality or ‘improve-
ment’ that rely on hidden boundary judgments or take them for granted. The third 
application leads to an emancipatory employment of systems thinking; it offers both those 
involved in and those affected by professional practice a new critical competence, 
regardless of their theoretical knowledge or special expertise with respect to the problem in 
question. 
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Figure 1: Boundary categories of critical systems heuristics
(Source: W. Ulrich, 1983, p. 258; 1996, p. 43; and 2000, p. 256)

In sum, CSH can be defined as a critical methodology for identifying and debating 
boundary judgments. Despite its emancipatory implications (the aspect for which it is best 
known), CSH should not be misunderstood and used as an emancipatory systems approach 
only; for its principle of systematic boundary critique is vital for sound professional practice in 
general, whatever importance may be attached to emancipatory issues. For the same 
reason, CSH does not aim to be a self-contained systems methodology but is better 
understood as an approach that should inform all critical professional practice, whatever 
specific methodology is used.
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