
137

Terra Economicus, 2024, 22(1): 137–150
DOI: 10.18522/2073-6606-2024-22-1-137-150

Sustainable organizational development 
and human capital in the context 

of soft systems methodology

Wadim Strielkowski
Cambridge Institute for Advanced Studies, United Kingdom; Czech University of Life Science Prague, Czech Republic

e-mail: strielkowski@pef.czu.cz

Evgeny Kuzmin
Institute of Economics of the Ural Branch RAS, Ekaterinburg, Russia, e-mail: kuzmin.ea@uiec.ru

Arina Suvorova
Institute of Economics of the Ural Branch RAS, Ekaterinburg, Russia, e-mail: suvorova.av@uiec.ru

Olga Gorlova
Moscow Polytechnic University, Russia, e-mail: business007@bk.ru

Citation: Strielkowski W., Kuzmin E., Suvorova A., Gorlova O. (2024). Sustainable organizational 
development and human capital in the context of soft systems methodology. Terra Economicus 
22(1), 137–150. DOI: 10.18522/2073-6606-2024-22-1-137-150

As the world faces major challenges related to the climate change and geopolitical hurdles, soft systems 
methodology (SSM) and institutional factors offer a complex approach that might be helpful in achieving the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) and are therefore gaining an increasing popularity in the research literature. 
By embracing the principles of SSM within the realm of institutional economics, academics and decision-makers 
can navigate through the complexities of real-world problems and devise effective strategies for addressing them. 
Understanding the intricate relationship between SSM and institutional economics offers a unique lens through 
which organizational performance and sustainability can be enhanced. This synergy, when explored and applied 
judiciously, provides a comprehensive framework that addresses not only the technical aspects of an organization 
but also its socio-economic dimensions. In the empirical part of the paper, a bibliometric analysis is used based 
on the sample of 76 documents indexed in Web of Science (WoS) database between 1995 and 2023. The network 
cluster analysis using the text data and the bibliometric data is employed using the VOSViewer software for 
network analysis. The results show that as the economic and social processes are becoming more robust, SSM and 
institutional economics are currently returning to the spotlight of the academic research focused on topics such as 
organizational performance and sustainability as well as sustainable human capital efficiency.
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В настоящее время, когда мир сталкивается с серьезными проблемами, связанными с изменением 
климата и геополитическими препятствиями, методология мягких систем (ММС) и учет 
институциональных факторов способны помочь в достижении целей устойчивого развития и 
поэтому приобретают все большую популярность в исследовательской литературе. Сочетая 
принципы ММС с положениями институциональной экономики, ученые и лица, принимающие 
решения, могут ориентироваться в реальных проблемах и разрабатывать эффективные 
стратегии для их решения. Понимание сложной взаимосвязи между ММС и институциональной 
экономикой содействует формированию исследовательского подхода для изучения способов 
повышения эффективности и устойчивости организации в плане технических и социально-
экономических аспектов. В эмпирической части работы мы представляем результаты 
библиометрического анализа 76 источников, проиндексированных в базе данных Web of Science 
(WoS) в период с 1995 по 2023 гг. Кластерный анализ проведен с помощью программы VOSViewer. 
Результаты показывают, что по мере роста устойчивости экономических и социальных 
процессов фокус внимания исследователей возвращается к ММС и институциональной экономике. 
Основными темами являются эффективность и устойчивость организаций, а также человеческий 
капитал в контексте устойчивого развития.

Ключевые слова: методология мягких систем; институциональная экономика; устойчивое 
развитие; человеческий капитал; библиометрия; сетевой кластерный анализ
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Introduction

Soft systems methodology (SSM) represents a holistic approach that provides a framework for address-
ing problematic social and economic situations and managing real-world challenges. It was coined in the 
1970s to acknowledge the entaglement and diversity of human systems and aims to understand and im-
prove them through a participatory and iterative process (Checkland, 2010; Salavati et al., 2021). Some re-
seachers highlight the key principles of SSM that enable its successful application in tackling non-trivial 
challenges (Warren et al., 2019). The first principle of SSM involves gaining a deep understanding of the 
institutional arrangements by engaging with stakeholders and exploring their perspectives. This helps to 
identify different worldviews, assumptions, and tensions existing within the system, allowing for a compre-
hensive understanding of the context of a problem (Martin and O’Meara, 2020). In addition, SSM emphasizes 
the importance of defining relevant systems bearing multiple relationships. These systems can be social, 
organizational, or cultural entities that influence or are influenced by the problem situation. By defining 
these systems, SSM enables stakeholders to explore interrelationships and dependencies between various 
components (Dahesh et al., 2020; Xu, 2020). In parallel, institutional economics (IE) (and in particular the 
New Institutional Economics (NIE) that also emerged in the 1970s (see Ménard and Shirley (2014)) offer 
invaluable insights into how economic activities are shaped by social institutions - the rules, norms, be-
liefs that govern behaviour within organizations and societies (see Coase, 1959; Williamson, 1975; or North, 
1994;). It examines how organizations and societies  evolve over time and influence economic performance 
and sustainability (Mayhew, 2018). Unlike traditional economics, which often abstracts from rules, norms, 
and beliefs, Institutional Economics considers them central to understanding economic dynamics (Petracca 
and Gallagher, 2020; or Volchik, 2020). Within this context, it needs to be mentioned that this paper applied 
the approach that does not distinguish between the original IE (Hodgson, 1998) and the NIE (North, 1990; 
Ostrom, 1990) and its main focus and scope are the institutional factors that affect sustainable development. 

A core principle of SSM is developing conceptual models to represent stakeholders’ perceptions of 
their problem situation accurately. These models help to facilitate communication among stakeholders 
that come from different backgrounds and have different perspectives. Another important principle of 
SSM is the comparison of real-world systems with conceptual models developed during earlier stages of 
SSM intervention. This helps to identify discrepancies between how things are perceived by the stake-
holders and how they actually function in reality (Dumitriu et al., 2019).

Additionally, SSM encourages stakeholders to envision desirable changes within their system by ex-
ploring alternative ways to effectively deal with multiple and often contradicting options. This principle 
fosters creativity and innovation while considering diverse stakeholder viewpoints (Wu et al., 2021). SSM 
uses a set of tools and techniques known as the “seven-stage model” (Strielkowski et al., 2023) (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. SSM seven-stage model
Source: own results based on Strielkowski et al. (2023)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



140                   W. STRIELKOWSKI ET AL. / TERRA ECONOMICUS, 2024, 22(1), 137–150                                                       W. STRIELKOWSKI ET AL. / TERRA ECONOMICUS, 2024, 22(1), 137–150   

Once desirable changes have been identified, SSM focuses on formulating feasible actions that 
can be implemented within the given problem context. This principle emphasizes practicality and 
ensures that proposed solutions are realistic and attainable. Moreover, SSM approach recognizes the 
need for ongoing learning and adaptation in tackling numerous available solutions. The methodol-
ogy encourages stakeholders to continuously reflect on their actions, reassess their assumptions, 
and adapt their strategies accordingly (Grewatsch et al., 2023).

Lastly, SSM places significant importance on collaboration and participation throughout the prob-
lem-solving process. By involving diverse stakeholders with different expertise, experiences, and per-
spectives, SSM seeks to create a shared understanding of the wide range of options and pathways while 
ensuring collective ownership of proposed solutions (Martin et al., 2020; Kutty et al., 2020).

In addition, many researchers agree that in today’s complex, globalized, digitalized, and intercon-
nected world, traditional problem-solving methods often fall short in addressing the intricacies of 
real-world challenges. This is where SSM can help, offering a holistic approach that recognizes the 
interdependencies and interconnectedness of various elements within complex economic and social 
systems. By unraveling these complexities, SSM enables a deeper understanding of the underlying 
issues and facilitates effective problem-solving (Jackson, 2021; D’Amore et al., 2022).

At its core, SSM acknowledges that problems are not isolated entities but rather part of larger 
systems with multiple stakeholders, diverse perspectives, and dynamic relationships. It emphasizes 
the importance of exploring these relationships for gaining better insights into how different com-
ponents interact and influence one another. When applying a holistic approach through SSM, practi-
tioners start by defining the problem situation in all its complicatedness (Kish et al., 2021). 

All of the above involves engaging with stakeholders from various backgrounds to identify their 
diverse viewpoints and understanding their objectives (Singh et al., 2023). By doing so, SSM aims 
to capture the full spectrum of perspectives related to the problem at hand. Moreover, SSM employs 
vivid visual representations for depicting the entanglement of the real situations. These pictures 
and diagrams help illustrate how different elements within a system are interconnected and provide 
a platform for discussion and analysis among stakeholders (Cradock-Henry et al., 2020). 

Once these interconnections are identified, SSM facilitates modeling exercises where practitioners 
can simulate potential changes or interventions within the system (Ormerod et al., 2023). Through it-
erative cycles of debate, reflection, and refinement, this process allows for testing different scenarios to 
assess their feasibility and impact on solving complex real-world challenges. Finally, SSM emphasizes 
continuous learning throughout its application by encouraging open dialogue among stakeholders 
(Chan, 2023). This collaborative learning environment fosters shared understanding while promoting 
creativity and innovative thinking necessary for tackling robust and non-trivial problems effectively.

This paper focuses on exploring how the SSM and institutional factors can be the key elements 
of human capital for organizational performance and sustainability. It is doing so by reviewing the 
relevant scientific literature as well as by implementing the bibliometric network analysis.

SSM and organizational sustainability

As mentioned above, SSM is recognized by many researchers as a problem-solving approach that 
focuses on understanding non-trivial arrangements and improving their effectiveness (Lohman, 
2020). When applied to the field of human capital management (HCM), SSM can play a crucial role 
in enhancing organizational sustainability (Pham et al., 2020). It can be shown that by adopting a 
holistic perspective, SSM enables organizations to identify and address the underlying issues that 
hinder sustainable practices within their HCM processes (Vrontis et al., 2022). One of the crucia con-
tributions of SSM to enhancing organizational sustainability is its emphasis on stakeholder involve-
ment and participation. SMM employs the collaborative approach that enables exploring diverse 
perspectives related to ownership and commitment (Lin et al., 2022).

By involving stakeholders in the design and implementation of sustainable HCM practices, or-
ganizations can ensure greater acceptance and adoption of these initiatives (Otenyo et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, it facilitates a deeper understanding of complex social systems by encouraging reflec-
tion and learning (Grewatsch et al., 2023). The methodology encourages organizations to question 
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existing assumptions, challenge current norms, and explore alternative ways of thinking about HCM 
processes. This critical reflection helps organizations identify areas where their current practices 
may be contributing to unsustainability or inefficiency. By engaging in this reflective process, orga-
nizations can uncover hidden problems or conflicts that may be hindering sustainable outcomes in 
their HCM activities (Faller et al., 2020).

Another valuable aspect of SSM is its ability to facilitate learning from both successes and failures. 
Through iterative cycles of analysis, evaluation, and redesign, organizations can continuously improve 
their HCM processes over time (Slattery et al., 2022). By experimenting with different approaches or 
interventions based on feedback from stakeholders, organizations can adapt their strategies to bet-
ter align with sustainability goals. This iterative learning process enables continuous improvement in 
HCM practices while also fostering a culture that values innovation and adaptation. Additionally, SSM 
provides a structured framework for addressing the complexity inherent in HCM processes. By breaking 
down the system into its constituent parts and analyzing their interactions, SSM helps organizations 
identify leverage points for intervention. This systemic approach allows organizations to target specific 
areas where improvements can have a cascading effect on overall sustainability. By understanding the 
interdependencies between various elements of the HCM system, organizations can implement changes 
that not only enhance sustainability but also avoid unintended consequences (Hegab et al., 2023).

All in all, it becomes quite clear that SSM plays a vital role in enhancing organizational sus-
tainability within the context of HCM. By promoting stakeholder involvement, critical reflection, 
iterative learning, and systemic analysis, SSM enables organizations to address the underlying issues 
that hinder sustainable practices in their HCM processes. Through this holistic approach, organiza-
tions can develop comprehensive and effective strategies that contribute to long-term sustainability 
while also fostering a culture of continuousimprovement and innovation (Vahdat, 2022).

By adopting a SSM approach, various barriers and obstacles that hinder their efforts to enhance 
sustainability in sustainable human capital management can be effectively addressed. One signifi-
cant challenge is the resistance to change within organizations (Kineber et al., 2023). Many employ-
ees may be resistant to new processes or practices that disrupt their established routines. 

Engaging employees through open dialogue, training programs, and incentives can help alleviate resis-
tance and foster a culture of sustainability (Ercantan and Eyupoglu, 2022). Another challenge is the lack 
of awareness and knowledge about sustainable practices among managers and leaders (Lamé et al., 2020). 

One big challenge stemming from this is to translating the principles of sustainable develop-
ment into effective HCM strategies and approaches. Quite often, organizations might face not only 
administrational constraints but also the financial obstacles that prevent them from implementing 
sustainable development principles into managing their human capital (Rana and Sharma, 2019).

Another important issue is the performance management when clear goals and expectations 
presented and communicated to the employees in a proper way can enhance the sustainability of or-
ganizations (Ribeiro et al., 2020). Effective performance management systems also feature training 
programs, feedback strategies, as well as innovative approaches to identifying potential leaders and 
fostering their potential for the benefit of organizations (Murphy, 2020). 

SSM and institutional economics approach

Both SSM and institutional economics share the appreciation of the specific socio-economic environment 
for understanding complex systems and operating within these systems (Kish et al., 2021). Institutions 
and organizations can use methodical approach of SSM with the institutional economics’ focus on institu-
tions and their role in shaping economic actitivies for solving complex issues (Williamson, 2005; Venter, 
2020). This integrated approach allows for a deeper exploration into how institutional arrangements 
impact organizational behavior and performance (see e.g. North, 2016). It acknowledges that changes 
within an organization can lead not only to alterations in its structure but also modifications in broader 
institutional patterns that may either facilitate or hinder sustainability efforts (Ren and Jackson, 2020).

Moreover, this synergy aids in identifying advantage points where interventions could yield 
significant improvements in both organizational effectiveness and sustainability practices. For in-
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stance, by applying SSM’s tools to map out how existing institutional norms influence organiza-
tional processes or decision-making pathways related to sustainability initiatives; organizations can 
uncover innovative strategies for fostering change both within their boundaries and in their wider 
industry or community context (Nicolini et al., 2022).

Overall, the link between SSM and institutional economics helps to enhace the organizational 
performance and pursue the sustainable development goals (SDGs) (Eweje et al., 2021). This inte-
grated perspective not only enriches our theoretical knowledge base but also equips practitioners 
with practical tools for navigating complexity effectively - ultimately contributing towards more 
resilient and adaptable organizations (Strielkowski et al., 2023; Li et al., 2024).

The role of institutional economics in driving organizational performance and sustainability is both 
profound and multifaceted (Silalahi and Walsh, 2023). Unlike traditional economic theories that often 
focus on market dynamics and individual rationality, institutional economics delves into the broader 
spectrum of social, legal, and political frameworks within which organizations operate. It provides a 
lens through which we can understand how these institutions – the rules of the game – shape organi-
zational behavior, performance, and ultimately, their sustainability (He et al., 2020).

At its core, institutional economics posits that the performance and sustainability of organiza-
tions are not merely outcomes of market forces but are significantly influenced by the institutional 
environment (Volchik and Maslyukova, 2021; Altman, 2023). This includes formal institutions such 
as laws and regulations, as well as informal norms and conventions that govern individual and collec-
tive behavior. For instance, an organization operating within a strong legal framework that enforces 
contracts efficiently will likely experience different performance outcomes compared to one where 
such a framework is weak or absent. Similarly, cultural norms around trust can significantly impact 
organizational practices related to collaboration and knowledge sharing – essential components for 
innovation and long-term sustainability (Wang et al., 2021).

Furthermore, institutional economics also emphasizes path dependence – the idea that historical 
trajectories can lock institutions into certain patterns that are difficult to change. This has critical im-
plications for organizational change efforts towards sustainability (Rai et al., 2022). Within this frame-
work, organizations may find themselves constrained by existing institutional arrangements that favor 
unsustainable practices. Recognizing these constraints is crucial for designing effective strategies that 
not only enhance performance but also align with broader sustainability goals (Reddy et al., 2020).

Moreover, institutional economics offers valuable insights into how organizations can influence 
their institutional environments in favor of more sustainable practices (Banerjee et al., 2021; Volchik 
and Maslyukova, 2021). Through strategic actions such as advocacy for policy changes or through 
pioneering new business models that challenge existing norms (e.g., circular economy models), or-
ganizations can become agents of change within their institutions (Bocken and Konietzko, 2022). 
This proactive stance not only contributes to organizational performance through innovation but 
also drives systemic changes conducive to sustainability.

Thence, it become apparent that understanding the role of institutions also aids in navigating 
uncertainties associated with external shocks such as financial crises or environmental disasters. In-
stitutions provide a stabilizing force amid turbulence by maintaining order and predictability, which 
is vital for long-term planning and investment in sustainable initiatives.

Data and methods

The empirical approach described in this section is based on analyzing how SSM and IE might constitute the 
comprehensive framework for optimizing HCM processes in organizations and enterprises with a focus on 
sustainable economic development (Strielkowski and Popov, 2017). In order to conduct this analyzis, the 
bibliometric study has been carried out. Web of Science (WoS) database has been selected as the source of 
data with major and most relevant scope and history. Figure 2 below provides the description of the algo-
rithm used for the data selection, retrieval, processing, as well as the network analysis in this paper.

Furthermore, a Google Trends analysis has been conducted to yield the popularity of specific 
terms all over the world measured by the online searches1.
1  Google Trends (2024). Improving search results. https://trends.google.com (accessed on December 3, 2024).

https://trends.google.com
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Fig. 2. Diagram of the data selection and network analysis algorithm
Source: own results

Fig. 3. Google Trends of the publications on “soft systems methodology” 
and “Institutional Economics” (2014–2024)

Source: own results based on Google Trends
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Figure 3 depicts the dynamics of worldwide search with the search items “soft systems methodology” 
and “Institutional Economics” (Figure 2). From the Figure, it is apparent that the search frequency for 
both terms was quite different before 2019-2021 with the prevailance of interest in IE. 

In addition, in the empirical part of the paper, the statistical analyses on the publications indexed in WoS 
featuring such information as countries, authors, abtracts, and keywords with the help of assessing the co-
occurrences and keywords’ cluster analyses has been performed. The Web of Science (WoS) database has been 
searched using the terms “soft systems methodology” and “Institutional Economics” which produced a total 
number of 76 results from Web of Science Core Collection (61 articles and 13 proceeding papers among them). 

Empirical model: network cluster analysis

The empirical model presented in this paper is based on the bibliometric network cluster analyzis that em-
ploys the VOSviewer software often used for analysing bibliometric data (Strielkowski et al., 2022). The 
analysis yields the results in a form of a visual map that shows main clusters, connections, and relationships. 
In this very study, a bibliometric network cluster analysis was conducted on a sample of 76 publications 
indexed in the Web of Science database from 1995 to 2023. By employing keywords and phrases associated 
with “soft systems methodology” and “Institutional Economics”, the analysis revealed 4 main clusters.

Figure 4 presents the visualization of the network cluster analysis with a map based on the text data 
from the sample of 76 publications indexed in WoS database from 1995 until 2023. The results of the biblio-
metric network analysis identified 4 main clusters that are described below in greater detail. 

Fig. 4. The dominant clusters of cross-sector research on SSM 
and IE retrieved from the sample of 76 publications indexed in WoS

Source: own results based on VOSViewer v. 1.6.18 software

VOSviewer results provide a visualizations that helps in understanding the relationships and co-occurrence 
of terms within a set of scientific publications. In this case, the network cluster analysis is based on the text 
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data from a sample of 76 publications indexed in the Web of Science (WoS) database, published from 1995 until 
2023, using the keywords “soft systems methodology” and “Institutional Economics”. In general, four distinct 
clusters can be identified with each of htem likely representing a thematic focus within the body of literature:

Cluster 1: this cluster appears to focus on community-related aspects, with terms like “community,” 
“local government,” “knowledge,” “policy,” and “complex system.” It suggests an emphasis on the applica-
tion of soft systems methodology to community governance and policy-making, possibly exploring complex 
social systems within the institutional economics framework.

Cluster 2: this cluster includes terms like “school,” “conceptual model,” “action research,” and “imple-
mentation.” This indicates a focus on educational settings, conceptual modeling within educational re-
search, and the practical application of theories in institutional economics and system methodologies in 
schools and educational institutions.

Cluster 3: in this cluster, there are apparent terms such as “transformation,” “innovation,” “business,” 
and “human resource.” This cluster might represent the application of soft systems methodology to organi-
zational transformation and innovation, particularly within the context of business and human resources, 
likely exploring how institutional economics can inform these processes.

Cluster 4: the terms “information,” “assumption,” “institutional strengthening,” and “Indonesia” suggest a 
focus on the information assumptions underlying institutional strengthening, possibly with a regional focus on 
Indonesia. This may reflect a subset of the literature that applies both soft systems methodology and institutional 
economics to the strengthening of institutions in developing countries, with a case study or focus on Indonesia.

Overall, the network analysis provides a visualization of how different concepts and themes are in-
terconnected within the literature on soft systems methodology and institutional economics. The map 
indicates the main thematic areas of focus and how they may relate to each other. Each cluster reveals a 
distinct area of research concentration, showing the multidisciplinary nature of the research that crosses 
over into community governance, education, business innovation, and institutional development.

Furthermore, Figure 5 that follows reveals the results of the network map based on the bibliographic data 
(keyword co-occurrences, citation, and bibliographic coupling). In general, five main clusters have been identified. 

Fig. 5. Network map based on the bibliographic data of the sample of papers containing 
the keywords “SSM” retrieved from the sample of 5171 publications indexed in WoS

Source: own results based on VOSViewer v. 1.6.18 software
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The analysis of the main patterns and results based on the visualization reveals the following 
trends. The main and the key cluster is Central Cluster (soft systems methodology). The term “soft 
systems methodology” is at the center of the network, indicating it is a core concept with many con-
nections to other keywords. This suggests that soft systems methodology is a central theme in the 
literature and frequently appears alongside other key concepts.

Then, there is Cluster 2 (Education and Learning) features such keywords as “higher education,” 
“design,” “education,” and “active learning.” These keywords demonstrate an interest in the edu-
cational applications of soft systems methodology that includes instructional design and learning 
processes in such various socio-economic domains.

Furthermore, Cluster 3 (Health and Governance) containts such terms as “disparities,” “health-
care,” “bureaucratic reform,” and “crop insurance” which indicates an interest in public health and 
administrative aspects. These outcomes might indicate a line of research where soft systems meth-
odology is applied to understanding and addressing healthcare disparities and to reform bureau-
cratic processes in healthcare and social care.

In addition, Cluster 4 (Management and Policy) features terms such as “management,” “agricul-
tural policy,” “model,” and “governance” that offers the connection with management and policy-
making. The results highlight the importance of using the soft systems methodology in managing 
resources and formulating policies.

Finally, Cluster 5 (Systems and Innovation) features keywords such as “systems thinking,” “con-
ceptual-model,” or “innovation” which indicates the use of soft systems methodology in conceptual 
modeling for innovation, and a general emphasis on systems approach in various contexts, similar to 
other related works (e.g. Strielkowski and Popov, 2017; or Checkland and Poulter, 2020).

The results from the network analysis demonstrate that soft systems methodology is studued 
and used across different fields such as education, healthcare, governance, management, and in-
novation. Furthremore, the results confirm the emphasis of both terms as well as their linkages on 
problem structuring, conceptual models, as well as sustainable development. In addition, the inter-
disciplinary nature of the research is also apparent indicating special relevancy across different ap-
plications of soft systems methodology.

Conclusion and implications

To sum up, the results of this paper demonstrate that in today’s complex world, traditional and old-
fashioned approaches to addressing complex modern problems of institutions and organizations 
might not be sufficient which indicates the need for some novel tools and methods. SSM offers 
viable solutions for the organizational economic sustainability using the process optimization and 
human capital by providing a structured framework for understanding and tackling complex issues 
using institutional approaches.

At its core, SSM acknowledges that the real world is uncertain, biased, and full of diverse and often 
contradicting perspectives. It recognizes that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to every problem 
but rather emphasizes the importance of understanding the social context within which problems 
arise. By taking into account the various stakeholders involved in a particular issue, SSM allows for a 
more inclusive decision-making process that considers multiple viewpoints and interests.

This research demonstrated that SSM offers an approach that can contribute significantly to 
achieving sustainable development goals. By embracing the principles of SSM, decision-makers can 
navigate through the complexities of real-world problems and devise effective strategies for address-
ing them. One key aspect of SSM is its emphasis on systems thinking. It recognizes that real-world 
challenges are often interconnected and involve multiple stakeholders with diverse perspectives 
and interests. SSM encourages the exploration of these complex systems, enabling a comprehensive 
understanding of their dynamics and interdependencies. By considering various perspectives, SSM 
helps identify unintended consequences or overlooked factors that might hinder sustainable devel-
opment efforts. In addition, SSM promotes collaboration among stakeholders by facilitating their 
active participation in problem-solving processes.
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Through techniques such as rich pictures, root definitions, and conceptual models, SSM fos-
ters communication and shared understanding among diverse groups. This collaborative approach 
ensures that decisions are not imposed from above but emerge through meaningful dialogue and 
consensus-building. Additionally, SSM offers continuous learning and adaptation over time which 
ensures flexibility in implementing sustainable economic development. 

The bibliometric analysis carried out in this paper using the data from Web of Science (WoS) 
database that focused on the terms “soft systems methodology” and “Institutional Economics” con-
firmed that SSM, human capital, and institutional economics appear at the forefront of the academic 
research focused on revealing the pathways of sustainable organizational development. Soft systems 
methodology serves as a nexus connecting diverse fields such as community governance, education, 
business innovation, health care, and management. In the realm of policy-making, the methodology 
appears instrumental in addressing complex issues like healthcare disparities, bureaucratic reform, 
and agricultural policy, suggesting its utility in formulating and implementing effective policies 
(Strelkowski and Popov, 2017). The educational cluster indicates a focus on integrating soft sys-
tems methodology into higher education, highlighting its role in enhancing learning processes and 
instructional design. The frequent association with terms like “sustainable development” and “in-
novation” underscores its relevance in driving forward-thinking strategies in various sectors. When 
it comes to the pathways for further research, there is potential in exploring the cross-disciplinary 
applications of soft systems methodology, particularly in emerging areas like climate adaptation and 
organizational transformation (similar to Checkland and Poulter, 2020). The analysis underscores 
the adaptability of soft systems methodology and suggests that it could be a valuable tool in ad-
dressing contemporary global challenges. These results that might be of special interest for relevant 
stakeholders, academic researchers, as well as policymakers.
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