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Concepts, Questions, and Procedures for Boundary Critique

Background 
In a world where everything ultimately connects with everything else, it is necessary to set boundaries
when deciding what to do and how to act.  The requirement to make such judgments also highlights a
need for diverse stakeholders to engage in active boundary critique as they examine the various facts and
values that are, and are not, included in a given intervention or inquiry.1

Best articulated by the pioneering systems scholar Werner Ulrich,2-6 boundary critique is a central concept
of critical systems thinking and of critical professional practice in general.7, 8  It is also a core
methodology common to many contemporary forms of systems thinking and modeling. 9  The importance
of boundary critique stems from the idea that both the meaning and the validity of professional
propositions always depend on boundary judgments as to which “facts” (i.e., observations) and which
“norms” (i.e., valuation standards) are to be considered relevant in a given situation; and by extension,
which others are to be left out or considered less important.10  Ulrich explains that this inevitable task of
drawing boundaries cannot be justified as the domain of experts alone.

Professional expertise does not protect against the need for making boundary
judgements…nor does it provide an objective basis for defining boundary
judgements. It’s exactly the other way round: boundary judgements stand for the
inevitable selectivity and thus partiality of our propositions.  It follows that experts
cannot justify their boundary judgements (as against those of ordinary citizens) by
referring to an advantage of theoretical knowledge and expertise.  When it comes to
the problem of boundary judgements, experts have no natural advantage of
competence over lay people.7

Experts and non-experts in a particular problem area must continually engage in an open dialogue about
what our problems are, alternative ways of framing them, and the attendant implications for action and
change.1  Boundary judgements and value judgements are intimately linked: the values adopted will direct
the where boundaries are drawn, which in turn, define the knowledge accepted as pertinent.  Similarly,
the very process of drawing boundaries constrains the values that can be pursued.  Boundary critique is
therefore an ethical process, requiring practical guidelines that planners and ordinary citizens can both use
equally proficiently as they engage in boundary critique.11 

Ulrich contends that efforts to recognize and critique boundary judgements create the conditions for
authentic communication, even in circumstances where there is no agreement about facts and values. 

Once we understand the role of boundary judgements and know how to deal with them in
an open and reflective way, we can grant one another the right to having different
rationalities; we can begin to understand, and agree upon, the sources of dissent. Thus
we can learn to understand one another even though we cannot agree, as our needs and
interests are genuinely different.7

Below are a several figures, developed by Ulrich,7 which convey the essential concepts, questions, and
practices involved in boundary critique.

– Summarized by Bobby Milstein (bmilstein@cdc.gov)
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