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SST-09 Summary and Learning Pathway 
 

 
 
Imagine a group of researchers trying to understand how cities evolve over time. 
They begin by examining the relationship between government policies, economic conditions, and 
the behaviour of citizens. At first, they use a simple model explaining how social structures influence 
interaction and how interaction leads to change. 
However, as they study real cases in greater detail, they realise that many additional factors shape 
the development of cities. Physical infrastructure, institutional rules, cultural expectations, and 
feedback from past decisions all influence how people respond to new policies. 
The researchers therefore expand their original framework to include these additional mechanisms. 
The result is a richer model that helps explain how complex social systems develop over time. 
In this course, we have followed a similar path. We began with the classical morphogenetic cycle and 
then introduced the Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle as a framework for analysing social systems in 
greater depth. 
 
 
Formal Description 
Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle 
The Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle provides a framework for analysing how social systems 
reproduce existing structures or undergo transformation over time by integrating concepts relating to 
constraints, needs, feedback processes, and multi-level agency. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
In this introductory course we followed a sequence of ideas designed to clarify how social systems 
evolve over time. 
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We began by examining the classical morphogenetic cycle, which explains how existing structures 
and cultural ideas shape social interaction and how the outcomes of interaction may reproduce or 
transform social arrangements. 
We then asked an important question: what mechanisms operate within the interaction phase of the 
cycle? 
Exploring this question led us to the Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle, which introduces additional 
concepts that help explain how complex social systems operate. 
First, we examined the classical morphogenetic cycle, which explains how existing structures and 
cultural ideas shape social interaction and how the outcomes of those interactions may reproduce or 
transform social arrangements. 
Next, we considered some of the questions that arise when analysing real-world social systems. 
These questions highlighted the need for a more detailed framework capable of explaining the 
mechanisms that influence interaction and feedback within complex systems. 
The Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle provides such a framework by introducing additional concepts 
that help explain how social systems operate. These concepts include different types of constraints, 
the needs that systems must sustain in order to remain viable, the feedback signals generated by 
interaction, and the ways in which agency and learning operate across multiple levels of social 
organisation. 
In the preceding course modules we have introduced these ideas in outline. In the modules that 
follow, each of these mechanisms will be examined in greater depth. 
 
 

 
 
Example 1 – Urban development 
The development of cities depends on infrastructure, economic conditions, political decisions, and 
community behaviour. Analysing these processes requires understanding how different elements of 
the system interact over time. 



 

International Society for the Systems 
Sciences  

  

 
Social Systems 
Theory Course 

 

Version 1, Date 16/03/2026.        © John A Challoner, 2026.                                                     Page 3. 

 

Example 2 – Organisational transformation 
Companies adapt to changing markets by adjusting strategies, technologies, and organisational 
structures. These changes often occur through complex interactions between individuals, 
organisations, and institutions. 
 
 
Provenance and Links 
The morphogenetic approach originates in the work of Margaret Archer, particularly: 

• Archer, M. (1995). Realist Social Theory 
• Archer, M. (2003). Structure, Agency and the Internal Conversation 

The Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle is developed in: 
• Challoner (2026), The Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle  

 
 
Practical Exercise 
Reflect on the ideas introduced in this course. 

1. Identify a social system you are familiar with. 
2. Describe one constraint that shapes behaviour within this system. 
3. Describe one interaction that influenced the development of the system. 
4. Identify one example of feedback that affected how people responded to a situation. 

Finally, explain briefly how the Enhanced Morphogenetic Cycle might help analyse the development 
of this system. 
 

 


