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Abstract: 

 

The purpose of a rich picture is to help the analyst gain an appreciation of the problem 

situation. As it is understood in Soft Systems Methodology (SSM), rich pictures are used 

as a means to represent the situation of concern and include elements which influence the 

problem, but which would not perhaps be picked up using more formal methods 

(Darzentas, Darzentas & Spyrou (1994)). 

 

 

Introduction: 

 

Rich pictures should represent structure, processes and issues of the organisation, which 

could be relevant to the problem definition, and try giving an impression of the 

organisational climate. Although they can often contain inaccurate or misleading 

representations and communicate the problem situation clearly or not very clearly, they 

are artistic and individualistic expressions and therefore not “right” or “wrong” 

(Darzentas, Darzentas & Spyrou (1994)). 

 

Rich pictures are Ad hoc drawings and do not have a formal syntax. They serve as a 

vehicle to help users explain their domain to developers. They do this by making use of 



symbols and diagrammatic conventions to represent a particular situation in a manner that 

is explicit and understandable by users. They give users the opportunity to identify 

important aspects of their work, missing elements and incorrect terminology (Darzentas, 

Darzentas & Spyrou (1994)). Each analyst or team will develop their own style of rich 

picture, possibly starting with people or locations. However, a rich picture is not a system 

model or system map, nor should it be an organigram, but simply objects, items or issues 

grouped together (Darzentas, Darzentas & Spyrou (1994)). 

 

Why do we Model Systems?: 

 

The term model is a term that means much the same in everyday life as it does in systems 

language. The major difference is that the systematic use of the term covers a wider range 

(Harry (1994)). 

 

A model is used to represent something, and the thing represented may exist in real life or 

it may be a concept in the mind of the person making the model. They can be created 

using a number of alternative approaches (Harry (1994)). 

The task of systems analysts is to study a system and to specify its requirements by 

building a working model of it. The model is a common language: the users who are 

providing information about the system readily understand it. Using working models, 

users and analyst’s work together to reach an identical understanding of the requirements. 

Once the model is agreed, the system is implemented by building a real-world version of 

the model (Kerth (2001)). 

The idea of modelling is not new. Almost every engineering discipline builds models to 

invent, and then to specify, the final system. And like any other engineering model, 

analytical models are readily understood by the people who are to implement the system. 

Models are not always an exact replica of the system. Some models are more useful if 

they show a "justified distortion" emphasising aspects of the system that are significant to 



the reader. Similarly, a model's viewpoint can filter out information, which is for the 

moment, irrelevant (Kerth (2001)). 

It is cheaper to create a model for discussion or experiment than it is to create the real 

thing. It is easier to modify diagrams than to install new systems. When mistakes are 

made within the modelling it is less costly to rectify them than if it was a live system. 

Modelling and diagramming a system can give users a better understanding of how the 

final system will work and can show the order of processes (Harry (1994)). 

 

Rich Pictures and their Construction: 

 

The term ‘rich picture’ as used in soft systems methodology originates from 

recommendations made by Checkland (1972,1981,1990), that the analyst undertake, as 

one of the first stages in the analysis of a problem situation and one as rich as can be 

assembled in the time available (Darzentas, Darzentas & Spyrou (1994)). In this sense a 

rich picture is an appreciation of the problem situation rather than a diagram as such, and 

the real utility of the picture is not in the picture itself, but in the process of constructing 

the picture. However, it is recognised that the rich picture diagram can also be a useful 

alternative to a textual description of a problem situation: it may for instance succinctly 

convey the description of the situation to a third party (Checkland (1990)). 

 

Constructing rich pictures can throw up all sorts of questions and observations about the 

problem situation. In the AMODEUS project (Darzentas, Darzentas & Spyrou (1994)) 

these questions were broadly grouped into two categories. The first being questions about 

the nature of certain techniques with regard to their functionality in the design space. The 

second then containing questions pertaining to the nature of design as practised by 

designers. Modellers then were asked to check whether the rich picture that resulted gave 

a fair representation of their approach and the pictures could then be refined accordingly.  

 



Symbolism within Rich Pictures: 

 

Rich pictures can be understood as a use of symbolism, as an epistemological device 

often used to make sense of some perceived reality. Hirscheim & Newman, in their paper 

on ‘Symbolism and Information Systems Development’ state: 

 

“symbolism can be understood as an image used for, or regarded as, representing 

something else. Symbols give meaning to what is perceived; they act as a filter 

through which the script is read” (p.31) 

 

Hirscheim & Newman argue that much of what happens within organisations are 

symbolic. The often trivial happenings and organisational rituals of organisational life 

can be seen to have greater symbolic significance that their face value. Drawing and 

describing the relationships can be part of the understanding process. As understanding 

uses and builds on what we already know, our knowledge from other subjects helps build 

our understanding of the current system (Matthews (2000)). 

 

Rich Pictures and Metaphors: 

 

Rich pictures can also be viewed as a type of metaphor. It has been argued that 

metaphorical language is superior to literal language because it captures experince and 

emotions better and because it can communicate meaning in complex, ambiguous 

situations where literal language is inadequate (Palmer & Dunford (1996) p. 694). 

Hirscheim & Newman (1991) view rich pictures as metaphors and both essentially are a 

way of understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another (p. 37). 

 

Metaphors have generally been used for one of two purposes, either as a representation 

tool or as a creative tool. As a representation tool they may act as a simplifying 

mechanism. Using the metaphor in this way suggests it can then be used as a 

representation of another reality – they form proxies for the things they symbolise. Such 



use of a metaphor reflects realist ontology – there is a true, independently occurring 

reality, capable of representation by metaphor (Campbell Williams (2000)). 

 

The use of metaphors as a creative tool can reflect a constructivist perspective on reality. 

A creative use of metaphor can be taken to reflect a social constructionist view of 

organisational reality in that the organisational reality produced is a function of the 

subjectively viewed interaction and understandings as to the representing metaphor 

(Campbell Williams (2000)). Morgan (1993) argues for the use of an approach termed 

‘Imaginisation’. This suggests using images and metaphors to engage in a continuous 

construction and deconstruction of meaning in encounters with everyday reality. 

 

Palmer & Dunford (1996) argue that a fundamental issue underlying the use of metaphor 

is a question related to organisational reality: Is reality produced through metaphor, or is 

reality something that exists independently of metaphorical descriptions of it (p. 695). 

The ontological question that stems then is whether social reality is a cognitive construct 

that does not exist independently of the names, concepts and that purport to describe it or 

whether social reality exists independent of, and external to individuals (p. 695). 

 

CATWOE and its influence on Rich Pictures: 

 

Part of the “problem expression” is identifying the situational elements and parts 

involved. Checkland uses the mnemonic CATWOE to describe the human activity and 

situation. CATWOE, defining the Customers, Actors, Transformation, Weltanschauung – 

or world view, and Environment, analysis helps in working out a ‘root definition’ and 

expressing the domain of a problem (Jarvis (1997)). 

 

CATWOE lists six elements that must either be specified by the root definition of the 

relevant system, or be clearly deductible from it (Harry (1994)).Using CATWOE in 

analysis discussions and drawing a rich picture encourages a process approach. 

Participants can test assertions, assumptions, positions and the integrity of data or 



information. With a root definition and a CATWOE rich picture the analyst can turn to  

an imagined ‘ideal’ system. 

 

SSM has come to discriminate between those themes, which it relates to primary tasks, 

and those, which are issues. This distinction is not meant to be an absolute one, but 

expresses the extremes of a range. The iterative nature of SSM will almost certainly mean 

that themes can be re-examined, added to and modified (Harry (1994)). 

 

 

Conclusion: 

 

Often we seek to learn not only about silent, invisible, physical factors; but also about 

abstract or emotional things like the social atmosphere between the people present. No 

one device will be able to record all this. Rich pictures are not confined to a limited range 

of symbols or a definition of what it may include. As a result, it can convey a wide range 

of hard and soft information: hence the term rich (Harry (1994)). 

 

Even the briefest look at literature on systems will show that diagrammatic 

representations are widely used. Their role is to aid in the eventual definition of the 

system to be implemented, after the discovery of the problems of the existing system and 

improvements to it have been recorded, so that it can be communicated to potential users, 

and hence learning from the process (Harry (1994)). 
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