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Welcome to the proceedings of the Seventh International Conference of the UK Systems Society being held at York University, United Kingdom from July 7th to 10th, 2002. It is a pleasure to be able to share with you this collection of papers that have been contributed by systems thinkers from around the world. As with previous UKSS conferences, the aim of this conference is to encourage debate and promote development of pertinent issues in systems theory and practice. In current times where the focus has moved from ‘information’ to ‘knowledge’ and where ‘knowledge management’, ‘knowledge assets’ and so on, have become part of everyday speak, it seemed fitting to offer a conference title of ‘Systems Theory and Practice in the Knowledge Age’. 

In keeping with another tradition of previous conferences, the UKSS Conference 2002 Committee decided to compile a collection of delegates’ papers before the event as a platform from which to launch discussions in York. Ideas presented in the following papers will, undoubtedly, be developed during the dialogue generated at the conference and new papers will emerge. In his abstract for his plenary at this conference, Professor Peter Checkland throws down the gauntlet to systems thinking and its relevance in the knowledge age with the following statement:

"30 Years In The Systems Movement: Disappointments I Have Known and Hopes for the Future

Springing from a lunchtime conversation at an American University, the Systems Movement is now nearly 50 years old. If we look back at its progress as objectively as we can, we have to acknowledge its relative failure. Today’s Systems Movement has: a toe-hold in academe; modest institutions and journals; a great propensity to talk to itself; and virtually no effect on the ‘influentials’ who shape social change.

This is ironic given the potential relevance of systemic thinking in ‘the knowledge age’, the focus of this conference.

The presentation will illustrate and seek to explain the ‘failure’ of the Movement and to suggest a pattern which would give hope for the future."

The fifty four papers that are included in this volume go some way to facing that challenge. The papers are organised under ten streams that will be mirrored in the conference programme: systems theory, systems methodologies, knowledge management, environmental management, critical systems thinking, social systems design, business, information systems, modelling, and student presentations. Not only is it interesting to note the favoured streams, but it is interesting to note the origins of the fifty four papers that have been included in this book - there are papers from authors in eleven different countries. This book stands as an indication of the international systems movement. It is also worth commenting that there are papers from both practitioners and academics, and that there are a significant number of papers from research students. All of these features are promising signs. The number of new contributors, (i.e. those who have not participated in the UKSS proceedings before), gives equally positive signals about the future of the systems movement.

While each paper was double blind reviewed by respected people in the systems field, it is fair to say that the editors were keen to uphold the authors’ arguments. The role of the editors was therefore more concerned with checking the formatting, the quality of presentation and so on, in order to ensure a high-quality book rather than to impose a particular view of systems theory and practice. The diversity of view points offered here will be a trigger to stimulating discussion at the conference and to a fruitful synthesis of ideas.

In conclusion, we would like to extend thanks to the authors and to the anonymous reviewers for their contributions of time and commitment to this project. We look forward to joining with you in York where we anticipate many enjoyable and meaningful discussions on the topics you have introduced here. Internationally eminent speakers such as Professors Peter Checkland, Mike Jackson, Max Boisot, Norman Ball and John Mingers have already accepted invitations to speak in plenary sessions. The scene is set for a memorable time.

Finally, we would like to extend our sincere thanks to the University of Paisley, in particular to the Division of Computing and Information Systems and its staff, for the financial support, practical help, and moral support that you have given us in the organising of the conference. 
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