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defining systemic
mterrelanors within the vsM
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1. Introduction

In Iran’s five-year national development plans, it is
emphasized that one-third of economic growth must
stem from productivity improvement (Sixth
Development Plan). In the Conceptual Document of
the National Productivity Program (Comprehensive
Productivity Program Concept Document, 2015),
enhancing consumption standards and improving
productivity in household and private sector
consumption are identified as key strategies for
raising national productivity (Shahraki et al., 2010;
Hosseinzadeh et al., 2016; Israeil, 2001). As the
primary unit of both production and consumption,
the family plays a crucial role in managing the flow
of productivity—{from education and promotion to
human resource development and the management
of income and expenditures. Families make
numerous daily decisions in their economic lives,
and productivity can be manifested in each of these
economic choices.

In today’s complex societies, the state and its actions
constitute inseparable components of social life.
These actions are known as public policy.
Governments pursue their roles and functions
through policy formulation and implementation,
with human beings and social communities at the
center of policymaking. However, state interventions
in the family domain, even when motivated by
support or benevolence, have at times undermined
the very structure of the family. Economic policies
have occasionally caused irreparable damage to
families (Arhami, 2013). By prioritizing economic
objectives and asserting autonomy from the family
sphere, the state has often exceeded its functional
capacity in formulating and implementing family
support policies (Hosseini & Azizi, 2016).

This implies that family policymaking should not be
viewed as a top-down process in which higher levels
decide and lower levels simply comply. Family policy
emerges from the complex interaction of ideas,
norms, influence, and power flows (Nieuwenhuis &
Van Lancker, 2020; Nelson, 1988). In the
contemporary  era, power, resources, and
institutional structures are rarely concentrated solely
within governments. Hence, achieving policy
objectives requires collaboration among diverse
actors—public, private, non-governmental, and
community-based. Understanding and managing
governance issues across this spectrum are essential
to achieving positive public policy outcomes in
today’s environment (Daniell & Kay, 2017).
Consequently, intricate relationships exist between
the state and the family that shape both household
decision-making and the effectiveness of public
policies.

Promoting productivity at the national level
demands collective commitment and broad
participation. Such a movement requires a network-
based platform that defines the interactions among all
stakeholders, clarifies their roles, and specifies

responsibilities within the productivity ecosystem.
The core problem of this research is to conduct a
comprehensive analysis of actors in the domain of
family productivity using the Viable System Model
(VSM)—to  understand and regulate the
relationships among them. The family domain has
long suffered from fragmented governance; each
organization has addressed it through a sectoral lens,
without a wunified institutional authority. This
fragmented perspective has generated partial
solutions, which in turn have produced new
challenges over time. Merely identifying actors is
insufficient unless their institutional relationships
are properly coordinated. Purely structural analyses
often lead to informational overload and confusion,
making it difficult to grasp systemic dysfunctions.
Approaches such as the VSM introduce a sense of
vitality, sustainability, and resilience into
organizations (Hamidizadeh et al., 2023). Rooted in
cybernetics and feedback mechanisms, viable system
modeling seeks to understand systemic equilibrium
and adaptability. Within this framework, all
elements contributing to the stability and evolution
of policymaking systems in the domain of family
productivity can be identified and tracked.
Accordingly, the main research question is:
“How can the institutional and governance system of
family economic productivity in Iran be analyzed and
redesigned through the Viable System Model to
achieve greater sustainability and efficiency?”

Based on this, the main objectives are:

1. Designing a systemic and institutional model
for realizing family economic productivity
using the Viable System Model

2. Identifying key actors and their functions
within the VSM subsystems

3. Analyzing institutional gaps and deficiencies
in achieving family economic productivity

4. Providing policy recommendations to
improve governance and institutional
efficiency in the family domain

This study seeks to model the structure and
interactions of actors involved in family economic
productivity through a systemic lens, developing a
detailed institutional mapping of their functions and
relationships. This mapping contributes to the
development of appropriate governance models for
family productivity. For the first time in Iran, this
research introduces a systemic model for family
economic productivity, analyzing both potential and
existing actors, and highlighting the active role of
families and citizens while reducing the state’s direct
executive involvement in favor of empowerment and
support-oriented governance.

2. Methodology

This study employed a qualitative and exploratory
research design to analyze and redesign the
institutional and governance system of family
economic productivity in Iran using the Viable
System Model (VSM) as its methodological
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framework. Rooted in systems thinking and
institutional analysis, the research aimed to identify
key actors, functions, and interrelations that
influence the performance and sustainability of
family productivity governance. The study adopted
an interpretive qualitative approach, recognizing the
complexity and interdependence among
governmental, private, and civil actors within the
productivity ecosystem. The VSM, originally
developed by Stafford Beer, served as the analytical
foundation, conceptualizing the system of family
economic  productivity as comprising five
interrelated subsystems: operations, coordination,
management and control, intelligence, and policy.
Applying this model made it possible to reveal the
systemic relationships among institutions and
families as productive and consumptive units. Data
were collected through two complementary sources.
First, an extensive documentary review was
conducted, covering national development plans, the
Conceptual Document of the National Productivity
Program (Comprehensive Productivity Program
Concept Document, 2015), and relevant laws and
policy documents concerning family and
productivity. Second, semi-structured interviews
were carried out with experts, policymakers, and
academics in the fields of family policy, economic
productivity, and governance. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling, focusing on
those with significant experience in relevant
domains. The process continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. Data analysis was
conducted through three main stages. In the first
stage, thematic analysis was applied to extract core
themes, issues, and institutional roles from the
collected data. In the second stage, the identified
themes were organized within a functional reference
model that mapped institutional functions to
overarching governance goals. In the third stage,
institutions were positioned within the five
subsystems of the Viable System Model according to
their missions and systemic roles. The relationships
among institutions were analyzed using task-
function and institution—function matrices to
visualize responsibilities, feedback loops, and
coordination mechanisms. To ensure the validity and
reliability of findings, data triangulation was
employed through the integration of documentary
evidence, expert interviews, and institutional
mapping. Expert validation sessions were conducted
to refine and confirm the systemic model. By
combining theoretical modeling with empirical data,
this methodology provides a comprehensive
systemic understanding of family economic
productivity governance, identifying institutional
gaps and proposing a viable model for sustainable
and coordinated policy implementation.

3. Results and Discussion

The results of this study focused on identifying
institutional actors, analyzing their functions, and
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developing a systemic framework for enhancing
family economic productivity through the Viable
System Model (VSM). In the first step, institutional
actors were identified, and a function—task matrix
was constructed for each organization based on
documentary data. This matrix detailed each
institution’s official responsibilities and their
correspondence to functions related to family
economic productivity. For example, the function—
task table for the Ministry of Education illustrated
how its educational roles align with productivity
goals. These matrices revealed gaps and
inconsistencies between institutional mandates and
their actual functional contributions. Using national
governance goals identified by Mousavi Loghman et
al. (2023), institution—function matrices were
created for each strategic objective in the domain of
family economic productivity, such as strengthening
kinship, ethnic, and local capacities. These matrices
highlighted institutional gaps and the degree of
involvement of organizations in key areas such as
consumption, employment, and investment,
identifying where institutional activation or reform
was required.

Next, a functional framework was developed to
provide a coherent structure for the identified
functions. The functional reference model, which
defines what the system does, was used to organize
the diverse institutional functions into a unified
structure for the family economic productivity
system. This model offered a systemic understanding
of how various institutional functions interact and
supported the positioning of institutions within the
functional map of the family economy. By clarifying
institutional roles and interrelations, the model
facilitated the identification of opportunities for
synergy and cooperative interventions among
organizations.

4. Conclusion

In the systemic analysis phase, the institutions were
mapped within the Viable System Model (VSM) to
simulate optimal systemic interactions. The analysis
demonstrated how each institution could contribute
effectively to resolving key issues related to family
economic productivity. The revised institution—
function matrices reflected adjustments in
institutional roles—either strengthening, reducing,
or redefining functions according to official
mandates—to achieve a desirable systemic
configuration.

The study showed that although institutions
addressing family economic productivity operate in
separate structures, systemic connectivity could be
established through intermediary institutions
(System 3 and 3*), ensuring the viability and
coherence of the overall system. To enhance
readability, the diagrams focused on vertical and
macro-level relationships among subsystems, while
omitting detailed horizontal interactions.
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Nonetheless, feedback and control loops were
visually represented to clarify systemic dynamics.

For each governance objective, the corresponding
VSM subsystems were depicted—such as ensuring
family economic security, improving social
productivity, reinforcing kinship and local capacities,
enhancing value creation, promoting sustainable
consumption, boosting investment behavior,
supporting recycling, and elevating financial literacy.
Comparative studies supported the systemic
findings: for instance, family economic security
policies (Spencer & Komro, 2017) were shown to
influence health and welfare outcomes; kinship
networks played a redistributive economic role (Cox
& Fafchamps, 2007); government-led financial
education significantly improved family decision-
making; and local governments influenced
sustainable household consumption (Dawkins et al.,
2019).

Overall, the findings demonstrate that achieving
family economic productivity requires an integrated
institutional system governed by viable system logic,
enabling coordination, learning, and adaptive
feedback among institutions. The proposed systemic
model provides a practical pathway for activating
both existing and potential institutional capacities to
promote sustainable family economic development.
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Figure 1. Functional reference model of the family economic productivity system.
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Table 2. Task-function matrix of the Ministry of Education for achieving family economic productivity
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Table 3. Institution-function matrix of the situation for realizing the goal of “strengthening kinship, ethnic, and
local capacities
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Figure 2. Subsystems of a Viable system model for achieving the governance goal (ensuring family economic
security).
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Figure 3. Subsystems of a viable system model for achieving the governance goal (improving social productivity).
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Figure 4. Subsystems of a Viable system model for achieving the governance goal (strengthening kinship, ethnic,
and local capacities).
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Figure 5. Institutional mapping of the desired situation (improving family performance in the area of value
creation).
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Figure 6. Institutional mapping of the desired situation (improving family performance in the consumption
area).
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Figure 7. Institutional mapping of the desired situation (improving family performance in the field of
investment).
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Figure 8. Institutional mapping of the desired situation (improving family performance in the field of recycling).
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Figure 9. Institutional mapping of the desired situation (improving family knowledge to make various economic
decisions).
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Table 4. Important research implementation strategies and suggestions for improving family productivity
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Table 4. continued.
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