
Lecture 1: Operating in wicked territory 
 

It used to be so easy 1950s post- war boom 
 trusting customers 

 fragmented and weak distribution channels 

 few new products 

 more substantial growth 

 little price pressure 

 mass media helped to reach homogeneous consumers 
» Strategy: Making sure to produce enough to satisfy demand. 

 
What went wrong? 

 Increased market fragmentation 

 strong global competition 

 product commodisation 

 shorter product life--‐cycles 

 higher customer expectations 

 powerful channel members 
» The ability of increasing sales alone to deliver growth has declined. 

 

 Business education is organised by functional departments while most businesses have 
become cross functional 

 Business education often has a tactical focus 

 Businesses are driven by short and mid-term objectives rather than long term sustainable 
growth 

» Most managers do not engage with CEOs regarding larger strategic issues 
 
 

 What is a Wicked Problem? 
 Each attempt to create a solution changes the understanding of the problem. 

 Cannot be solved in a traditional linear fashion   problem definition evolves as new 
possible solutions are considered and/or implemented. 

 Always occur in a social context   the wickedness of the problem reflects the diversity 
among the stakeholders in the problem. 

 It is the social complexity of these problems, not their technical complexity that overwhelms 
most current problem solving approaches 

o E.g. Obesity, terrorism, brain drain, nuclear weapons etc.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 aspects of problem wickedness 

I. You don’t understand the problem until you have developed a solution 

a. The problem is ill-structured with inter-locking issues and constraints 

II. Have no stopping rule 

a. No definite problem  no definite solution  

III. Solutions to wicked problems are not right or wrong  simply “better”, “worse”, “good 

enough”, “not good enough” 

IV. Every problem is unique & novel  

a. Many factors & conditions all imbedded in a dynamic social context 

V. Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one-shot operation”  every attempt has 

consequences (expensive & time consuming) 

VI. Have no given alternative solutions  

a. There may be no solutions or a number of potential solutions 

VII. Demands tools & methods which create shared understanding & shared commitment  

 

 Avoiding complexity is not an option:  Standout organisations 

 Vast majority of CEOs anticipate greater complexity in the future  more than half doubt 

their ability to manage it  

o can turn complexity into financial advantage 

 CEOs believe creativity is the most important leadership quality  

 The most successful organisations co-create products& services with customers, and 

integrate customers into core processes 

 Better performers manage complexity on behalf of their organisations, customers & 

partners 

 What are Standouts doing to thrive? 

I. Embody creative leadership 

II. Build operating dexterity 

III. Reinvent customer relationships 

 

 Embracing connectedness 
 Continuous feedback needs organisational dexterity to respond 

 Need to mobilize collective brain to power innovation 

 Creative more open & collaborative cultures 

 Organisational openness  

 Responding with relevance and immediacy   

 Time available to capture, interpret & act on information is getting shorter and shorter 

 Tend to see everyone as a competitor, but we need to see them as partners  cultural shift 

 hard to change 

 Biggest risk faced by industry is not regulatory mandates, its industry disruption  

 

 

 



 Strategy 
 Framework which guides those choices that determine the nature and direction of 

organisation  

 Creation of a unique & valuable position, involving different sets of activities 

 Defined as the way in which a corporation endeavours to differentiate itself positively from 

its competitors, using relative corporate strengths to better satisfy customers 

 Strategy theory provides many of the frameworks to help understand wicked territory  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Camillus 2008 HBR - Strategy as a Wicked Problem 

 How companies create strategy 

 They can’t develop models of increasingly complex environment in which they operate  

 Wickedness isn’t a degree of difficulty 

o Traditional processes can’t solve them  

 Wicked problems come up when companies face change & challenges 

What is a Wicked Problem 

1. Involves mane stakeholders with different values & priorities 

2. Issues roots are complex and tangled 

3. Problem is difficult to come to grips with and changes with every attempt to address it 

4. Challenge has no precedent 

5. Threes nothing to indicate the right answer to the problem  

10 Properties of Wicked Problems  

1 There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem. It’s not possible to write a well-defined 

statement of the problem, as can be done with an ordinary problem. 

2 Wicked problems have no stopping rule. You can tell when you’ve reached a solution with an 

ordinary problem. With a wicked problem, the search for solutions never stops. 

3 Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but good or bad. Ordinary problems have 

solutions that can be objectively evaluated as right or wrong. Choosing a solution to a wicked 

problem is largely a matter of judgment. 

4 There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem. It’s possible to 

determine right away if a solution to an ordinary problem is working. But solutions to wicked 

problems generate unexpected consequences over time, making it difficult to measure their 

effectiveness. 

5 Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one-shot” operation; because there is no opportunity to 

learn by trial and error, every attempt counts significantly. Solutions to ordinary problems can be 

easily tried and abandoned. With wicked problems, every implemented solution has consequences 

that cannot be undone. 

6 Wicked problems do not have an exhaustively describable set of potential solutions, nor is there a 

well-described set of permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan. Ordinary 

problems come with a limited set of potential solutions, by contrast. 

7 Every wicked problem is essentially unique. An ordinary problem belongs to a class of similar 

problems that are all solved in the same way. A wicked problem is substantially without precedent; 

experience does not help you address it. 

 


