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the social services are begnning to acqwre profesnonal competencies It mght seem 
that our pubhcs are being perverse, havmg condoned professionalism when it was 
really only dressed-up amateunsm and condemnlng professionalism when we finally 
seem to be gethng good at our jobs Perverse though the laity may be, surely the 
professionals themselves have been behnd this attack as well 

Some of the generators of the confrontahon have been intellectual in ongn The 
anti-professional movement stems in part from a reconceptualizabon of the pro- 
fesslonal's task Others are more in the character of hstoncal imperatives, i e con- 
Qtions have been thrown up by the course of societal events that call for Qfferent 
modes of intervenhon 

The professional's job was once seen as solwng an assortment of problems that 
appeared to be definable, understandable and consensual He was hlred to eliminate 
those condihons that predomnant opinion judged undesirable His record has been 
quite spectacular, of course, the contemporary clty and contemporary urban society 
stand as clean evidences of professional prowess The streets have been paved, and 
roads now connect all places, houses shelter wrtually everyone, the dread dseases 
are virtually gone, clean water 1s piped into nearly every bmldng, samtary sewers 
carry wastes from them, schools and hospitals serve vMually every &shct,  and so on 
The accomplishments of the past century in these respects have been truly pheno- 
menal, however short of some persons' asplrahons they might have been 

But now that these relatively easy problems have been dealt wth, we have been 
tumng our attention to others that are much more stubborn The tests for efficiency, 
that were once so useful as measures of accomphshment, are bang challenged by a 
renewed preoccupahon with consequences for equlty The seeming consensus, that 
might once have allowed hstnbutional problems to be dealt wth, is being eroded 
by the growing awareness of the nation's pluralism and of the lfferentiatlon of 
values that accompanies &fferentlahon of publics The profess~onahzed cogmhve 
and occupahonal styles that were refined in the first half of thls century, based m 
Newtoman mechamshc physics, are not readdy adapted to contemporary concepuons 
of interacting open systems and to contemporary concerns with eqwty A growing 
sensltlvity to the waves of repercussions that npple through such systemlc networks 
and to the value consequences of those repercussions has generated the recent re- 
examinahon of recaved values and the recent search for natlonal goals There seems 
to be a growing reahzahon t h h  a weak strut m the professional's support system 
hes at the juncture where goal-formulahon, problem-definition and equity issues 
meet We should like to address these matters m turn 

I. Goal Formulation 
The search for explicit goals was initiated in force with the opemng of the 1960s 
In a 1960 RAND publication, Charles J Hltch urged that "We must learn to look 
at our objectzves as critically and as professionally as we look at our models and our 
other Inputs " 1 The subsequent work in systems analysls reafEirmed that injunction 

1 Charles J H~tch, "On the Cho~ce of Objectives in Systems Studles" (Santa Momca, Cahfom~a 
The RAND Corporahon, 1960, P-1955), p 19 
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Men m a wlde array of fields were prompted to redefine the systems they dealt w~th 
m the syntax of verbs rather than nouns-to ask "What do the systems do?" rather 
than "What are they made of?"-and then to ask the most dfficult queshon of all 
"What should these bystems do?" Also 1960 was Inaugurated wlth the pubhcatlon of 
Goals for Amencans, the report of Pres~dent Eisenhower's Commsslon on National 
Goals 2 There followed then a wave of slmlar efforts The Comrmttee for Econom~c 
Development commss~oned a follow-up re-exammatlon So &d the Broolungs 
Instituhon, the Amencan Academy of Arts and Sciences, and then Pres~dent N~xon 
through h s  Nat~onal Goals Research Staff ButIthese may be only the most apparent 
attempts to clanfy the nat~on's direchons 3 

Perhaps more symptomahc m the U S were the efforts to install PPBS, whch 
requlres exphcat~on of desrred outcomes, and then the more recent attempts to bulld 
systems of social mndlcators, whch are m effect surrogates for statements of desired 
conditions As we all now know, ~t has turned out to be tembly difficult, if not Im- 
possible, to make either of these systems operahonal Although there are some small 
success stones recounted m a few cmhan agenaes, successes are still rare Goal-findmg 
IS tumng out to be an extraord~nanly obstinate task Because goal-fmding is one of 
the central funcbons of planmng, we shall shortly want to ask why that must be so 

At the same t~me that these formalized attempts were bemg made to d~swver our 
latent ams, the natlon was buffeted by the revolt of the blacks, then by the revolt 
of the students, then by the w~despread revolt agsunst the war, more recently with a 
new consumermm and conservahonlsm All these movements were str~lung out at 
the underly~ng systemlc processes of contemporary Amencan soaety In a style 
rather different from those of the systems analysts and the Pres~dent~al comssioners, 
partlclpants in these revolts were seelung to restructure the value and goal systems that 
affect the d~stnbut~on of soclal product and shape the direct~ons of nat~onal pohcy 

Systems analys~s, goals comrnlsslons, PPBS, soaal mdicators, the several revolts, 
the poverty program, model citles, the current concerns with environmental quality 
and w~th the quahties of urban hfe, the search for new rehg~ons among contemporary 
youth, and the lncreaslng attract~veness of the planmng idea-all seem to be drlven 
by a common quest Each m its pecuhar way IS aslung for a clanfication of purposes, 
for a r e d e h t ~ o n  of problems, for a re-ordenng of pr~ont~es to match stated purposes, 
for the deslgn of new lunds of goal-directed actlons, for a reortentahon of the pro- 
fess~ons to the outputs of profess~onal achvlties rather than to the inputs into them, 
and then for a red~stribut~on of the outputs of governmental programs among the 
cornpetmg pubhcs 

A deep-rummg current of optlmism m Amencan thought seems to have been 
propelling these &verse searches for direchon-kding instruments But at the same 
tune, the Americans' tradtional fath In a guaranteed Progress is bang eroded by 
the same waves that are wearmg down old bel~efs In the soc~al order's mherent - 
goodness and m hstory's lntrlnsic benevolence Candide IS dead HIS place is bemg 

2 The report was publrshed by Spectrum Books, Prent~ce-Hall, 1960 
3 At the same tlme to be sure, counter vo1~e~---~11~0mfortable to many-were claunrng that the 

"nat~on's dmchon" presents no mean~ngful reference system at all, owmg to the worldw~de character 
of the problems and the oversp~ll of cnses across nat~onal boundaries 

- 
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occupied by a new concephon of future hstory that, rejectmg hstonasm, is searchng 
for ways of exploihng the intellectual and ivenhve capabihhes of men 

T h s  belief comes in two qmte contralctory forms On the one hand, there is the 
belief in the "makeabihty," or unrestncted malleabihty, of future hstory by means 
of the planning intellect-by reasomng, ratlonal Iscourse, and clwhzed negohahon 
At the same time, there are vocal proponents of the "feeling approach," of com- 
passionate engagement and dramatlc action, even of a revival of myst~cism, zumng 
at overcoming The System whch is seen as the evil source of msery and suffering 

The Enhghtenment may be comng to full matunty in the late 20th century, or it 
may be on its deathbed Many Amencans seem to beheve both that we can perfect 
future history-that we can dehberately shape future outcomes to accord wth  our 
wishes-and that there will be no future history Some have arnved at deep pessimsm 
and some at resignation To them, planmng for large soclal systems has proved to 
be impossible wlthout loss of hberty and eqmty Hence, for them the ultimate goal 
of planning should be anarchy, because it should alm at the ehminabon of govern- 
ment over others Stdl another group has arnved at the conclus~on that hberty and 
equity are luxunes whch cannot be afforded by a modem society, and that they 
should be subshtuted by "cybernetically feasible" values 

Professionahsm has been understood to be one of the major instruments for 
perfectability, an agent sustammg the tradihonal Amencan ophrmsm Based in 
modem sclence, each of the profess~ons has been conceived as the mehum through 
whlch the knowledge of sclence is apphed In effect, each profession has been seen 
as a subset of engmeering Plamng and the emergmg pohcy sclences are among the 
more opt~mist~c of those professions Their representahves refuse to beheve that 

- planning for betterment IS imposs~ble, however grave their misgvings about the 
appropnateness of past and present modes of planmng They have not abandoned 
the hope that the instruments of perfectabihty can be perfected It 1s that vlew that 
we want to examne, m an effort to ask whether the social profess~ons are equipped 
to do what they are expected to do 

II. Problem Definition 
During the industrial age, the idea of planning, in common wth the idea of pro- 
fessionalism, was domnated by the pervasive idea of eflczency Drawn from 18th 
century physics, classical economcs and the pnnaple of least-means, efficiency was 
seen as a conIbon m whch a specified task could be performed wlth low inputs of 
resources That has been a powerful idea It has long been the guiIng concept of 
clvil engmeering, the sc~enhfic management movement, much of contemporary 
operahons research, and it s U  pervades modem government and industry When 
attached to the idea of planmng, it became dormnating there too Plann~ng was then 
seen as a process of desigmng problem-solutions that mlght be installed and operated 
cheaply Because it was farly easy to get consensus on the nature of problems dunng 
the early lndustnal period, the task could be assigned to the technically slulled, who 
In turn could be trusted to accomplish the s~mplified end-in-wew Or, in the more 
work-a-day setting, we could rely upon the efficiency expert to diagnose a problem 
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and then solve it, whlle simultaneously reducing the resource inputs into whatever 
it was we were doing 

We have come to think about the planmng task in very drfferent ways m recent 
years We have been learning to ask whether what we are doing IS the rrght thmg to do 
That is to say, we have been l e m n g  to ask questions about the outputs of actions 
and to pose problem statements in valuative frameworks We have been learning to 
see soaal processes as the hnks tying open systems into large and interconnected 
networks of systems, such that outputs from one become Inputs to others In that 
structural framework it has become less apparent where problem centers he, and 
less apparent where and how we should intervene even if we do happen to know what 
aims we seek We are now senslhzed to the waves of repercussions generated by a 
problem-solwng action directed to any one node in the network, and we are no longer 
surprised to find it mducrng problems of greater severity at some other node And 
so we have been forced to expand the boundanes of the systems we deal with, trying 
to mternahze those externalities 

Ths  was the professional style of the systems analysts, who were commonly seen 
as forebearers of the umversal problem-solvers With arrogant codidence, the early 
systems analysts pronounced themselves ready to take on anyone's perceived problem, 
dragnostically to drscover its h~dden character, and then, having exposed ~ t s  true 
nature, slullfully to excise its root causes Two decades of experience have worn the 
self-assurances thin These analysts are coming to realm how valrd thelr model really 
is, for they themselves have been caught by the very same &agnostic difficulties that 
troubled then clients 

By now we are all begnmng to reahze that one of the most intractable problems 
is that of defimng problems (of knowing what &stmguishes an observed condihon 
from a desired condition) and of locating problems (findmg where in the complex 
causal networks the trouble really hes) In turn, and equally intractable, IS the problem 
of idenhfying the actions that might effectively narrow the gap between what-IS 
and what-ought-to-be As we seek to improve the effectiveness of achons in pursult 
of valued outcomes, as system boundanes get stretched, and as we become more 
sophisticated about the complex worlungs of open societal systems, it becomes ever 
more difficult to make the planning idea operational 

Many now have an image of how an ~dealzzed planmng system would funchon It is 
being seen as an on-going, cybernehc process of governance, incorporating systematic 
procedures for continuously searching out goals, identifying problems, forecastmg 
uncontrollable contextual changes, inventing alternative strateges, tactics, and hme- 
sequenced actlons, strmulatmg alternative and plausible actlon sets and the~r con- 
sequences, evaluating alternatively forecasted outcomes, statistically momtonng 
those condtions of the publics and of systems that are judged to be germane, feeding 
back information to the simulat~on and declsion channels so that errors can be 
corrected-all in a simultaneously functioning governing process That set of steps 
IS famihar to all of us, for it comprises what IS by now the modern-classical model of 
plannlng And yet we all know that such a planmng system is unattunable, even as 

- we seek more closely to approximate it It is even queshonable whethy such a plan- 
ning system is deslrable 
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m. Planni~g Problems are Wicked Problems 
A great many bamers keep us from perfecting such a planning/governing system 
theory is inadequate for decent forecasting, our intelhgence is insuf%c~ent to our 
tasks, plurahty of objechves held by pluralities of politics makes it impossible to 
pursue umtary alms, and so on The difficulhes attached to rationality are tenaaous, 
and we have so far been unable to get untangled from their web This is partly 
because the classical paradigm of science and engineering-the paradlgm that has 
underlsun modern professionahsm-is not apphcable to the problems of open societal 
systems One reason the pubhcs have been attaclung the soaal professions, we believe, 
IS that the cognitive and occupational styles of the professions-mmiclung the 
cogmhve style of science and the occupahonal style of engmeenng-have just not 
worked on a wde array of social problems The lay customers are complaining 
because planners and other professionals have not succeeded in solving the problems 
they chmed they could solve We shall want to suggest that the social profess~ons 
were misled somewhere along the hne into assuming they could be appl~ed scientists- 
that they could solve problems in the ways scienusts can solve their sorts of problems 
The error has been a serious one 

The lands of problems that planners deal w~th-societal problems--are inherently 
different from the problems that scienhsts and perhaps some classes of engineers deal 
with Planmng problems are inherently wcked 

As dshngwshed from problems in the natural sciences, whch are definable and 
separable and may have solutions that are findable, the problems of governmental 
planmng--and especially those of social or policy planning-are ill-defined, and they 
rely upon elusive pohhcal judgment for resolution (Iifot "soluuon " Social problems 
are never solved At best they are only re-solved-over and over agam ) Permit us 
to draw a cartoon that will help clanfy the lstlnction we intend 

The problems that scientists and engmeers have usually focused upon are mostly 
"tame" or "benign" ones As an example, consider a problem of mathematics, such 
as solving an equahon, or the task of an organic chemlst m analyvng the structure 
of some unknown compound, or that of the chessplayer attempting to accomphsh 
checkmate in five moves For each the mission is clear It is clear, in turn, whether or 
not the problems have been solved 

Wlcked problems, in contrast, have neither of these clarifying trats, and they 
Include nearly all public policy issues-whether the question concerns the location 
of a freeway, the adjustment of a tax rate, the modification of school curncula, or the 
confrontation of cnme 

There are at least ten cbstinguishmg properhes of planning-type problems, i e 
wicked ones, that planners had better be alert to and whch we shall comment upon 
in turn As you will see, we are calling them "wcked" not because these properties 
are themselves ethically deplorable We use the term "wicked" in a meamng akin to 
that of "mahgnant" (in contrast to "bemgn") or "vicious" (like a c~rcle) or "tricky" 
(like a leprechaun) or "aggressive" (like a lion, m contrast to the docllity of a lamb) 
We do not mean to personify these properties of social systems by implylng malicious 
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intent But then, you may agree that it becomes morally objechonable for the planner 
to treat a wcked problem as though it were a tame one, or to tame a wicked problem 
prematurely, or to refuse to recognize the inherent wickedness of social problems 

1. There is no definitive formula~on of a wicked problem 

For any given tame problem, an exhaustive formulation can be stated contsumng all 
the informahon the problem-solver needs for understandmg and solving the problem 
-provided he knows h s  "art," of course 

This is not possible with wicked-problems The lnformatlon needed to understand 
the problem depends upon one's idea for solvrng ~t That is to say In order to descrrbe 
a wicked-problem in su5cient detad, one has to develop an exhaustwe inventory of all 
conceivable solutrons ahead of hme The reason is that every queshon aslung for 
addmonal information depends upon the understanding of the problem--and ~ t s  
resolution-at that time Problem understanding and problem resoluhon are con- 
cormtant to each other Therefore, m order to anhcipate all queshons (in order to 
anticlpate all informahon requred for resolution ahead of tune), knowledge of all 
conceivable solutions is requred 

Consider, for example, what would be necessary in identifying the nature of the 
poverty problem Does poverty mean low income? Yes, in part But what are the 
detemnants of low income 7 IS ~t deficiency of the nahonal and regional economies, 
or is it deficiencies of cogmhve and occupational dulls wlthm the labor force 7 If the 
latter, the problem statement and the problem "solution" must encompass the educa- 
tional processes But, then, where withm the educational system does the real problem 
lie? What then mght it mean to "improve the educabonal system"9 Or does the 
poverty problem reslde in deficient physical and mental health? If so, we must add 
those etiologm to our information package, and search inside the health services 
for a plausible cause Does it include cultural deprlvahon? spatlal dislocahon? 
problems of ego idenhty 7 deficient pohtical and social slulls ?-and so on If we can 
formulate the problem by tracing it to some sorts of sources-such that we can say, 
"Aha 1 That's the locus of the d~fficulty," i e those are the root causes of the dfferences 
between the "is" and the "ought to be" condlhons-then we have thereby also 
formulated a soluhon To find the problem is thus the same thing as h d m g  the 
soluhon, the problem can't be defined until the soluhon has been found 

The formulabon of a wicked problem 1s the problem! The process of forrnulatmg 
the problem and of conceiving a solution (or re-solution) are ~dentical, since every 
specfication of the problem IS a specification of the direction m which a treatment is 
considered Thus, ~f we recogme deficient mental health semces as part of the 
problem, then-trivially enough-"improvement of mental health serv~ces" is a 
speafication of solution If, as the next step, we declare the lack of commumty 
centers one deficiency of the mental health services system, then "procurement of 
community centers" is the next specificahon of solutlon If it n Inadequate treatment 
withm community centers, then improved therapy traimng of staff may be the locus 

- of solut~on, and so on 
This property sheds some light on the usefulness of the famed "systems-approach" 
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for treating wicked problems The classical systems-approach of the mlhtary and the 
space programs is based on the assumpuon that a planning project can be organized 
into dishnct phases Every textbook of systems engmeenng starts wlth an enumeration 
of these phases "understand the problems or the mssion," "gather informatlon," 
"analyze information," "synthesize informatlon and wtut for the creahve leap," 
"work out soluhon," or the like For wicked problems, however, thls type of scheme 
does not work One cannot understand the problem without know~ng about its 
context, one cannot meamngfully search for information without the orientation of 
a soluhon concept, one cannot first understand, then solve The systems-approach 
"of the first generahon" is inadequate for deahng with wicked-problems Approaches 
of the "second generahon" should be based on a model of planmng as an argumen- 
tame process In the course of whch an image of the problem and of the solution 
emerges gradually among the participants, as a product of Incessant judgment, 
subjected to mhcal argument The methods of Operahons Research play a pronunent 
role in the systems-approach of the first generahon, they become operational, how- 
ever, only afier the most important decisions have already been made, i e after the 
problem has already been tamed 

Take an optimzahon model Here the inputs needed include the defimtion of the 
solution space, the system of constramts, and the performance measure as a function 
of the planmng and contextual vanables But setting up and constraining the soluhon 
space and constructmg the measure of performance is the wicked part of the problem 
Very hkely it 1s more essenhal than the remaning steps of searchng for a solution 
which is ophmal relat~ve to the measure of performance and the constraint system 

2. W~cked problems have no stopping rule 

In solving a chess problem or a!mathematical equation, the problem-solver knows 
when he has done hls job There are mtena that tell when the or a soluhon has been 
found 

Not so w th  planning problems Because (accordmg to Proposlhon 1) the process 
of solvmg the problem is identical with the process of understanding its nature, 
because there are no cntena for sufficient understandmg and because there are no 
ends to the causal cham that link mteractmg open systems, the would-be planner 
can always try to do better Some ad&tIonal investment of effort might increase the 
chances of h d m g  a better soluhon 

The planner terminates work on a wicked problem, not for reasons inherent in the 
"log~c" of the problem He stops for considerations that are external to the problem 
he runs out of tlme, or money, or patience He finally says, "That's good enough," 
or "Th~s is the best I can do wthm the limtations of the project," or "I llke this 
soluhon," etc 

3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but good-or-bad 
There are convenhonahzed crltena for objectively decidlng whether the offered 

soluhon to an equahon or whether the proposed structural formula of a chemical 
compound is correct or false They can be independently checked by other qualified 
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persons who are farmliar wlth the established cntena, and the answer will be normally 
unambiguous 

For wicked planmng problems, there are no true or false answers Normally, 
many parties are equally equipped, mterested, and/or entltled to judge the solutions, 
although none has the power to set formal declslon rules to detemne correctness 
Thex judgments are hkely to hffer widely to accord wlth their group or personal 
interests, their special value-sets, and their ideologxcal predrlections Their assess- 
ments of proposed solutions are expressed as "good" or "bad" or, more likely, as 
"better or worse" or "satnfymg" or "good enough " 

4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem 

For tame-problems one can detemne on the spot how good a solution-attempt 
has been More accurately, the test of a solution is entirely under the control of the 
few people who are involved and Interested In the problem 

W~th  wcked problems, on the other hand, any solubon, after being implemented, 
will generate waves of consequences over an extended-v~rtually an unbounded- 
penod of time Moreover, the next day's consequences of the solutlon may yeld 
utterly undesmble repercussions whlch outweigh the intended advantages or the 
advantages accomphshed htherto In such cases, one would have been better off if 
the plan had never been carried out 

The full consequences cannot be apprrused untd the waves of repercussions have 
completely run out, and we have no way of traclng all the waves through all the 
affected lives ahead of time or within a l~mited tlme span 

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 

In the sclences and in fields like mathernatm, chess, puzzle-solving or mechanical 
engmeermg des~gn, the problem-solver can try vanous runs w~thout penalty What- 
ever hls outcome on these individual expermental runs, ~t doesn't matter much to 
the subject-system or to the course of societal affam A lost chess game is seldom 
consequenbal for other chess games or for non-chess-players 

With wicked planmng problems, however, every implemented solution is con- 
sequenbal It leaves "traces" that cannot be undone One cannot build a freeway to 
see how it works, and then easily correct it after unsatisfactory performance Large 
public-works are effectwely irreversible, and the consequences they generate have 
long half-lives Many people's hves will have been irreversibly influenced, and large 
amounts of money wdl have been spent--another irreversible act The same happens 
with most other large-scale pubhc works and with virtually all publlc-service pro- 
grams The effects of an expenmental curriculum w~ll follow the pupils into thew 
adult hves 

Whenever actlons are effectwely irreversible and whenever the half-hves of the 
consequences are long, every tr~al counts And every attempt to reverse a decis~on 

- or to correct for the undesired consequences poses another set of wicked problems, 
whch are in turn subject to the same dllemmas 
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6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively describable) set of 
potenbal solutions, nor is there a well-described set of permissible operations that may 
be incorporated into the plan 

There are no cntena whlch enable one to prove that all solutions to a wicked 
problem have been idenhfied and considered 

It may happen that no solutlon is found, owlng to loacal inconsistencies in the 
"picture" of the problem (For example, the problem-solver may arnve at a problem 
description requnng that both A and not-A should happen at the same bme) Or 
it mght result from h s  faling to develop an Idea for solution (whch does not mean 
that someone else might be more successful) But normally, m the pursuit of a wcked 
planlung problem, a host of potential solubons anses, and another host 1s never 
thought up It IS then a matter of judgment whether one should try to enlarge the 
avsulable set or not And it is, of course, a matter of judgment whch of these soluhons 
should be pursued and ~mplemented 

Chess has a finite set of rules, accounbng for all situations that can occur In 
mathematm, the tool chest of operations 1s also explicit, so, too, although less 
ngorously, in chemstry 

But not so m the world of soclal policy W c h  strategies-or-moves are permissible 
in deahng with crime in the streets, for example, have been enumerated nowhere 
"Anythmg goes," or at least, any new idea for a plannmg measure may become a 
senous canddate for a re-solubon What should we do to reduce street crime? 
Should we dtsarm the pohm, as they do m England, since even cnrmnals are less 
hkely to shoot unarmed men9 Or repeal the laws that define cnme, such as those that 
make marguana use a mminal act or those that make car theft a cnminal act 9 That 
would reduce cnme by changmg definitions Try moral rearmament and substitute 
ethical self-control for pohce and court control? Shoot all criminals and thus reduce 
the numbers who c o m t  cnme? e v e  away free loot to would-be~eves, and so 
reduce the incentive to cnme? And so on 

In such fields of ill-defined problems and hence &definable solutions, the set of 
feasible plans of actlon relles on real~stlc judgment, the capabihty to apprmse "exotd' 
ideas and on the amount of trust and credbihty between planner and clientele that 
wll lead to the conclusion, "OK let's try that " 

7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique 

Of course, for any two problems at least one d~sbnguishmg property can be found 
bust as any number of propertm can be found which they share in common), and 
each of them IS therefore unique m a tnvial sense But by "essentially unique" we 
mean that, despite long hsts of simlanties between a current problem and a prewous 
one, there always might be an addtional dlstinguishmg property that is of ovemlng 
importance Part of the art of deahng with w~cked problems IS the art of not knowing 
too early whch type of solution to apply 

There are no clusses of wcked problems m the sense that principles of soluhon 
can be developed to fit all members of a class In mathematics there are rules for 
classifymg fam~lies of problems-say, of solving a class of equahons-whenever a 
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certain, quite-well-spec~fied set of characteristics matches the problem There are 
exphcit charactenshcs of tame problems that define similarities among them, in 
such fasluon that the same set of techniques is llkely to be effechve on all of them 

Despite seemng sirmlanhes among w~cked problems, one can never be certam 
that the particulars of a problem do not overnde its commonahues with other prob- 
lems already dealt wth  

The conditions in a city constructing a subway may look similar to the cond~tions 
in San Francisco, say, but planners would be ill-advised to transfer the San Francisco 
solutions directly Differences in commuter habits or residential patterns may far 
outwelgh simlanhes in subway layout, downtown layout and the rest In the more 
complex world of social policy planning, every situabon is hkely to be one-of-a-lund 
If we are right about that, the direct transference of the phys~cal-science and engmeer- 
i g  thoughtways into social pohcy might be dysfunctional, i e positively harmful 
"Soluhons" mght be applied to seemingly famllar problems wluch are quite in- 
compalble with them 

8. Every wicked problem can be cons~dered to be a symptom of another problem 

Problems can be descnbed as discrepancies between the state of affairs as it is 
and the state as it ought to be The process of resolving the problem starts with the 
search for causal explanahon of the dmrepancy Removal of that cause poses another 
problem of which the ongmal problem is a "symptom " In turn, ~t can be considered 
the symptom of still another, "hqher level" problem Thus "cnme in the streets" 
can be considered as a symptom of general moral decay, or permsslveness, or deficient 
opportunity, or wealth, or poverty, or whatever causal explanation you happen to 
hke best The level at whlch a problem is settled depends upon the self-confidence 
of the analyst and cannot be decided on loglcal grounds There is nothing like a natural 
level of a wicked problem Of course, the h~gher the level of a problem's formulation, 
the broader and more general it becomes and the more difficult ~t becomes to do 
somethng about it On the other hand, one should not try to cure symptoms and 
therefore one should try to settle the problem on as hgh a level as possible 

Here lies a difficulty with incrementahsm, as well This doctnne advert~ses a pohcy 
of small steps, in the hope of contributing systematically to overall improvement 
If, however, the problem is attacked on too low a level (an mcrement), then success 
of resolution may result m malung tlungs worse, because it may become more 
difficult to deal with the hgher problems Margmal improvement does not guarantee 
overall improvement For example, computerization of an admnistrat~ve process 
may result m reduced cost, ease of operation, etc But at the same time ~t becomes 
more dfficult to incur structural changes in the organmtlon, because techca l  
perfection reinforces organizational patterns and normally increases the cost of 
change The newly acquired power of the controllers of lnforrnahon may then deter 
later modfications of their roles 

Under these circumstances it 1s not surprising that the members of an organizahon 
tend to see the problems on a level below their own level If you ask a pohce chef 
what the problems of the police are, he is hkely to demand better hardware 

Copyright (c) 2004 ~ r o ~ u e i t  Information and Learning Company 
Copyright (c) Kluwer Academic Publishers 



9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be explained in 
numerous ways. The choice of explanation determines the nature of the problem's 
resolution 

"Crime 1n the streets" can be explained by not enough police, by too many 
cnmnals, by inadequate laws, too many pohce, cultural depnvahon, deficient 
opportunity, too many guns, phrenologx aberrations, etc Each of these offers a 
duection for attachng cnme in the streets W c h  one is nght? There is no rule or 
procedure to detemne the "correct" explanation or combmation of them The 
reason is that in dealing with wicked problems there are several more ways of refuting 
a hypotheus than there are pemssible m the sciences 

The mode of dealing with conil~ctmg evidence that is customary in science IS as 
follows "Under con&t~ons C and assuming the vahdity of hypothesis H, effect B 
must occur Now, gwen C, E does not occur Consequently His  to be refuted " In the 
context of wicked problems, however, further modes are admsslble one can deny 
that the effect E has not occurred, or one can explzun the nonoccurrence of E by 
intervening processes without having to abandon H Here's an example Assume 
that somebody chooses to explam crime 1n the streets by "not enough pohce " This 
is made the basis of a plan, and the size of the pohce force IS increased Assume further 
that 1x1 the svbsequent years there is an Increased number of arrests, but an increase 
of offenses at a rate shghtly lower than the increase of GNP Has the effect Eoccurred? 
Has cnme in the streets been reduced by increasing the pohce force 7 If the answer is 
no, several nonscient& explanations may be trled in order to rescue the hypothesis H 
("Increasing the pollce force reduces cnme in the streets") "If we had not increased 
the number of officers, the increase m crime would have been even greater," "This 
case is an excepbon from rule H because there was an irregular influx of crimnal 
elements ," "Time IS too short to feel the effects yet ," etc But also the answer "Yes, 
E has occurred" can be defended "The number of arrests was increased," etc 

In dealing with wicked problems, the modes of reasoning used in the argument 
are much ncher than those pemssible in the scienbfic discourse Because of the 
essenbal umqueness of the problem (see Propos~hon 7) and laclung opportumty for 
rigorous expenmentation (see Proposition 5), it is not possible to put H to a crucial 
test 

That is to say, the choice of explanabon is arbitrary m the logcal sense In actuahty, 
atbtudmal cntena gwde the choice People choose those explanahons whch are 
most plausible to them Somewhat but not much exaggerated, you m~ght say that 
everybody picks that explanabon of a discrepancy whlch fits h s  intenbons best and - 
whch conforms to the achon-prospects that are avadable to hlm The analyst's 
"world vlew" n the strongest determining factor in explaining a lscrepancy and, 
therefore, in resolving a wicked problem 

10. The planner has no right to be wrong 
As Karl Popper argues 1n The Logrc of Sczentlfic Ducovery,4 ~t is a principle of 

science that soluhons to problems are only hypotheses offered for refutabon T h ~ s  

4 Science Ed~t~ons, New York. 1961 
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habit 1s based on the insight that there are no proofs to hypotheses, only potenhal 
refutations The more a hypothesis wthstands numerous attempts at refutation, the 
better its "corroboration" is considered to be Consequently, the saentific commumty 
does not blame its members for postulatmg hypotheses that are later refuted--so long 
as the author abldes by the rules of the game, of course 

In the world of planning and wcked problems no such immumty is tolerated Here 
the aim is not to find the truth, but to Improve some charactenstics of the world 
where people live Planners are liable for the consequences of the achons they generate, 
the effects can matter a great deal to those people that are touched by those acbons 

We are thus led to conclude that the problems that planners must deal with are 
wcked and incorrigble ones, for they defy efforts to dehneate their boundaries and 
to identify their causes, and thus to expose their problematic nature The planner who 
works with open systems is caught up in the ambiguity of their causal webs Moreover, 
his would-be solutions are confounded by a shll further set of dilemmas posed by the 
growmg plurahsm of the contemporary publics, whose valuations of h s  proposals 
are judged against an array of different and contradicting scales Let us turn to these 
dilemmas next 

W .  The Social Context 
There was a time dunng the 'Fifties when the quasi-sociolo~cal hterature was pre- 
drchng a Mass Society-foreseen as a rather homogeneously shared culture in whch 
most persons would share values and beliefs, would hold to common ams, would 
follow similar hfe-styles, and thus wouId behave In slmlar ways (You will recall the 
popular hterature on suburbia of ten years ago ) It is now apparent that those fore- 
casts were wrong 

Instead, the high-scale societies of the Western world are becomng increasmgly 
heterogeneous They are becomng increasingly differentiated, comprising thousands 
of mmonty groups, each joined around common interests, common value systems, 
and shared styhstic that differ from those of other groups As the sheer 
volume of information and knowledge increases, a{ technolo@cal developments 
further expand the range of options, and as awareness of the liberty to dev~ate and 
dlfferentlate spreads, more vanations are posnble Rising afauence or, even more, 
growing desire for at least subcultural idenhty induces groups to exploit those ophons 
and to invent new ones We almost dare say that Irregular cultural permutations are 
becomng the rule We have come to real~ze that the melting pot never worked for 
large numbers of lmrnigrants to America,s and that the unitary concephon of "The 
Amencan Way-of Life" is now gving way to a recognihon that there are numerous 
ways of life thai are also Amencan 

It was pre-industrial society that was culturally homogeneous The industrial age 
greatly expanded cultural diversity Post-industrial society is likely to be far more 
drfferentrated than any in all of past hstory 

It is stlll too early to know whether the current pohticuation of subpublics is 

5 See an early stgn of ths growmg realizahon In Nathan Glazer and Dame1 Patnck Moymhan, 
Beyond rhe Melrrng Pot (Cambndge Harvard and MIT Presses, 1963) 
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going to be a long-run phenomenon or not One could wnte scenanos that would be 
equally plausible either way But one thing is clear large populabon size will mean 
that small mmonties can comprise large numbers of people, and, as we have been 
seeing, even small nunonties can swing large political influence 

In a setting in whlch a plurality of pubhcs is politically pursuing a diversity of 
goals, how is the larger society to deal wth  its wcked problems in a planful way? 
How are goals to be set, when the valuative bases are so &verse7 Surely a u t a r y  
conception of a unitary "public welfare" is an anachronistic one 

We do not even have a theory that tells us how to find out what mght be considered 
a societally best state We have no theory that tells us what astnbution of the social 
product IS best-whether those outputs are expressed in the coinage of money Income, 
infonnatlon income, cultural opportumtles, or whatever We have wme to realize 
that the concept of the social product is not very meaningful, possibly there is no 
aggregate measure for the welfare of a hghly &versified society, if this measure IS 

clalmed to be objechve and non-pamsan Social science has simply been unable to 
uncover a social-welfare function that would suggest which decmons would contri- 
bute to a societally best state Instead, we have had to rely upon the axlorns of in- 
&viduabsm that underlie economic and polltlcal theory, deducing, in effect, that the 
larger-pubhc welfare derives from summation of in&vidualishc choices And yet, we 
know that this is not necessarily so, as our current expenence with a r  pollutloi~ has 
dramattzed 

We also know that many societal processes have the character of zero-sum games 
As the population becomes increasingly pluralistic, inter-group differences are likely 
to be reflected as inter-group nvalnes of the zero-sum sorts If they do, the prospects 
for invenhng posihve non-zero-sum development strategies would become increasmgly 
dlfficult 

Perhaps we can dlustrate A few years ago there was a nearly universal consensus 
in Amenca that full-employment, high produchvity, and widespread distribution of 
consumer durables fitted into a development strategy in whch all would be winners 
That consensus IS now bemg eroded Now, when substitutes for wages are being 
dsbursed to the poor, the college student, and the rehred, as well as to the more 
tradihonal renpient of nonwage mcomes, our wncephons of "employment" and 
of a full-employment economy are having to be revised Now, when it is recogmzed 
that raw matenals that enter the economy end up as residuals polluhng the air mantle 
and the nvers, many are becomng wary of nsing manufacturing produchon And, 
when some of the new mddle-class rehgons are exorcising worldly goods in favor 
of less tangble communal "goods," the consumphon-oriented society is being chal- 
lenged--oddly enough, to be sure, by those who were reared in its affluence 

What was once a clear-cut win-win strategy, that had the status of a near-truism, 
has now become a source of contenhous dfferences among subpublics 

Or, if these illustrahons seem to be posed at too high a level of generality, consider 
the sorts of inter-group cor&cts imbedded in urban renewal, roadway construmon, 
or curriculum design in the public schools Our observahon 1s not only that values 
are changmg That 1s true enough, and the probabilihes of parametnc changes are 
large enough to humble even the most percephve observer of contemporary norms 
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Our polnt, rather, 1s that &verse values are held by hfferent groups of indmduals- 
that what sahsfies one may be abhorrent to another, that what comprises problem- 
solut~on for one 1s problem-generat~on for another Under such cucumstances, and 
in the absence of an overndmg socral theory or an overriding social ethc, there 1s no 
gainsaying whch group is nght and wh~ch should have ~ t s  ends served 

One tradhonal approach to the reconc~hat~on of social values and md~vidual cho~ce 
is to entrust de facto decision-malung to the wise and knowledgeable profess~onal 
experts and pohhclans But whether one finds that ethcally tolerable or not, we 
hope we have made ~t clear that even such a tactlc only begs the queshon, for there 
are no value-free, true-false answers to any of the wlcked problems governments 
must deal with To subshtute expert professional judgment for those of contendmg 
pohhcal groups may make the rahonales and the repercussions more exphc~t, but ~t 
would not necessanly make the outcomes better The one-best answer 1s poss~ble with 
tame problems, but not with wicked ones 

Another tradihonal approach to the reconc~hahon of soc~al values and in&v~dual 
choice 1s to bias m favor of the latter Accordingly, one would promote wdened 
Uerentlahon of goods, sernces, env~ronrnents, and opportumties, such that in&v~- . 
duals might more closely satisfy the~r lnQvidual preferences Where large-system 
problems are generated, he would seek to amehorate the effects that he judges most 
deletenous Where latent opportumhes become v~sible, he would seek to explo~t 
them Where positive non-zero-sum developmental stratepes can be des~gned, he 
would of course work hard to Install them 

Whchever the tachc, though, it should be clear that the expert IS also the player 
m a pol~tlcal game, seelung to promote hls pnvate vision of goodness over others' 
Planning IS a component of poht~cs There rs no escaplng that truism 

We are also suggesting that none of these tachcs will answer the d~fficult queshons 
attached to the sorts of w~cked problems planners must deal wth We have ne~ther a 
theory that can locate societal goodness, nor one that mght dlspel wckedness, nor 
one that mght resolve the problems of equlty that nsmg plurahsm 1s provolung We 
are lnclmed to thmk that these theoretic &lemmas may be the most w~cked conditions 
that confront us 
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