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ABOUT THE PROJECT 
Many issues in UK universities have all the hallmarks of being “wicked problems”: 
complex, hard to solve issues that stakeholders perceive in very different ways. 
Leadership has to be different in such contexts. A new wicked problem for universities 
that has emerged in the last few years is what to do about improving research data 
management (RDM). 

The aim of the Wicked ways project is to bring together a network of those involved in 
tackling the wicked RDM problem in different institutions and through an iterative, 
reflective and participative process construct an open educational resource about 
leadership in wicked problem contexts. This resource will be freely available to the 
wider UK HEI community and help promote the understanding of the wicked problem 
concept. The process will also itself help to create a supportive community of practice 
for participants. 
The collaborators in creating the learning resource are drawn from the various 
stakeholders in RDM: researchers, research administrators, IT professionals, librarians 
and record managers – and facilitated by the Sheffield Information School. They will be 
drawn largely but not exclusively from the White Rose Consortium partners, the 
Universities of Leeds, Sheffield and York (previously partners in RDMRose project). As 
people currently engaged in addressing this wicked problem space, they will have 
immediate experiences to reflect on and opportunities to try out ideas in practice. 
Project lead: 

http://rdmrose.group.shef.ac.uk/


• Andrew Cox (University of Sheffield) 
Project Research Assistant: 

• Eddy Verbaan (University of Sheffield) 
Steering committee: 

• Liz Waller (University of York) 
• Mike Mertens (Research Libraries UK) 

OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE 

  

https://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/open-educational-resource/


WORKSHOP 1 
Content 

The first workshop covered: 

• What is a Wicked Problem? 
• Leadership with Wicked Problems 
• Is RDM a Wicked Problem? 

Wicked Problems 

The scale, interconnectedness and complexity of issues in HE pose new challenges for 
leadership in the widest sense. One way of thinking about this is to adopt Rittel and 
Webber’s (1973) seminal distinction between “tame” and “wicked” problems. Wicked 
problems are complex issues that are hard to address, let alone solve, because they are 
defined fundamentally differently by different stakeholders and there are many 
constraints on solving them. 

Leadership 

The point of the distinction is that when we recognise a problem as wicked we operate 
differently; wicked problems require different forms of leadership. Zenke (2014) 
proposes that leaders in HE should take design approaches to cope with wickedness. 
Design thinking is a solution oriented way of thinking about problems that is gaining 
currency as an approach in business schools. Grint (2008) argues that wicked problems 
demand a bricolage of leadership approaches, rather than a purely “rational” planned 
approach. Horn’s visual “mess mapping” is one of a number of tools for leadership that 
have been proposed in different contexts to tackle these kinds of complex problem. Such 
tools have been comprehensively reviewed by Ney and Verweij (forthcoming). 

Research Data Management 

In the last three years a significant new agenda in HEIs has emerged around research 
data management (RDM). Because funders mandate good data management and 
increasingly favour open sharing of that data, so institutions are under new obligations 
to support RDM more effectively. The shifting character of the RDM agenda as well as its 
scale and reach mean it has many attributes of a wicked problem: it’s a far reaching 
issue, with connections to other problems and there are very significant resource 
constraints for finding a solution. Developing effective RDM services requires 
collaboration between academics and professional services staff in research 
administration, IT, libraries and records management. Some of these collaborations 
already exist. In many cases, however, new inter-professional networks or perhaps 
Third Space roles will have to be created. With REF submissions now complete (freeing 
resources for other agendas to surface) and with the 2015 EPSRC deadline to 



institutions for providing an RDM infrastructure looming, the next couple of years will 
be a critical period for this challenge to mid-level leadership in HEIs. 

Materials to download 

• Workshop 1 (pdf of the PowerPoint 
presentation) 

• Long list of characteristics of Wicked 
Problems (pdf) 
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http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-workshop1.pdf
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-longlist.pdf
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-longlist.pdf


WORKSHOP 2 

Content 

The second workshop covered: 

• Problem mapping 
• Scenario planning 

Problem mapping 

The literature mentions a number of tools that could be used to come to ‘clumsy 
solutions’ for wicked problems. Horn and Weber (2007) introduced ‘Mess Mapping’ and 
‘Resolution Mapping’. These complementary approaches each have a long history. Mess 
Mapping is in fact a form of stakeholder analysis in a visual form that has many 
similarities with Soft Systems Methodologies. Resolution Mapping is based on a 
technique known as Scenario Planning which was first introduced by Royal Dutch Shell 
in the 1970s, and has since been further developed. We adapted these tools to make 
them more suitable for individual or small group use within the scope of one fairly short 
session. Our ‘problem mapping’ tool was designed to gain an overview of a Wicked 
Problem via a form of stakeholder analysis, and to identify areas of common ground via 
‘cross-cutting issues analysis’. These areas of common ground may be points were 
action can be undertaken to work towards solutions for parts of the larger wicked 
problem. 

The concept was operationalised as follows. Participants worked in threes to work with 
flip chart paper and post-its to construct a view of one stakeholder’s view of the drivers 
and barriers for RDM. Stakeholders included a number of professional services and 
researchers. After twenty minutes groups changed stakeholder, and were allowed to 
adapt/review what the previous group had suggested. They were asked to produce a 
summary of how the stakeholder saw RDM. A plenary session reviewed the work so far 
and looked for recurrent themes. Groups then worked on an analysis of one of the 
themes. 

• Problem mapping (pdf of the workshop’s PowerPoint presentation) 

http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-problemmapping.pdf


 
 
Problem mapping – Stakeholder analysis – Academics in science and engineering

 
 
Problem Mapping – Stakeholder analysis – Staff development office

 

http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-1-Sakeholder-Academics-ScienceAndEngineering.jpg
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-1-Stakeholder-StaffDevelopmentOffice.jpg
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-1-Stakeholder-ResearcOoffice.jpg


Problem mapping – Stakeholder analysis – Research office

 
 
Problem mapping – Stakeholder analysis – Library

 
 
Problem mapping – Stakeholder analysis – IT services

 
 

http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-1-Stakeholder-Library.jpg
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-1-Stakeholder-ITServices.jpg
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-2-CossCuttingIssues.jpg


 
 
 
Problem mapping – Cross-cutting issues – Integrity 

Scenario planning 

Our ‘scenario planning’ tool – like Horn and Weber’s resolution mapping on which it 
was based – was intended to be a sequel to problem mapping: it presents a more 
resolution-oriented way of looking at a Wicked Problem by using simulated hindsight. 
Each group of participants gets an end state that describes a possible outcome of the 
Wicked Problem at a given time in the future. Participants are asked to determine how 
they arrived there. 

The exercise was operationalised as follows. The participants were split into three 
groups. Each were given one of three end-states and a pack of event cards. One end-
state was of a fully developed institutional service. Another was of a minimal service 
based largely on web based advice. The third was a middling solution, with on-going 
reliance on some support distributed across departments or faculties. The twenty 
events cards were short descriptions of things that could happen such as: “DAF survey 
results show strong desire for training in RDM from PhDs and ECRs; Major engineering 
research group ask to deposit all their data in a local archive. A new PVC research has 
been appointed. She is a theologian with a keen interest in philology.” Included were 
two “jokers” which allowed the teams to define events themselves. The task was to pick 
which events had to occur to achieve the end state and place them in order to construct 
a narrative of progress towards the end state. The narratives were set out and discussed 
in a plenary. 

• Scenario planning (pdf of the workshop’s PowerPoint presentation) 
• Scenario planning end states (pdf) 
• Scenario planning event cards (pdf) 

 
 

  

http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-scenarioplanning.pdf
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-scenarioplanning-endstates.pdf
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/wickedways-scenarioplanning-eventcards.pdf
http://wickedways.group.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/WickedWays-Workshop2-ProblemMapping-3-CrossCuttingIssues-Intergrity.jpg


 

OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE 
This Open Educational Resource consists of three short videos on: 

• Wicked Problems 
• Research Data Management as a Wicked Problem 
• How to map a Wicked Problem 

What are Wicked Problems? 

Andrew Cox and Eddy Verbaan discuss Wicked Problems. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IiexCDlymPg&t=6s 

Research Data Management: is it a Wicked 
Problem? 

Andrew Cox discusses whether Research Data Management can be seen as a Wicked 
Problem. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UiC45QgzoFo 

Mapping Wicked Problems 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IiexCDlymPg&t=6s


Eddy Verbaan discusses a way to map Wicked Problems, taking Research Data 
Management as an example and based on the second project workshop. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQse4uN4gA0 

 
 


