
Wicked ways with RDM 

Workshop 1 



WELCOME TO THE  
INFORMATION SCHOOL! 



About the Wicked Ways project 

• Funded by Leadership Foundation for Higher Education 
• Andrew Cox and Eddy Verbaan 

 
• The purpose of the project 

– Evaluate the “wicked problem” concept and methodologies for dealing 
with them – in the context of RDM and more widely 

– Co-produce a design for an Open Educational Resource 
– Think about how to open up sustainable channels for cross boundary 

knowledge sharing 

 
• Two workshops 

– Wicked problems and leadership - today 
– Mess and resolution mapping – September 1st 
– Google group between sessions – 2 hours of your time 



Guidelines for the workshops 

• Chatham House rules 

 

• We will work on evaluation material together 

 

• Co-produced publication about the relevance 
of “wicked problem” concept to HE 

– Research ethics 



The plan of workshop 1 

• Learn about wicked problem distinction 

• Think about whether/how/why it applies to RDM 

• Think about whether/how/why it applies to other 
problems we face  

• Think about the best way to explain the wicked 
problem distinction 

• Evaluate approaches to operating in wicked 
problem spaces: Grint’s ideas about leadership 

• Think about an OER about wicked problems 



GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER 



• Circulate around room and talk to 3 people 
you don’t know and discover their role in RDM 



WICKED PROBLEMS 



So what is a wicked problem? 

• Rittel and Webber 
(1973)  

• Horn and Weber (2007) 

 

• Alternatives: Snowden’s 
Cynefin model 

• “Tame problems” and 
“wicked problems” 

 

• Wicked problems and 
crises and disaster 

 



“Wicked problem” / 
“social mess”: the short list 

• The problem is unique; 

• There are different (perhaps incommensurable) views of the problem and 
contradictory solutions;  

• The problem is linked to other problems;  

• There is a lack of information about current state of affairs; 

• There are cultural, economic and other constraints on any solution; 

• There are numerous possible intervention points;  

• Considerable uncertainty, ambiguity and risk; 

• The problem is not “solvable” (eg there is no technical solution or no one 
person or group who can solve it). 

 



Characteristics of wicked problems: 
The long list 

1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem.  
2. There is a “no stopping rule”.  
3. Solutions are not true or false, rather they are good or bad.  
4. There is no test of whether a solution will work or has worked.  
5. Every solution is a “one-shot operation”. There can be no gradual learning by trial and error, because 

each intervention changes the problem in an irreversible way. 
6. There is no comprehensive list of possible solutions. 
7. Each wicked problem is unique, so that it is hard to learn from previous problems because they were 

different in significant ways.  
8. A wicked problem is itself a symptom of other problems. Incremental solutions run the risk of not really 

addressing the underlying problem. 
9. There is a choice about how to see the problem, but how we see the problem determines which type of 

solution we will try and apply. 
10. Wicked societal problems have effects on real people, so one cannot conduct experiments to see what 

works without having tangible effects on people’s lives. 
11. As well as there being no single definition of the problem, there are multiple value conflicts wrapped up 

in it. 
12. There are also multiple ideological, political or economic constraints on possible solutions.  
13. There is great resistance to change. 
14. With social messes, in addition to the complexity of the problem itself, data to describe the problem are 

often uncertain or missing. It may be difficult actually to collect information. There is no one expert with 
the answer.  

15. Because the problems are complex, there are multiple possible intervention points. 
16. The consequences of any particular intervention are difficult to imagine.  

 



WICKED PROBLEMS AND RDM 



WORKING IN GROUPS OF 5 OR 6 CONSIDER 
 
IS RDM A WICKED PROBLEM? 
 
IF SO HOW AND WHY? 
 
DO YOU HAVE ANY STORIES THAT 
ILLUSTRATE THE WICKED NATURE OF RDM? 
 
YOU HAVE TILL 11.30, FOR PLENARY 
DISCUSSION 

 

 

 



Wickedness of RDM 

• Lots of stakeholders, 
who do see things 
differently; 

• Reach and extent of 
problem; 

• Lots of potential 
starting points; 

• Lack of information; 

• Limited resources. 

• DCC 

• JISC MRD projects 

• LIS professional 
networks and events 
like this! 



WHAT VISUAL IMAGE WOULD YOU 
CHOOSE TO REPRESENT THE CONCEPT 
OF A WICKED PROBLEM? 
 

Please sketch an idea/ideas on a flipchart 
 
We will display them over lunch! 



 



 







 



 



 



 



 



 



LUNCH 
 
12.30-1.15 



Other wicked problems 

• Arguably, in our professional lives we will face 
more and more wicked problems, eg because 
of joined up technologies and blurring of 
professional boundaries 

– Large scale 

– Multi-professional challenges 

 

 



NAME SOME WICKED PROBLEMS IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION… (NOT RDM) 



Case and Huisman 2014 

• Access and massification;  
• The public and/or private nature of higher education; 
• Appropriate mechanisms for improvement and accountability;  
• Curriculum design;  
• Sustaining academic identities;  
• The role of higher education in society and the economy;  
• Conditions for effective student learning; the inequalities between higher 

education systems;  
• The research-teaching nexus;  
• The use or abuse of technology in higher education;  
• The impact of globalisation and internationalisation;  
• The broader student experience;  
• The success and failure of higher education policy;  
• Challenges of management and leadership in higher education;  
• And the challenges of equality (race, gender and ethnicity) 



WICKED PROBLEMS AND 
LEADERSHIP 



Leadership for wicked problems 

Relationships not structures 
Reflection not reaction 
Positive deviance not negative acquiescence 
Negative capability  
Constructive dissent not destructive consent 
Collective intelligence not individual genius 
Community of fate not a fatalist community 
Empathy not egotism 
Grint (2008) 

 



CAN YOU THINK OF SPECIFIC 
EXPERIENCES THAT RESONATE WITH 
SOME OF GRINT’S IDEAS… WHAT IS 
LESS CONVINCING?  
 
WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE 
SOMEONE TAKING ON A LEADERSHIP 
ROLE IN RDM? 
 
 
YOU HAVE TILL 14:40 



CONCLUSIONS: IS THE WICKED 
PROBLEM DISTINCTION USEFUL? 
 
HOW DO YOU PLAN TO USE IT IN YOUR 
OWN PRACTICE? 



COFFEE 



DESIGNING AN OPEN 
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE 



What would your design of an OER 
about wicked problems be like? 

• Audience? 
– Professional staff involved in RDM? 
– Wider than RDM? 
– Professional development staff? 

 
• How might it be used? 

– For CPD? 
– By professional development 

services? 
– For library training  staff? 

 
• Scope? 

– Explain wicked problems 
– Apply to RDM? 
– Explain Grint’s ideas? 
– Look at other types of approach 

Formats? 
– An online module 
– A talking heads video 
– A screencast video 
– An interactive web site 
– A wiki 
– A forum 

 

• Pedagogy? 
– Discussion and debate 
– Different perspectives and 

viewpoints 
– Instruction in processes 
– Case studies 

Please capture your answer on a flipchart! 



DESIGN THINKING 
MESS MAPPING – GROUP CHOICE 



Mess Mapping: gaining an overview 

• Mess = wicked 
problem 

• Map = visual analysis 
of the mess 

• Identifies: 
– Points of view 
– Interlinked problems 

from different points of 
view 

– Causal factors and 
influences 

– Major structural factors 
of the mess 
 





Resolution Mapping: simulated 
hindsight 

• Assuming: 

– We are in the future 

– There are different 
resolutions (endstates) 

– There are many 
hypothetical occurrences 
(events) 

• How did the world 
become this way? 

 



 



Design thinking: innovative solutions 

• Away of approaching 
business problems in the 
same way that the designer 
approaches a design 
problem 

• Designers usually face 
wicked problems 

• Based on a thorough 
understanding of what 
people want and need 

• By honing in on an 
actionable problem 
statement that addresses an  
underlying problem 
 

• 3 spaces or movements: 
1. Inspiration / Understanding 

Understand the problem via 
user observation 
(immersion) and establish 
an actionable problem 
statement (redefining) 

2. Ideation / Dreaming 
Generate and evaluate 
ideas, e.g. via brainstorming  

3. Implementation / Building 
Execute solutions via 
prototyping (iterative) and 
finally bring the design to 
market 

 



THE GOOGLE GROUP 



• Email: 
wickedways@googlegroups.com 

 

• Web forum: 
https://groups.google.com/d/for
um/wickedways  

 

mailto:wickedways@googlegroups.com
https://groups.google.com/d/forum/wickedways
https://groups.google.com/d/forum/wickedways
https://groups.google.com/d/forum/wickedways


Evaluation questions 

• Do you have any stories that illustrate the wicked 
nature of RDM? 

• What advice would you give to someone in a 
leadership role in relation to RDM? 

• How do you plan to use the concept of wicked 
problems in your own practice? 

• How would you design an OER on wicked 
problems? 

• What can we do to foster sustainable networks 
for cross boundary knowledge sharing? 
 
 We will be in contact about posting your responses online before the next workshop! 



… request to follow 

• Deadline July 31st write 1000 words on four 
questions in our evaluation 

• Send to the mailing list OR send to us 

• Can choose to read others postings and 
comment if you wish 



Further reading 

• Cox AM, Pinfield S & Smith J (2014) Moving a brick building: UK libraries 
coping with RDM as a “wicked” problem. Journal of Librarianship and 
Information Science. doi:10.1177/0961000614533717 

• Grint K (2008) Wicked problems and clumsy solutions: the role of 
leadership.  Clinical Leader 1 (2) 11-15. 

• Grint K (2010) Wicked problems and the role of leadership. Available at: 
http://www.informalnetworks.co.uk/Wicked_problems_and_the_role_of_
leadership.pdf (accessed 21st June 2014). 

• Horn RE and Weber RP (2007). New tools for resolving wicked problems: 
Mess mapping and resolution mapping processes. Watertown, MA: 
Strategy Kinetics LLC. Available at 
http://robertweber.typepad.com/strategykinetics/New_Tools_For_Resolvi
ng_Wicked_Problems_Exec_Summary.pdf (accessed 21st June 2014). 

• Rittel HW and Webber MM (1973) Dilemmas in a general theory of 
planning. Policy Sciences 4(2): 155-169. 
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