
 
Can Wicked Problems Help Fix our Strategies 
to Fit Healthcare? 
  
 



  
 
Strategy is frustrating.  
Out of synch. 
 
More change. 
More work.  
 
Ill conceived.  
Ill delivered.  
 
Doesn’t fit. 
A day late and dollar short.  
Trying to boil the ocean.  
 
(Go ahead with your strategy, I’ll help the patients  
 
 
 
 



Being more generous to strategy … are we 
setting it up to succeed?  
 
Strategy adds positive to negative so we 
can fix, innovate, enable.  
 
We sometimes set up polarities of success 
and failure then create disappointment that 
we can’t meet the expectations we set for 
ourselves.  
 

 



Disappointment and problems have a common formulation as both occur 
when expectations don’t meet reality.  
 
Tension between the observed and desired state.  
 

What if…. 
 
Stop before we try to solve.   
Stop seeing problems as threats that derail the best laid plans. 
Start seeing problems as the way the system tells us what it needs.  
 
 
Incorporate the problems out of our reach and lurking in gray areas 
into our strategic thinking to refine our approaches and  hedge our 
risks in bringing strategy to action.  
 
 
 





We need a common language 

 

Identify what we see 

Assess weight + potential impact 

Plan to mitigate 

 

Profile risks in the gray areas to help 
define our  strategic approach.  

 
 



http://cargocollective.com/mappingUXc 



Wicked Problem “A problem is difficult or 
impossible to solve because of incomplete, 
contradictory and changing requirements that are 
often difficult to recognize. Moreover, because of 
complex interdependencies, the effort to solve one 
aspect of a wicked problem may reveal or create 
another.” Wikipedia.  

“Wickedness isn’t a degree 
of difficulty. Wicked issues 
are different because 
traditional processes can’t 
resolve them” according to 
Horst W.J. Rittel and Melvin 
M. Webber. 



With thanks to Ali Vhit Esenoy and Michael Carter, CRHE, UofT 



The problem isn't understood until a solution is 
developed.  

 
 

The constraints change over time.  
 
 

There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution 
to a wicked problem. There are ripple effects.   

 

Conklin; Rittel & Webber 



Every wicked problem can be considered to be a 
symptom of another problem. 



 
 

Much relies on individual perspective, trust, 
credibility and realistic judgment 

…“OK let's try that.”’ (RW 164) 
 

Everybody picks a solution to best fit their interests 
and intentions . 

 
There are several people with something at stake in 

how the problem is resolved. 
. 

Conklin; Rittel & Webber 



 
There is a no stopping rule.  

 
The problem-solving process ends when the 

resources run out. 
 

Work only stops for external consideration i.e. 
running out of time, money or patience.  

 
"That's good enough” 

Conklin; Rittel & Webber 



Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but 
good-or-bad 

 
 

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. 

 
 

 There is no right to be wrong. Liable for consequences.   
 

Conklin; Rittel & Webber 
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