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Ass/Adressing the wickedness of the SDGs:  
A quick scan on problems and opportunities 

 

Assessment date: 
Name:  
Interrater name: 

 

There are simple and complex challenges. Simple challenges are (relatively) easy to solve; complex 

challenges resist solving and often require other ways of thinking. But there are also ‘wicked problems’. 

Wicked problems/challenges even resist defining. They require other ways of thinking, but also need the 

involvement of a variety of interested parties to work on solutions. Most of today’s (remaining) challenges 

of sustainable development – as identified by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - are in fact 

‘wicked’. They are interrelated and materialize at the interface between public and private interests. 

Consequently they are not easy to address, let alone solve. This quick scan provides you with deeper 

insights into the dimensions of wickedness, gives you the possibility to share your assessment with others 

(leading to degrees of interrater reliability) and engage in more structured conversations on how to 

address a specific problem and from which angle.   
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[1] What makes a challenge wicked?             
 

There are five sources of complexity: 

 

• Structural complexity: is created in case the number of elements of a problem is massive; the 

more dimensions come into play (political, economic, social, legal, technological and 

environmental aspects), the more ‘systemic’ a problem is, and the more elements one should 

take into account to grasp the problem;  

• Generative complexity: increases when the interconnectedness between elements intensifies; 

interacting elements unfold in unpredictable ways;  (root) cause and effect are not easy to 

distinguish and sprawl different effects across time (‘now’ versus ‘later’) and space (‘here’ 

versus ‘there’); 

• Dynamic complexity: involves differences in pace and direction in the evolvement of and 

between different elements; ; includes, for instance, non-linearity; non-synchronicity, non-

continutity; divergent, convergent, iterative or erratic movements;   

• Communicative complexity: is created if information is (a) actively molded to accommodate 

the interests of some, (b) influened by the perception, behaviour,  preferences and emotional 

connectivity and receptivity of people, (c) in ways and by means that are not transparent, cannot 

be verified and /or are not fully understood, (d) which lowers trust in the messenger as well as 

the information itself (‘fake news’; ‘post truths’) and (e) that may lead to further fragmentation, 

individualism and polarisation;  

• Societal complexity: exists when the amount and diversity of stakeholders involved or effected 

is extensive; this factor is mirrored by differentiation in ‘logics’, interests, perceptions, means 

and power. 

 

Each of these five categories of complexity includes at least two different dimensions of 

‘mutiplicity’. Together, these constitute a checklist on which higher or lower degrees of wickedness 

can be scored (Scoreboard #1).    

 

 

 



                                                                                                                

3 
 

SCOREBOARD #1 Assessing levels of complexity and wickedness 

Dimension of 

complexity 

Degree of complexity depends on…. Simple       Complex          Wicked 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

STRUCTURAL COMPLEXITY 

1. Multi-

dimensional  
 

 

The systemic nature of the problem (including 

Political, Economic, Social, Technological, 

Environmental and Legal aspects) 

Low                                         High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

2. Multi-level  
 

 

The extent and scale to which the impact of the 

problem manifests itself at different levels 

(micro/meso/macro) 

Limited                                   High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

GENERATIVE COMPLEXITY 

3. Multi-cause  
 

 

Number of identifiable/assumed root causes that 

underlie the problem 

Low                                         High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

4. Multi-effect 
 

 

Number and scale of symptoms that can be 

attributed to the problem 

Limited                                   High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

DYNAMIC COMPLEXITY 

5. Multi-

directional  
 

 

Extent of variety in nature of interactions and 

interdependencies between elements (divergent, 

convergent, iterative, erratic) 

Low                                         High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

6. Multi-paced  
 

Dynamics of the problem that result from 

differences in pace; from linear to non-linear; 

sense of urgency, inertia and degree of denial  

Low                                     Intense 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

COMMUNICATIVE COMPLEXITY 

7. Multi-frames  
 

 
 

Number of competing explanations and 

understandings (‘alternative truths’)   

Low                                         High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

8. Multi-source 
  

 
 

Level at which information and sources of the 

message can be unambiguously verified  

High                                         Low 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

SOCIETAL COMPLEXITY 

9. Multi-

stakeholder 
 

 
 

Number of involved or affected parties; variety in 

logics, stakes, expectations, behaviours and 

identities  

Low                                         High 

[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

10. Multi-

responsibi-

lity 

The extent of fragmentation in sources of 

responsibility, related to roles, loci of power, 

control, means and influence, and shifting 

boundaries 

Low                                             High 
[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[]----[] 

1       2       3       4      5       6       7 

Score interpretation: 10-20 = ‘simple’; 20-35 = ‘complicated’; 35-50 = ‘complex’; 50-70 = ‘wicked’ 
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[2] What makes an approach effective: 4 intervention levels  
Taking dimensions 9 and 10 of the wickedness scales one step further, the sources of wickedness can be 

linked to the three most important societal stakeholders or sectors that surround issues: governments 

(state), firms (market), citizens (communities). Each sector adds different sources of failure to an issue: 

market failure, civic failure, governance failure. But each sectors also adds a different, complementary 

‘logic’ to an issue, partly because the primary responsibility of each is different: markets provide private 

goods on an exclusive for-profit basis, communities provide social goods for communities (that can be 

partly exclusive for others), governments create public goods (that are provided to all) on a non-profit 

basis. Well-functioning societies are ‘balanced’ societies in which each of these sectors plays 

constructive and complementary roles. The better each sector functions, the easier it becomes to address 

wicked problems. The principle of ‘societal triangulation’ boils down to the question whether sectors have 

and take responsibilities. They can develop this at four levels in which sources of success actually depend 

on the degree to which they can effectively develop good approaches:   

 

SCOREBOARD #2: SOCIETAL TRIANGULATION (SIMPLIFIED VERSION) 

Societal triangulation: sources of failure Sources of success: 4 tiers 

  
tier Score challenge description Corporate approach 

1 10-20 Market failure 
 

firms do not supply goods 
that people need (monopoly 
profits, patent protection) 

o Avoid doing harm: define and 
implement a better business model 
that does not create failure of markets  

2 20-30 Negative 
externalities 
 

creating costs for society. 
pollution, waste, unemploy-
ment, human rights issues 

o Avoid doing harm (philantrophy): limit 
negative effects on society; limit 
waste: end-of pipeline technology 

3 30-50 Positive 
externalities 

Underprovision of positive 
effects; so-called ‘Merit 
goods’). Like education, 
vaccination, innovative  

o Doing good: partnering to create 
positive societal effects; often intra-
sectoral  

4 50-70 Systemic 
change 

So called ‘common pool’ 
problems (tragedy of the 
commons) are nobody’s 
responsibility;  ‘collective 
action’ challenges; plastic 
soup, climate change 

o Doing good: Transformation: Cross-
sector partnering platforms aimed at 
societal issues (rather than sectoral 
issues) 

 


