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THE SDGs AS WICKED PROBLEMS OR WICKED OPPORTUNITIES –  

 

 

 

ASSESSING THE INTENSITY OF WICKEDNESS
1
 

Not all dimensions of a ‘wicked problem’ are equally intractable. Societal problems vary in their 

degree of wickedness, depending on the various conditions and interacting forces that together 

define the level of complexity. An assessment of what to prioritize, what kind of approaches to 

pursue and under what conditions, hence starts with a more refined analysis of the problem’s 

various dimensions of wickedness and the degrees of complexity involved. 

 

Scoreboard #1 portrays the ten dimensions of complexity as defined in section 4.4 of the book, 

accompanied by a 7-point scale to score each dimension on its degree of assumed complexity 

(‘simple–complex–wicked’). The practical aim of Scoreboard #1 is to provide an analytical 

tool that helps to disentangle the societal problem under exploration, yet without disregarding its 

interconnected workings. Rather, the ten scales intend to support a more focussed consideration 

of key complexity dimensions, as a means to foster greater insight into:  

 What aspects and workings of the societal issue are largely known and understood, and 

would thus classify as relatively ‘simple’ or ‘complicated’ (clearly defined, relatively 

structured, knowledge available, fairly predictable). 

 What aspects and workings of the societal issue are still largely unclear, ill-understood, 

non-predictable and ambiguous, and could hence be classified as ‘complex’ or even 

‘wicked’. 

 
Scoreboard #1 can be used to create a first (more or lesser intuitive) assessment of a societal 

problem of choice by scoring all 10 complexity dimensions. Value and reliability can be added 

by sharing and discussing individual scores with others, as a way to pool arguments, insights 

and knowledge. Discussing each other’s corresponding and deviating scores on each complexity 

scale should eventually (a) result in richer insights and first joint conclusions on the issue’s 

overall degree of wickedness (thereby adding ‘inter-rater reliability’ and ‘sociocratic’ logic), and 

(b) shed light on those dimensions of the problem that can be assumed to be better or to be less 

understood.  

 
 

SCORE INTERPRETATION  

An overall score of between 10–20 indicates that the societal issue is assessed as ‘simple’; an 

overall score of 20–35 as ‘complicated’; a score of 35–50 as ‘complex’; and a total score of 50–

70 as ‘wicked’. 

                                                           
1
 This note and Scoreboard #1 both pertain to Chapter 4 in Principles of Sustainable Business, in particular to 

section 4.4 ‘Dimensions of complexity: assessing the intensity of wickedness’ – which defines five clustered 

complexity dimensions (structural, generative, dynamic, communicative and societal complexity) that are then 

further subdivided into 10 complexity dimensions, elaborated as 10 ‘multi-’s. 
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SCOREBOARD #1: ASSESSING LEVELS OF COMPLEXITY AND WICKEDNESS 

DIMENSION OF 

COMPLEXITY 

DEGREE OF COMPLEXITY  

DEPENDS ON…. 

SCORE 
 

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 
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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-responsibility 
 

 
 

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 

Source: Van Tulder & Van Mil (2023), Scoreboard #1 on page 187–188 

 

Score interpretation: 10–20 = ‘simple’; 20–35 = ‘complicated’; 35–50 = ‘complex’; 50–70 = ‘wicked’ 

 


