
S
om

e challenges for urban planning, social policy, and 
cultural practice 

TH
IN

KIN
G
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U
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CE AS A W

ICKED 
PRO

BLEM
 







“The city as w
e m

ight im
agine it , the soft city of illusion, m

yth, aspiration and 
nightm

are, is as real, m
ay be m

ore real that the hard city one can locate in m
aps and 

statistics, in m
onographs on urban sociology, dem

ography and architecture” 

--Jonathan Raban 

 “The im
aginary institution of the city defines the scope—

the possibilities and their 
lim

its—
w

ithin w
hich at any particular tim

e, w
e can im

agine, think and experience city 
life; it defines the aesthetic and intellectual field w

ithin w
hich cities w

ill be designed, 
planned and engineered” 

--Kevin Robbins 



A FEW
 O

BSERVATIO
N

S AN
D Q

U
ESTIO

N
S ABO

U
T 

RESILIEN
CE 

 •
Intuitively appealing 

•
M

ultiple registers and inherent am
biguity 

•
A radical notion 

•
Scientific paradigm

 or social m
ovem

ent? 

•
Focused on the big one 

•
Resilience of w

hat to w
hat for w

hat ends? 

•
A m

eans to an end or an end in itself? 

•
Relation to other core ideas/principles? 



W
H

AT IS A W
ICKED PRO

BLEM
?  

(RITTEL AN
D

 W
EBER) 

•
N

o definitive form
ulation of problem

 or solutions 
•

N
o stopping rule 

•
Solutions are better/w

orse, not true/false 
•

N
o lim

it to or im
m

ediate/ultim
ate test of solutions 

•
N

o do-overs 
•

Every problem
 is unique 

•
Densely-layered, chronically-interconnected 

•
Extrem

e social fragm
entation, value conflict 

•
N

o right to be w
rong 

 
  



“ The professionalized cognitive and operational styles that 
w

ere refined in the first half of the [20th Century] based in 
N

ew
tonian m

echanistic physics are not readily adapted to 
contem

porary conceptions of interacting open system
s and to 

contem
porary concerns w

ith equity (em
p. added).”  

 “The search for scientific bases for confronting problem
s of 

social policy is bound to fail because of the nature of these 
problem

s” 
 

  



RELATED CO
N

CEPTS 
Social M

esses (Ackoff, H
orn) 

•M
issing data 

•Ram
pant uncertainty/am

biguity 
•Institutional inertia/resistance to change 
 Super-w

icked Problem
s (Levin et al.) 

•Clock is ticking 
•N

o centralized authority 
•Solvers are causers 
•“Hyperbolic discounting”  
 

 
 



CO
N

TEM
PO

RARY RELEVAN
CE O

F W
ICKED 

PRO
BLEM

 FRAM
IN

G
 

 •Recent advances in technology seem
 to have given rise to 

the notion that w
icked problem

s m
ight be obsolete  

 •? 
 •H

aven’t answ
ered the question, w

e’ve  just stopped asking 
it. 

 



CO
M

M
U

N
ITY AS A W

ICKED W
O

RD 

•
G

ood to think 
 

•
Intensely rom

anticized, rarely defined 
 

•
Definitions are often vague or problem

atic: 

 “a group of individuals and organizations bound together by geography 
and perceived self-interest to efficiently carry out com

m
on 

functions.” --CARRI 
 

 



M
U

LTIPLE DIM
EN

SIO
N

S O
F CO

M
M

U
N

ITY  

Spatial  Virtual 
Social 





A CITY IS A M
AN

Y-LAYERED TH
IN

G
 (M

EI-PO
 KW

AN
) 





SO
M

E CH
ALLEN

G
ES  

•
Tendency to think of “official” com

m
unities as natural system

s 

 

•
O

verlap/intersection/disconnect betw
een panoply of system

s 
geographies 

 

•
U

nintended consequences of form
al system

s integration 

 

•
Lim

itations of traditional data  

 
  



M
ORE CHALLENGES 

•
“Big data” has potential to deal w

ith these challenges, but 

•
Can create w

hole new
 categories of adm

inistrative 
invisibility/exclusion and 

•
N

ew
 m

odalities of control, bias and oppression as w
ell as 

opportunity and inclusion 

 

•
Requires new

 w
ays of setting and im

plem
enting social goals and 

m
anaging trade-offs betw

een ideal/real, fairness/ expedience, 
im

m
ediate/long-term

 

 

 


