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Refresher on Planning Ethics
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Where Do
You Work?

== Public sector

= Private sector

== Cducation

= | work for myself

o |'m retired

= I'm a student




Planning is a Team Sport




Disclaimer

This session has been created to provide general education
regarding the AICP Code of Ethics.

Although ethical scenarios and question-and-answer sessions
are an important part of illustrating the application of the
Code’s provisions, all certified planners should be aware that
only the AICP Ethics Committee is authorized to give formal
advice on the propriety of a planner’s proposed conduct.

If you have a question regarding a situation in your own
professional practice, you are encouraged to seek informal
advice from the AICP Ethics Officer, Ralph Willmer, FAICP
(ph: 312-786-6360; email: ethics@planning.org).




AICP Code
of Ethics
Pledge

~ode of Ethics

Professional Conduct

The American Institute of Certified Planners requires its members to adhere
to the ethical standards of a detailed Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct.

THE PRINCIPLES TO WHICH OUR RULES OF CONDUCT
WE ASPIRE ARE: ADDRESS THE FOLLOWING:
M To continuously pursue and faithfully M Quality and integrity of practice

serve the public interest M Conflicts of interest

B To do so with integrity B Improper influence/abuse of position

M To work to achieve economic, social,

B Honesty and fair dealing
and racial equity

) M Responsibility to employer
W To safeguard the public trust M Discrimination/harassment

B To improve planning knowledge and
increase public understanding of
planning activities

M Charges of misconduct

1 pledge that I will conduct myself in accordance with the principles, rules, and other requirements of the AICP Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct.

Name and Designation

Certified Planner No.

This AICP Ethics Code certificate is available for downloading from planning.org/ethics.




GRAB YOUR PHONE. GO TO:
www.planning.org/ethics/ethicscode

JOIN

APA

o]t

AICP Code of
Ethics and
Professional
Conduct

AICP Code of Ethics

Adopted in 1948 by the American Institute of Planners; rev. 1959,
1970, 1978, 1991, 2005, 2016, 2022

A. Aspirational Principles

B. Rules of Conduct

C. Advisory Opinions

D. Complaints of Misconduct

E. Discipline of Members


http://www.planning.or/ethics/ethicscode

People who participate in the
planning process shall:

1. Continuously pursue and faithfully serve

Aspirationa[ the public interest

Principles 2. Do so with integrity
3. Work to achieve economic, social, and

: racial equity

Section A

of the AICP Ethics Code 4. Safeguard the public trust
5. Improve planning knowledge and '
iIncrease public understanding of planning
activities /

P 4

C 9



The 24 Rules of Conduct—to which
certified planners can be held
accountable—are organized under these
headings:

Ru I.eS Of 1. Quality and Integrity of Practice
COndUCt 2. Conflict of Interest
3. Improper Influence/Abuse of Position
Section B 4. Honesty and Fair Dealing
of the AICP Ethics Code 5. Responsibility to Employer '

6. Discrimination/Harassment
7. Bringing and Cooperating with an Ethics Charg7

o

C 10




D6a: Only current members of
AICP may appeal a
determination of the Ethics

Adjudication of WL
Complaints of

This revision with the 2022 update eliminates

Misconduct the ability of non-AICP planners to contest
the ruling of the Ethics Officer through a time-
consuming appeal process and protects
Section D planners from frivolous complaints.

ofthe AICP Ethics Code However, non-AICP planners can still file an '

appeal by having an AICP planner do so on
their behalf. /

> 4

C 11




A new feature to assist
planners in understanding the
language and the intent of the
AICP Code of Ethics and
Professional Conduct, as

related to Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion.

Glossary

September 2022




Overview of the Ethical Misconduct Cases &
Inquiries in 2024

‘\C —
* 100 inquiries for informal advice \‘“
=

* 29 new complaints filed
* 45 Resolved and Ongoing Misconduct Cases

* 2 cases in preliminary review

* 15 cases under various states of review
» 17 cases dismissed by the Ethics Officer
* 11 cases resolved




Ethical Misconduct Cases in 2024 — Preliminary
Review

Preliminary determinations issued that a Code violation
might have occurred:

* Failure to report revocation of a state-issued
broker’s license and allegations resulting in
disciplinary actions taken in role as a municipal

planner (Rules 2, 6 and Section E.6) /,ﬁs—éj@
* Inappropriate conduct in the workplace including _////“
conduct toward co-workers, creation of a hostile B ““ES“
work environment, engaging in improper behavior, k —

and lack of professionalism (Rules 6, 14 and 20)

14



Ethical Misconduct Cases in 2024 — Cases
Resolved

11 Cases Resolved -

e 7 Cease and Desist letters issued for misuse of the AICP I ETHlCS
credential x

* Ethics Committee upheld issuance of Letter of Admonition to planning q CCO U NTn
consultant for inappropriate characterizations about planning projects for Bl I_I
indigenous populations during presentation at NPC 23 (Rules 1, 6, and 20) . S

* Ethics Committee upheld dismissal of complaint alleging numerous Code P RI N C I P L E /
violations relating to the competence of a Planning Director -

4_"
* Ethics Committee vacated decision to issue Letter of Admonition to a \ | N T E G RWY‘

Chapter President for comments made at an APA-sponsored event (Rule

20)

e Ethics Committee upheld the dismissal of a complaint involving an alleged vn I_ U ES / ﬁ_
conflict of interest . &
15



Ethics Topics in 2024

Ethics Cases/Calls—By Topic Areas
2024

Miscellaneous/
Quality/ Responsibility Assistance Conflict
Integrity to Employer Requested™ of Interest

Discrimination/ Misuse of the acl( .
Harassment AICP Credential | Cooperation

Honesty/
Fair Dealing

(Rules 1-6) (Rules 18-19) (Rules 7-8) (Rules 13-17) (Rules 9-12) (Rules 20) (Rules 21-24)
L —

*(state/local issues; conduct of meetings; general planning advice; HR issues; ethics complaint process; public records/open meetings;

general AICP and (M questions; managing workload; job transitions; AICP membership status/references; billing practices; )

16



Cases/Inquiries
of the Year -
2024

Ethics Cases/Calls (2024)—By States/Regions

(Note: If a state is not listed, it had no cases/calls in 2024)

Electoral
Electoral Electoral Region |
Region V Region IV

Electoral /
Region VI

Electoral
Region Il

Electoral
Region Il

Cases/Calls by Region

Electoral Region 35

Electoral Regionli 22

’ B Electoral Regionil 42
. Electoral Region IV

B Electoral Region 5
. Electoral Region'v

17



Equity
FOCUS | N th e A.3 People who participate in the
planning process shall work to achieve

AS pl ratiO Nd ‘ economic, social, and racial equity.
Principles




A.l.q.

Examine our own cultures,
practices, values, and
professional positions in an
effort to reveal and understand
our conscious and unconscious
biases and privileges as an
essential first step so we can
better serve a truly inclusive
public interest promoting a sense
of belonging.

“How can | address My

biages if | don’t k
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A.3.a Recognize our unique responsibility
to eliminate historic patterns of inequality
tied to planning decisions represented in
documents such as zoning ordinances
and land use plans.

1938 Residential Security Map (redlining) of Denver, CO

20



A.3.b....expand choice and opportunity for
all persons, emphasizing our special

8 responsibility to plan with those who have
been marginalized...

APA 2024 Daniel Burnham Award for a Comprehensive Plan



A.3.c.

...mitigate the impacts of
existing plans and procedures

that result in patterns of
injustice...

Baltimore’s Road to Nowhere, US 40




A.3.d Promote the
inherent rights of
indigenous people... State, with more than 5,000 members.

Lummi Nation on the north side of Bellingham Bay was formed by the
Treaty of 1855. The Lummi are the third largest tribe in Washington



* The following scenarios were based on misconduct
complaints or informal inquiries reviewed by the

Eth iCS Ethics Officer and the Ethics Committee in 2024
 Although the scenarios are based on real-life

Scena rios situations, all of the names, details, and locations

are fictional



Scenario 1: Ex Parte
Communications



Scenario 1: Dealing with External [ex parte]
Information

 Elmer Woods, a planned unit development (PUD) application was
submitted for a mixed-use project adjacent to a well-established
neighborhood in the City of Columbia.

* The neighborhood group hired an attorney, Ruth, to represent their
views.

e Edith, AICP, Principal Planner with Columbia’s Planning
Department, received an email from Ruth, with a proposed redesign
plan for the PUD prior to the scheduled public meeting about the
project.

* However, the applicant for Elmer Woods was not aware of this
proposed redesign and clearly has not approved any changes
offered by Ruth on behalf of the neighborhood group.

 Edith contacted the Ethics Officer for advice on what to do.

26



Scenario 1: Question
Question 1.1

How should Edith, AICP, respond to Ruth, the
neighborhood’s attorney?

1. Simply acknowledge the plans submitted by Ruth
2. Respond to a request for a meeting with Ruth

3. Do nothing at this point

27



Scenario 1
Question 1.2

What should Edith, AICP, do regarding the applicant,
Elmer Woods, prior to the public meeting and board
review?

1. Inform the applicant that a redesign has been
proposed by Ruth on behalf of the neighborhood

group

2. Request a meeting with the applicant to discuss the
alternative proposal

3. Agree to a meeting only if the applicant requests one

4. Do nothing at this point

28



Scenario 1: Ethical Issues - Principles

Aspirational Principles — Safeguard the Public Trust

PR 4.a: Deal fairly with all participants in the planning
e lNC process

A " 40 4.b: Do not let any official action be influenced by

ma N ( personal relationships

N

29



Scenario 1: Ethical
Issues - Rules

Rules of Conduct — Improper Influence

9: As public officials or public employees,
we shall not engage in private
communications if the discussions relate to
a matter over which we have authority to
make a binding, final determination.

10: We shall not engage in private
communication with decision makers in the
Blanning process in any manner prohibited

y law or agency rules, procedures, or
custom.

30



KeepCalmA /

Scenario 1: Real Life
Outcome

The Ethics Officer advised Edith, AICP, to not respond
to attorney Ruth or anyone from the neighborhood
group regarding the alternative proposal. Edith
should treat the alternative proposal as any other
public comment received on the PUD application.
She could contact the applicant to make them aware
of the alternative proposal but not engage with them
in any other way. Edith should inform her city
attorney as she should not have direct contact with
an outside attorney without the city attorney
present.



Definitions

Ex parte (external) Communication

. Decisions by public bodies and officials should be

based on public information and discussion open to the
public. No party should have any special advantage or
access to the decision-makers in the process.

. Only personnel and other sensitive issues may be

discussed in private or executive session.

. “Ex parte” literally means one side only. Generally, these

rules prohibit substantive discussions held in private
about a project or issue among decision-makers,
applicants or other interested parties. This is most
critical in adversarial situations, where judges,
appointed or elected board members make
recommendations or decisions.

32



Definitions- continuec
Ex parte (external) Communication

4. Specific restrictions are based on state and local regulations, open meeting laws
and ethics codes

5. Staff should be able to discuss the substance of applications with applicants and
the public to explain the review process, criteria for decision-making and other
procedural issues.

6. Staff and appointed planning board members are wise to avoid any substantive
conversations about a project outside of the public meeting. That includes calls, e-
mails, informal conversations on the street, etc. Find a way to politely removing
yourself from the issue.

7. Use the city/county attorney as a resource.



Scenario 2:
He Said/She Said/They Said



Scenario 2: He Said/She Said/They Said

* The City of Shoupville was reviewing a zoning change
related to a permit review for a residential
development.

* A key issue was how required open space was defined
and set aside as part of the proposed development.

e Shoupville engaged Donald, AICP, of the planning firm,
Free Parking Planning, to review the project.

* The City also sought the advice of Curran, AICP, a staff
member at the regional planning agency.

35



Scenario 2 cont’d.

* Atissue was whether the open space
requirement could be met if it is on private
property and whether it was accessible just to
residents or available to the public at large.

e Curran’s report to the City indicated that the
developer’s proposal would not meet the open
space requirement in the City’s subdivision
code since it was not available to the general
public.

e But, during a Shoupville Planning Commission
hearing, Donald allegedly testified that Curran
changed his opinion on whether the open
space requirement was met.




Scenario 2 cont’d.

e Carol, a Planning Commissioner,
thought that Donald
misrepresented Curran’s
testimony when he stated that
Curran changed his mind about
the open space requirement.

 Carol then filed an Ethics charge
against Donald




Scenario 2 cont’d.

So, what’s going on here?
e Did Curran really change his mind

about the open space requirement
without explanation?

* Did Donald call out Curran
incorrectly?

* Why was the charge brought
against Donald and not against
Curran if he did change his mind?

\

I CAUTION|

MIND CHANGING

AREA

PROTECTIVE WEAR REQUIRED
WHEN CHANGING MINDS

/




Scenario 2: Question
Question 2.1

If Donald, AICP, was sure that Curran
changed his position on the acceptability
of the open space, did he act ethically
when he accused Curran of changing his
position, as noted by Carol?

1. Yes
2. No

3. Need more information




Scenario 2: Question
Question 2.2

If Curran actually did change his position
from stating the open space met the
criteria to it did not meet the criteria —is
that ethical?

1. Yes
2. No

3. Need more information

40



Scenario 2: Ethical Issues - Principles

Aspirational Principles

e 2.a: Provide timely, adequate and accurate
information to all parties

* 4.b: Exercise fair, honest and informed professional
judgment

41



Scenario 2: Ethical
Issues - Rules

Rules of Conduct

5: We shall not direct or pressure
other professional to reach findings
not supported by available evidence

14: We shall not deliberately
misrepresent the qualifications,
views and findings of other
professionals

42



Scenario 2: Real Life
Outcome

The Ethics Officer dismissed the complaint filed against
Donald, AICP by Carol. Initially, the reading of the
transcript from the hearing seemed to indicate that the
allegation was valid, but the complainant also
acknowledged that Curran’s report was not definitive. It
was generally agreed that the definition of open space in
the code was ambiguous. When Curran reviewed the
transcript, he indicated that he did not think his testimony
was misrepresented by Donald. The complaint was
dismissed due to both the ambiguities in the testimony
and the lack of clarity in the definition of open space.

43



Scenario 2:
Lessons Learned

"The only
* Make sure you listen carefully mis‘rake in life

* Endeavor to write clearly — make sure your

position is definitive is ?he lesson

* Talk to your colleagues if you think they may "
have changed their determination of an issue no* Iearned

* If you need to switch your position, don’t do
so without documenting the rational and
communicating with your colleagues

* Ensure that your codes are clear —in this
case, what constitutes acceptable open space
should be well-defined and not ambiguous

44



Scenario 3: Private Sector
Consulting Conflict of
INnterest



Scenario 3: Private Sector
Consulting Conflict of Interest

 Daniel, AICP, of Make No Small Plans, LLC is the lead
consultant working on a comprehensive plan for the
Town of Burnhamwville.

* The project team includes a subconsultant, LakeShore
Engineering, to assist with the transportation element
of the plan.

* While working on the project, Daniel discovers that
LakeShore has also been retained to assist with the
transportation analysis for a private developer that is
seeking to develop a large commercial property, also in
Burnhamville.

46



Scenario 3, cont’d.

* Danielis concerned about having the same
consultant providing analysis to inform the
comprehensive plan transportation element while
simultaneously designing transportation facilities
for the commercial property

* The issue for Daniel is that the firm could be
informing transportation policies to ensure those
policies accommodate the commercial
development

e Daniel called the Ethics Officer for informal advice
on what to do in this situation

Figure 19.50.080(A)

Cross-section for Pedestrian Core Streets.

Figure 19.50.080(A)

Cross-section for Pedestrian Core Streets.




Scenario 3
Question 3.1

What should Daniel, AICP, do once he learns that the
subconsultant is working on another project within the
same city?

1. Fire the subconsultant for fear of conflict of
interest

Inform his supervisor immediately

Request more information about the second
project

4. Do nothing at this point

48



Scenario 3
Question 3.2

Is Daniel, AICP, and his consulting firm at fault in this
situation?

1. Yes
2. No

3. Need more information

49



Scenario 3: Ethical Issues - Principles

Aspirational Principles — Safeguard the Public Trust

4.b: Exercise fair, honest, skilled, informed, and
independent judgment

4.e: Avoid a conflict of interest or even the
appearance of a conflict in accepting assignments

4.f. Disclose to the public all pecuniary interest




Scenario 3: Ethical
Issues - Rules

Rules of Conduct

8: We shall not perform work for a
client if there is a possibility of
financial gain unless there is full
written disclosure and consent, and
disclosure is made part of the public
record at every public meeting and in
reports related to the work

51



Scenario 3: Real Life Outcome

The Ethics Officer agreed with Daniel that there is
potential for conflict of interest. He advised Daniel
and his consulting firm to either find another
subconsultant for the comprehensive plan or request
that the private developer hire a different engineering
firm. In this case, LakeShore should have conducted
an internal conflict review before agreeing to contracts
with both the Town and the developer.

Internal
Audit

52



Scenario 4: Abuse of
Power



Scenario 4: Abuse of Power

e Patricia, AICP, is a staff planner for the Hamlet of
Hudville and worked on its growth management plan.

ZONING
CHANGE|
NOW

* A developer asked for a change in the land designation
for a parcel it owns, and the Hudville Commission
denied the request. Patricia was not involved.

* A relative of Patricia’s neighbor is the new developer
for the same parcel. The relative asked Patricia to assist
(outside of the planning process), but Patricia did not
believe circumstances had changed to warrant
approval.

e Patricia contacted the Ethics Officer for advice on how
to proceed.

54



Harsteuck

Scenario 4
Question 4.1

Should Patricia’s, AICP, role in the planning
department be a factor in responding to her
neighbor’s relative who is the new developer?

1. Yes
2. No

3. Need more information

55



Scenario 4
Question 4.2

Can Patricia, AICP, provide informal advice to the new
developer prior to the filing of the application?

1. Yes
2. No

3. Need more information

56




Scenario 4: Ethical
Issues - Principles

Aspirational Principles

4.c: Do not let any official action be
influenced by personal relationships

4.e: Avoid a conflict of interest or
even the appearance of a conflict in
accepting assignments

57



Scenario 3: Ethical
Issues - Rules

8. We shall not perform work for a client if there is a
possibility of financial gain unless there is full written
disclosure and consent, and disclosure is made part of the
p#b“c r?(cord at every public meeting and in reports related to
the wor

9. As public employees we shall not engage in private
communications with planning process participants if the
discussions relate to a matter where we have authority to
make a determination

10. We shall not engage in private communications with
decision makers in the planning process in any manner
prohibited by law or rules and procedures

58



Scenario 4: Real Life Outcome

The AICP Ethics Officer cautioned Patricia, AICP, about
communications outside the planning process and to
avoid discussions with either the developer or the
neighbor’s relative. Further, the Ethics Officer reminded
Patricia that per the Code of Ethics, her primary
responsibility is to her employer (the Hamlet) rather than
trying to appease the neighbor, even if it sours her
relationship with the neighbor.

59



Cast of Characters

Daniel Burnham (1846-1912)

An architect known for the 1893 Chicago World's Fair and the
1909 Plan of Chicago (Scenario 3)

Patricia Roberts Harris (1924-1985)

First Black woman to serve in many government positions
including as HUD Secretary under President Carter (Scenario 4)

Donald Curran Shoup, FAICP (1938-2025)

Planning Professor and advocate for rethinking parking policies
(Scenario 2)

Edith ElImer Wood (1871-1945)

Member of the Regional Planning Association of America and
founder of the National Housing Conference; attended
Columbia graduate school at the age of 44 (Scenario 1)
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AICP Ethics Committee

Carol Barrett, FAICP

Kimberley Mickelson,
FAICP, JD

Anna Breinich, FAICP

Barry Nocks, PhD, FAICP

Miroo Desai, AICP

Robin Scholetzky, AICP,
LEED AP ND

Scott Duncanson, AICP

Arlova Vonhm, AICP

Final Note

For information regarding ethical
conduct, please contact Ralph
Willmer, FAICP, the AICP Ethics
Officer at 312-786-6360 or
ethics@planning.org. For more

Staron Faucher, AICP,
Chair

information about ethics, please
visit planning.org/ethics.
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8 OPEN ACCESS

What is so wicked about wicked problems? A conceptual
analysis and a research program

B. Guy Peters

Department of Political Science, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA, USA

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The concept of wicked problems has become a fad in contemporary Wicked problems;
policy analysis, with any number of problems being labeled as conceptualization; policy
“wicked”. However, if many of these problems are analyzed using a analysis

strict definition of the concept they do not meet the criteria. Building

on this analysis, | have developed a research program to investigate

the extent to which even those problems usually thought to be

wicked are actually that difficult.

Much of our discussion of policy problems, and the policy-making designed to amelio-
rate those problems, is based on functional or instrumental conceptions of the policy. We
talk about social welfare issues or defense issues, or alternatively we talk about regulatory
policy issues or issues of grants and subsidies. We Peters and Hoornbeek (2005); (see also
Hoornbeek, this issue) have argued in the past that policy analysis can make more progress
by examining the underlying analytic dimensions of policies, rather than the familiar func-
tional categories. In the earlier paper we examined a number of those underlying dimensions
such as scale, divisibility and monetization, and in this paper I will extend the analysis to
examine the concept of ‘wicked problems.

The concept of wicked problems was developed in the planning literature (Rittel &
Webber, 1973) to describe emerging policy problems that did not correspond neatly to
the conventional models of policy analysis used at the time. The argument in this paper
was that the relatively easy policy issues had been addressed, and the future would be more
demanding. These emerging problems were defined as complex, involving multiple possible
causes and internal dynamics that could not assumed to be linear, and have very negative
consequences for society if not addressed properly. The difficulty, rather obviously was,
how could the policy analyst and his or her government know ex ante what an adequate
solution to these problems might be?

The recognition of the existence of wicked problems was to some extent a precursor to
the development of complexity theories in the social sciences (see Klijn & Snellen, 2009;
Peters, Galaz, & Pierre, in press; Room, 2011). Complexity theories tend to focus on systems

CONTACT B. Guy Peters @ bgpeters@pitt.edu

© 2017 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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386 (&) B.G.PETERS

and the interactions within them. Those systems may be natural (climate) or they may be
primarily human (poverty) Like wicked problems, complexity assumes that the relation-
ships among variables are not linear and small shifts (especially in the initial conditions)
may produce large differences in the outcomes of the systemic dynamics. These systems
are also conceptualized as being open, allowing influences from the outside, including
the importation of energy. And finally complex systems tend to involve multiple actors
whether as causes or actors or both -, and therefore can be politically complex as well as
being technically complex.

It is difficult to deny that policy-makers now face an array of difficult and complex policy
problems, even more than those emerging as Rittel and Webber were first discussing wicked
problems. It appears, however, that describing these policy problems as wicked problems has
become a fad in the academic literature. Almost any problem that is difficult to solve and
which has a variety of alternative causes, or alternative policy frames, has been described
as a wicked problem. In this paper I will be making three arguments about this high level
of use, or abuse, of the concept of wicked problems.

The first contention is that relatively few problems facing governments in 2015 and
thereafter actually are actually wicked problems in the full conceptual meaning of the term.
These problems may be difficult, and perhaps are even intractable (see Schon & Rein, 1994;
see also Ney, 2009), but they do not meet the formal definition of wicked. Thus, the ‘concep-
tual stretching’ (Sartori, 1970) that has characterized a good deal of recent discussions of
wicked problems may be useful as a means of highlighting the importance and difficulty of
the problem (and in getting articles published), but it may undermine the analytic capacity
of this concept.

The second contention is that many rather ordinary policy problems also have some of
the attributes utilized to characterize wicked problems. For example, many (some might say
most) of the problems that governments encounter have no clear solutions and interventions
may have unintended consequences (Cortrell & Peterson, 2001; Sieber, 1980). Likewise,
many problems confronting government can be characterized as ‘messes’ with complex
interactions, and which cannot be ignored by actors in the public sector (Roe, 2013). That
lack of a clearly defined solution does not alone make these issues wicked, but may require
more experimental modes of interventions and management, rather than more definitive,
planned policy ‘solutions’ (see Sabel & Zeitlin, 2011; For another view on the possibilities
of designing interventions see Howlett, 2014). Further, relatively few of the policy problems
so often described as being wicked problems have all the characteristics utilized to define
wicked problems, although many problems can be characterized as having one or more of
those characteristics. So how useful is the concept as a concept?

The third argument in this paper is that the concept of wicked problems has taken on
a normative element that was not necessarily intended by the formulators of the concept.
This normative element is that these wicked problems must be solved, and indeed can be
solved through developing the appropriate policies. Further, the assumption appears to be
that centralized and forceful action will be required to solve the problems. While this may
well be true, defining the concept through the mechanisms for solution tends to undervalue
the nature of the problems themselves, and begs numerous questions about policy design.

Certainly solving the problems is important, but governments may have to admit that
many of the issues which they must address may not be solvable in any final and definitive
manner (Carter, 2012; Hogwood & Peters, 1984). Certainly decades of attempts to solve
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poverty, economic underdevelopment, inequality, crime and host of other familiar problems
have ameliorated the problems but have not solved them by any meaningful standard, and
some such as inequality have actually worsened over the past several decades. And now
faced with seemingly less tractable problems governments and their allies in governance
must think seriously about the goals being pursued in making policies.

In some ways then the utilization of the concept of wicked problems has led government
to create a rod for its own back. That is, having identified these problems as wicked, and
also arguing for the importance of finding solutions they may have created unattainable
performance targets for themselves. Very few policy problems are actually ever solved in
any definitive manner. Rather policy-making tends to be a more continuous process of
amelioration and adjustment (Hogwood & Peters, 1984), and promising to solve problems,
wicked or otherwise, may ultimately weaken already diminished faith in government.

The purpose of this paper is not to be pedantic about the concept of wicked problems,
although it may certainly appear so. Rather, the purpose is to consider the nature of policy
problems utilizing the concept of wicked problems and attempt to understand to what extent
that basic concept, and the dimensions contained within it, do assist us in understanding
problems. While truly wicked problems may be relatively less common than they appear
in contemporary writing in policy studies, the dimensions contained in the concept may
be individually useful in analyzing policies.

The concept of wicked problems

As already noted, the concept of wicked problems was developed in the planning literature,
rather than in the policy analysis literature per se. While those two fields of endeavor, both
in practice as well as in academia, are closely linked, they also have important differences.
In the planning approach there is a strong design element when considering policy-making
(but see Peters, 2015). The notion of wicked problems was identified as a general barrier
to effective design and implementation of policies as much as it was conceptualized as a
special class of problems. Likewise, the planners appeared to be very negative concerning
the role of politics in reducing the capacity of solving these problems, while many, if not
most, people coming from the policy analytic camp of scholarship and practice tend to
accept politics as central to any consideration of policy-making.!

The basic assumption that began the discussion of wicked problems is that making public
policies is difficult. Further, the assumption of difficulty is so extreme that policy design,
which has been central to planning, appears virtually impossible.? That original discussion
of wicked problems may well have underestimated the ease with which policies were made
in some golden era. There are any number of failed policies based on faulty designs from
the 1960s and 1970s, just as there were important successes (McConnell, 2010). Those fail-
ures, or at least disappointments, were in part a function of beginning to address difficult
issues such as poverty, but earlier examples such as urban renewal also demonstrated the
problems of design.

That is perhaps something of an overstatement, given the absence of political analysis in some economic and statistical
modeling of policy.

2With changes in the planning literature, and in conceptions of design, the search for a more product-like design when
making policy is less clear. See.
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Whatever the particular concerns of the planning or policy analytic literature, the concept
of wicked problems is defined through the following ten characteristics:

(1) Wicked problems are difficult to define. There is no definite formulation.

(2) Wicked problems have no stopping rule.

(3) Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but good or bad.

(4) There is no immediate or ultimate test for solutions

(5) All attempts to solutions have effects that may not be reversible or forgettable.

(6) These problems have no clear solution, and perhaps not even a set of possible
solutions.

(7) Every wicked problem is essentially unique.

(8) Every wicked problem may be a symptom of another problem.

(9) There are multiple explanations for the wicked problem.

(10) The planner (policy-maker) has no right to be wrong.

To the characteristics presented explicitly by Rittel and Webber we can add the general
sense from the discussion that wicked problems involve multiple actors and are socially and
politically complex. The formulators of the concept did not list this as a separate dimension
but much of the discussion about difficulties in reaching decisions in the emerging policy
world revolved around the political difficulties of making decisions in a more participa-
tory and political complex environment. E.g. Roberts (2000) argued that wicked problems
political conflicts over the definition of problems and the possible solutions. Those political
characteristics interact with the linked to the more substantive characteristics such as mul-
tiple explanations for problems and the absence of a definitive formulation of the problem.

While the concept of wicked problems itself contains a number of characteristics that
produce significant challenges for decision-making, the intellectual ante has been raised
more recently with the concept of ‘super wicked problems’ (Levin, Cashore, & Auld, 2012;
see also Lazarus, 2009). This concept is meant to capture the nature of significant policy
problems facing contemporary governments. Like the concept of wicked problems, this
concept also has a number of defining characteristics, in addition to those used to define
wicked problems. These characteristics are:

(1) Time is running out;

(2) There is no central authority, or only a weak central authority, to manage the
problem

(3) The same actors causing the problem seem to solve it; and

(4) The future is discounted radically so that contemporary solutions become less
valuable.

In addition to the institutional characteristics involved in this definition, the element of
time becomes more important than in the original conception of wicked problems. This
time element is most apparent with climate change for which there are a number of clear
and compelling predictions of irreversible harm if there are not significant policy inter-
ventions. Many other problems cited as wicked problems do not, however, have such clear
time constraints. For example, while people living in poverty one day longer than necessary
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is a policy failure, this policy area does not have the clear tipping point and possibility of
irreversibility that appears to be very evidence for climate change.

In addition to the argument that time may be running out for some ‘super wicked prob-
lems, the level of discounting of the future also plays a role in understanding these problems,
and in addressing them through public sector action. The argument being made here is that
these issues are inherently long-term, and also perhaps large scale, and therefore need to be
addressed with comprehensive action short-term amelioration is considered inadequate for
dealing with these types of policy problems. But most public sector decision-making is not
good at dealing with long-term challenges, especially in democratic regimes (Jacobs, 2011)
where changes in partisan control of government may mean changes in policy.

The concepts of wicked and super wicked problems can also be related to Herbert Simon’s
(1973) discussion, at about the same time as Rittel and Webber, of ‘ill-structured problems’?
As with some of the characteristics developed by Rittel and Webber, Simon’s concerns were
with the clarity of the definition of the problem, the extent to which it was independent of
other problems, and the adequacy of the knowledge base for coping with the problem. IlI-
structured policy problems, like wicked problems, are difficult for policy-makers to manage
effectively and perhaps in particular defy the development of simple designs for policy.

Thinking about wickedness

The first contention made in the introduction to the paper is that although there are a num-
ber of difficult problems facing the public sector, these may not be truly wicked. Indeed,
Coyne (2005) argues that the ill-defined and awkward problems that are in essence wicked
problems is the norm for policy-making, and well-defined and rational policy-making is
the exception. If we adopt the ‘classical categorization’ approach to measurement advocated
by Sartori, then for a problem to be wicked it should have all of the above characteristics.
Having been guilty of stretching the concept of wicked problems myself, in dealing with
food policy (Peters, 2014), it is very easy to see how one can assume that if a problem is
difficult then it must be wicked.

Let me use the example of food policy to illustrate that point. The first characteristic —
that there is no clear definition of the problem - does not in many ways appear to apply.
The problem in food policy is how do we grow enough nutritious and safe food to feed a
growing population. Different people may emphasize different aspects of the problem or
have different perspectives GMOs are unsafe or merely necessary in a world with a rapidly
growing population, or regulation of food safety is a crucial component of the policy area
but the underlying question is actually clear. Following from that, it also appears that there
is indeed a ‘true’ solution to the problem when people have enough to eat. Actually for this
problem there may be more disputes over whether the solution is good or bad than there
is about the adequacy of the solution.

This discussion of the adequacy of food policy raises a more fundamental problem
concerning the use of wicked problems as a more or less scientific concept. This issue is
the absence of clear coding rules for those ten dimensions. I have said above that we could
have a ‘true’ solution to the food problem, but others might argue that the conflicts between

3t is interesting to consider if there was a particular Zeitgeist that produced these two rather skeptical analyses of poli-
cy-making at the same time. This was perhaps the end of an era in the United States in which there were attempts to solve
large-scale social problems that had met with limited results.
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quantity and quality the use of GMOs and the need to locally produce food may make any
solution less than fully true. The same ambiguity appears to characterize a number of the
other characteristics listed, and if this concept is indeed to be useful much more attention
must be given to developing objective measures of the underlying characteristics.

The relatively paucity of problems that meet full definition of a wicked problem does not,
however, completely obviate the utility of that analysis of policy problems. First, we may
want to think about varying degrees and types of wickedness. For example, some difficult
policy problems may be difficult to define and may have multiple frames, but may have
clear measures of success. And some problems, or interventions, may indeed be reversible
and even forgettable once other attempts at a solution have been offered.* Some progress
may come, therefore, in adding adjectives to wicked problems (see Alford and Head, this
issue), adding intension to the concept while reducing the extension (see Collier & Mahon,
1993). And could we think of these characteristics of wickedness as a set of necessary and
sufficient conditions for certain types of policy dynamics?®

An alternative to the strict categorization approach for wicked problems would be to
consider radial categorization or family resemblance as means of selecting and categoriz-
ing cases (Collier & Mahon, 1993; Gerring, 1993). These approaches would assume that
having a sufficient resemblance to the underlying idea of a wicked problem, or perhaps
having one central attribute, would be sufficient to consider the problem wicked and to
use this characterization for both practical analysis and for theory-building. For example,
we could argue that the absence of a clear solution to the problem could be a sine qua non
for labeling a problem as ‘wicked’

In addition, as already noted, each of these characteristics of wicked problems might
be considered to be a free-standing attribute of a public policy, and therefore useful in
understanding policy problems by itself. Although these characteristics are very different
from the attributes used by Peters and Hoornbeek (2005), they provide useful another
checklist of attributes of policy problems. For example, the first of the ten characteristics
mentioned above can be considered to represent a general problem in framing policies, and
the alternative frames that exist for many policies. The drug policy in many countries can
be understood, for example, through a variety of different lenses or frames, each providing
some insight and each also associated with a particular course of action (Payan, 2006).°

This first characteristic of wicked problems can also be linked to the ninth. Most interest-
ing policy problems have multiple possible explanations that can be related to the absence
of a single accepted frame of the problem. Poverty is perhaps a classic example of multiple
causal explanations then being linked to multiple and perhaps conflicting alternative policy
designs. The absence of a single definitive explanation appears to some extent in contrast to
the perceived need to ‘solve’ the underlying problem that is inherent in the political process.

We can also see that the presumed characteristic of wicked problems that there is no ex
ante test for the quality of the solutions offered also may be true of a wide range of policy

“4One of the arguments made in the normative literature on incrementalism (see Hayes, 2006) is that policy interventions can
be reversed. That may be more true substantively than it is politically.

>0ne option might be to think of these characteristics as something like an old-fashioned Guttman scale, with varying degrees
of occurrence, and with that different scale scores on a wickedness scale.

®For a similar analysis of the multiple frames that can be applied to mental health policy see Maycraft Kall (2013). Again, all
these frames had some validity but there was no single frame accepted by all actors in the process.
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problems. Some public programs are relatively well-understood ‘engineering’ solutions
such as building a road.” Most policy problems, however, involve more complex social and
economic dynamics and hence must be considered as much as experiments as definitive
solutions.® Government actors may have routines and produce rather similar solutions to
problems, no matter what they may be, but those actors may do so with greater faith in the
instruments used that can be justified by the evidence.’

Likewise, the last of the characteristics discussed as defining wicked problems, albeit not
in the formal list of those characteristics, is their social complexity and the involvement of
multiple actors involved in the formation, and potentially in the solution, of the problem.
To some extent this characteristic may be one cause for the increased interest in wicked
problems in policy analysis, and for the fad of identifying almost every issue confronting
the public sector as a wicked problem. This alleged profusion of wicked problems may have
less to do with the nature of the policy problems themselves than with the increasing use
of network policy-making and ‘governance’ solutions for almost all policies in the indus-
trialized democracies (see Torfing, Peters, Pierre, & Serensen, 2011).

Does the increased use of participation in public policy-making mean, by definition,
that there are more wicked problems? I would argue no, although it does mean that mak-
ing policy choices for confronting those problems may be becoming increasingly difficult.
Fritz Scharpf, for example, argued (1988) that the more actors there are involved in making
policies, and the greater the rights each actor has within that process, the greater will be the
difficulties in reaching decisions, and especially the greater will be the difficulties in reach-
ing decisions that do more than only make incremental adjustments from the status quo.

The discussion of super-wicked problems also contains a significant institutional com-
ponent. The descriptive element of this component is that there is no central authority to
govern the policy area, with the normative implication being that such an institutional
focus is necessary if the problem is to be solved. This choice also represents something of
an assumption about addressing difficult policy problems (see Hoppe, 2010). Some scholars,
for example, argue that networks and other decentered mechanisms for solution may be
better at addressing wicked problems than is the imposition of centralized solutions (see
Peters et al., in press).

Elinor Ostrom’s work on polycentricity points to the capacity to solve difficult, or even
wicked, problems, through less centralized means (McGinnis, 2000). The perceived need for
centralized solutions appears to be a function of the weakness of global governance institu-
tions for coping with environmental issues, but it would be unfortunate to generalize to all
difficult policy problems on that basis, For example, some studies of poverty eradication in
less-developed countries have stressed the need to act on a very localized and decentralized
basis (see also Ferlie, Fitzgerald, McGivern, Dopson, & Bennett, 2011).

’That said, building a road may not be the solution to traffic problems given that most evidence points out that traffic tends
to expand to fill roads soon after they are completed. Hence, building roads may simply increase traffic, and does not solve
the underlying problem being addressed.

8Nelson (1977), for example, argued that interventions into the problems of the ghetto meaning poverty and social exclu-
sion — had no clear theoretical or practical foundations, and hence any policies directed at these problems were in essence
experiments. See also Sabel and Zeitlin (2008), (2011). See also Weber and Khademian (2008).

We Linder and Peters (1989) attempted to understand how decision-makers in the public sector selected their instruments.
One of the largest groups in our study were ‘instrumentalists, committed to a particular instrument almost regardless of
the nature of the problem being addressed.
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The emphasis on centralized institutional solutions may represent the domination of cli-
mate change issues in contemporary discussions of wicked problems. The need to integrate
and coordinate the activities of all the countries in the world to be able to address climate
change may dominate thinking about wicked, or super-wicked, problems. That assumption,
in turn, violates one of the original assumptions about wicked problems, i.e. that no two
wicked problems are the same, and hence other problems of this nature may well be better
addressed through decentralized mechanisms.

These characteristics of wicked and super-wicked problems also point to the close linkage
between these problems and complexity theory. For example, the absence of a stopping rule
for decision-making, and the presumed interconnections of problems are close to some of
the characteristics of complexity theory ir understanding public policy. Complexity theory,
for example, emphasizes the interactions among variables and the difficulties in making
effective interventions because of the unpredictable patterns of change.

Wickedness or merely complexity?

The above discussion of the literature on wicked problems has, I believe, demonstrated
that the notion of wicked problems has been stretched substantially, and at times is beyond
almost all recognition. Beginning as a description of general problems in policy-making in
the 1970s, the concept came to be used as an analytic term for a particular type of policy
problem. And then the concept has been stretched even further, being applied to a range
of rather ordinary policy problems. These problems are difficult to resolve, but arguably so
too is addressing most of the problems that governments must confront.

The concept of the ‘super-wicked problem, however, appears to be more clearly devel-
oped as a separate category of policy problems. Unlike the original discussion of wicked
problems this categorization does attempt to differentiate a particular set of issues that
distinguish these policy problems from others. Most important in that differentiation is
the time element, both that time can be seen to be running out on the capacity to solve the
issues, and that there is a radical discounting of the future in attempts to solve the issues.

If we examine the criteria advanced for both wicked and super-wicked problems, they
appear analogous to a more general understanding of complexity in public policy (Duit
& Galaz, 2008; Room, 2011). In particular the idea of the interconnectedness of problems
fits rather well with the non-linear conception of complex policy problems. Likewise, the
absence of clear solutions appears to be a component of both conceptions of policy. By uti-
lizing complexity to characterize these problems the analyst may be able to invoke at least
a way of thinking about the possible solutions, if not those solutions themselves.

Are there any real wicked problems, and if so what are they? Some of the candidates
that are usually advanced as wicked, or even super-wicked, are climate change, poverty
and inequality. These are all difficult and complex problems that have some of the charac-
teristics of wickedness, but perhaps not all. Thus, it may be better to consider the notion
of complexity as a more encompassing category and then to look at wicked problems, and
perhaps especially super-wicked problems, as a particular subset of complex problems.
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Toward a research program

The above rather skeptical discussion of the concept of wicked problems should not be seen
as a complete dismissal of this idea. There may well be truly wicked, and even super-wicked
problems out there. And even if the analyst is not using the characteristics as a whole to
describe the particular problems, they do provide useful insights into the complex and
difficult problems confronting contemporary governments. But we can also think about
attempting to classify problems based on the perceptions of individuals both in academia
and in the public sector.

One preliminary attempt to understand the nature of wicked problems was to ask a
sample of experts in politics and government to what extent they considered two types of
problems wicked, or at least difficult to manage.'® We asked about environmental problems,
social policy problems, and then policy-making in general. The questions were phrased
in a rather general manner, given the preliminary nature of the investigation, but this still
provides some insights into how experts think about policy problems, and the possible
wickedness of those problems.

First, none of these problems were considered particularly wicked by the sample of
experts, ranking at around 4.5 on a scale of 1-7. Further, the environmental problems were
not conceptualized as any more difficult or wicked than were the more familiar social policy
issues. Much of the literature on wicked problems utilizes the environment, and particularly
climate change, as the quintessential example of a wicked problem. But this group of deci-
sion-makers did not conceptualize this problem as being particularly difficult, or at least
considered other problems equally difficult.!! Indeed, there was some sense expressed that
policy-making in general involved a number of wicked problems these experts appeared
to consider any policy intervention a somewhat difficult task.'?

This extremely preliminary attempt to research how policy-makers may consider pol-
icy problems, and especially wicked problems, should be supplemented by attempts to
understand more fully how decision-makers and academic policy experts conceptualize
policy problems, wicked, and super-wicked problems. While simply seeing to what extent
experts did consider a range of problems often discussed as wicked, e.g. the environment,
poverty, etc., to in fact be wicked would be important in itself, this research can push the
understanding of policy problems even further. That understanding can be enhanced by
examining the extent to which respondents might consider other, presumably more mun-
dane policy issues, e.g. higher education, also to be wicked problems.

There is, of course, a danger that the concept of wicked problems will not have penetrated
the practitioner community, or even some parts of the academic community. Therefore,
for half the sample, I would provide a brief description of the concept of wicked problems
and for the other half not do so. This division of the sample can test the 