Wicked Questions

Idea In Short

Wicked Questions helps groups explore seemingly paradoxical or contradictory forces that
exist within complex challenges. It acknowledges that many problems do not have simple,
straightforward solutions and encourages exploring the tensions between opposing forces.
Wicked Questions explores tensions within complex problems.

This method helps groups acknowledge and navigate complex situations where seemingly
contradictory forces are at play. These "wicked" problems are often characterized by
interconnectedness, ambiguity, and a lack of clear-cut solutions. Wicked Questions
provides a framework for understanding these tensions and finding creative ways to
address them. It helps to move beyond either/or thinking and embrace both/and
possibilities.

The Process

The process begins with identifying a central challenge or issue that the group wants to
address. This challenge should be complex and multifaceted, with no easy answers. It is
important to frame the challenge in a way that is clear and understandable to everyone
involved. This clarity sets the stage for exploring the underlying tensions.

The core of the Wicked Questions method involves formulating pairs of seemingly
contradictory statements or questions that represent the opposing forces at play within the
challenge. These pairs of questions are not meant to be mutually exclusive but rather to
represent the tensions that need to be navigated. They are designed to spark discussion
and encourage exploration of the space between the two extremes.

These questions should be framed in a way that highlights the inherent tension between the

two sides. They should not be simple either/or choices but rather represent two important
aspects of the challenge that need to be considered. For example, a wicked question might
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be: "How might we maintain high quality while also reducing costs?" This question
acknowledges the tension between these two important goals.

Once several pairs of wicked questions have been generated, the group explores the
implications of each pair. This involves discussing the benefits and drawbacks of each side,
the potential trade-offs, and the creative solutions that might emerge from navigating the
tension. The goal is not to choose one side over the other but rather to find ways to
integrate both sides.

The exploration of these questions can lead to new insights and perspectives. It can help
the group to see the challenge in a new light and to identify creative solutions that might not
have been apparent before. It encourages thinking beyond simple answers.

The Wicked Questions method can be used in various settings, from strategic planning
sessions to team meetings. It is particularly useful when dealing with complex organizational
challenges, such as balancing innovation with efficiency, managing growth while
maintaining culture, or addressing conflicting stakeholder needs.

Case Study - Balancing Innovation and Stability

Imagine a company that wants to foster innovation while also maintaining stability and
efficiency in its core operations. This presents a classic wicked problem, as these two goals
can often seem contradictory. The company decides to use Wicked Questions to explore
this tension.

They identify the central challenge as: "How might we foster innovation while maintaining
stability and efficiency?" They then generate several pairs of wicked questions:

e How might we encourage experimentation and risk-taking while also ensuring
reliable and predictable operations?

e How might we empower employees to generate new ideas while also maintaining
clear processes and procedures?

* How might we allocate resources to new initiatives while also ensuring sufficient
funding for core operations?

e How might we adapt to changing market conditions while also maintaining a
consistent brand identity?
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The company then explores the implications of each pair of questions. They discuss the
potential benefits and drawbacks of each side, the potential trade-offs, and the creative
solutions that might emerge from navigating the tension.

Through this process, they realize that innovation and stability are not mutually exclusive but
rather complementary forces. They identify several strategies for balancing these two goals,
such as creating dedicated innovation teams, establishing clear processes for evaluating
new ideas, and allocating a specific portion of the budget to innovation projects. This case
study shows how Wicked Questions can create balance.

Advantages & Potential Limitations

The Wicked Questions method offers several key advantages. It helps groups to
acknowledge and navigate complex challenges where seemingly contradictory forces are at
play. It encourages thinking beyond simple answers and promotes exploration of the space
between extremes.

This method can be particularly useful for generating creative solutions to difficult problems.
It helps to uncover hidden assumptions and biases and encourages new ways of thinking.

It also fosters a more nuanced and sophisticated understanding of complex issues. It helps
to move beyond either/or thinking and embrace both/and possibilities.

However, there are also some potential limitations to consider. The method requires
participants to be comfortable with ambiguity and complexity. Some individuals may find it
challenging to navigate the tensions between opposing forces.

It is important to frame the wicked questions in a way that accurately reflects the underlying
tensions. Poorly framed questions can lead to unproductive discussions.

The method is primarily focused on exploring the tensions within a challenge. It does not

provide specific solutions or action plans. Further work may be needed to translate the
insights gained into concrete actions.
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Summary

Wicked Questions is a valuable tool for navigating complex challenges and exploring the
tensions between opposing forces. It encourages creative thinking and promotes a more
nuanced understanding of difficult issues. Wicked Questions explores tensions within
complex problems.
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