
Mining managers want stable 
and predictable results. 
Constraints in terms of quality 
process control limits govern 
behaviour. When a deviation 
happens within the limits, 
problem-solving methods like 
root cause analysis are used to 
restore conformance. This type 
of problem is absolutely fixable 
and deemed complicated. 

A “wicked” problem is different; 
it is complex and lies beyond the 
limits of control. 

Wicked problems are pervasive 
in the mining industry. Consider 
land degradation neutrality, 
climate change advocacy, local 
community benefits, disruptive 
innovation impacts. These won’t 
go away; actions will only 
improve or worsen each case. 

Stress and tension from 
underlying wicked problems are 
often expressed by C-suite to 
frontline workers sharing their 
stories: 

• “Ten years ago we centralized. Then 
5 years later we decentralized. Now 
we’re back consolidating. We’re still 
looking for the right structure.” 

• “I was given a package to leave the 
company to meet a headcount goal. A 
few months later I returned as a 
contractor. I now get paid a lot more 
to do my old job.” 

• “We were directed after last year’s 
accident not to take shortcuts to 
meet shift quotas. Production began 
to fall off. So did the commodity 
price. In the last quarter we were 
told to do whatever it takes to post 
great results for the CFO to announce 
at the shareholder annual meeting.” 

• We know we have to increase our 
capacity. We’ve hired top consultants 
who gave us useful advice. But we 
don’t implement because we’re just 
too busy. This sort of ongoing conflict 
is in our culture, our DNA.” 

• “Shareholders demand high ROI and 
expect reinvestment. Go figure.” 

In a complex adaptive system it makes little sense to invest huge time and effort on the strategic task to establish 
an idealistic Future state. A totally different state can surprisingly emerge out of no where. This is an outcome of 
autonomous agent interactions, collectively learning from feedback loops, and self-organizing to stabilize. Since 
there is no perfect right solution to formulate and execute, choosing a strategy itself is a wicked problem. A more 
appropriate action is to stay focused on the Present. Design and launch small safe-to-fail experiments. Observe 
changes with near real-time feedback loops. Accelerate desired behaviours. Dampen unintended negative 
consequences. This is top-down enablement with bottom-up actions. 
  

Within the seemingly tangled web of connections and relationships, Order can be found in the form of patterns. 
Therein lies the opportunity. Probing the system with safe-to-fail experiments may reveal hidden patterns and 
perhaps cause & effect relationships that can only be seen in hindsight. The big reward is a serendipitous 
opportunity that can be speedily developed and executed as a new customer offering or business improvement. 
  
  
Humans are natural storytellers. Their stories have the power to capture the emotional essence of a wicked 
problem. Where diagnostic tools work well to solve complicated problems, dialogic methods are needed for 
wicked problems. Anecdotal circles, whole workforce summits, scrum production flow meetings, dialogue 
mapping can be deployed to make sense of a wicked problem and its impact on the company.

Wicked Problems in 
the Mining Industry

What can you do that’s different?

“Wicked problems cannot be easily categorized into 
separate disciplinary boxes nor can they be divided into 
more manageable parts under the assumption that there 
are clear and known casual paths.”  
                                      Weber and Khademian 2008

In 1973, Horst W.J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber, 
two Berkeley professors, published an article 
introducing the notion of “wicked” social 
problems. 

Rittel made a distinction between tame 
(complicated) and wicked (complex). A wicked 
problem is never fixed permanently but rather it 
becomes better or worse. A wicked problem has 
no single cause & effect relationship; the 
problem emerges from many diverse sources. 
More characteristics are shown on the adjacent 
graph. 

Addressing a wicked problem requires a different 
approach and different tools.
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