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Introduction  
Module Goals 
This module focuses on understanding the biophysical, social, and ethical complexities of 
environmental challenges. To this end, the following overarching goals have been identified 
for this module. 

• Participants develop a better understanding of the ethical complexities of environmental 
challenges. 

• Participants are equipped to constructively address economic and social conflicts that stem 
from environmental challenges. 

• Participants become aware of the various environmental ethical lenses employed by 
different people, which will enable them to appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of 
diverse ethical perspectives.  

Preparation 
To prepare for this module kindly take some time to familiarize yourself with this guide. In 
addition to this, review publications by your state and local environmental groups to 
familiarize yourself with environmental challenges in your community. For example, when 
presenting in the Atlanta area it might be useful to research the ongoing dispute between 
Georgia, Florida and Alabama over the waters of the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint River 
basin. You might also note a few interesting facts about the environmental services provided 
in the area you live. For example, agriculture and forestry are important industries in 
Georgia. These industries jointly add $74.9 billion to Georgia’s economy annually and 
employ 1 in 7 Georgians.  This information can be found through the national Environmental 1

Protection Agency, your state’s correlated agency (Environmental Protection Division in 
Georgia), or your state and local nonprofits (Conservancies, etc.).  

• Prior to the session, print the “Ethical Styles” found in the Teaching Materials section of 
this module. Cut out each description for use in the Probing Moral Complexity activity. 
Fold those slips of paper and put them in a bowl, hat, or other container. Bring blank slips 
of paper for note taking in the activity. 

Time 
Preparation time should be about 2 hours. The implementation of the module will take 1 
hour. Throughout the guide suggested times are provided for sections and sub-sections to 
assist the facilitator with time management. 

 Georgia Farm Bureau Federation, “Agriculture.”1
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Module Outline 
• Understanding Value in the Environment 

• Ecosystem Services and Benefits 

• Factors that Disrupt Ecosystem Services 

• Moral Issues Posed by Environmental Challenges 

Learning Outcomes 
After the module, participants should: 

• Understand how people ascribe value to the environment differently.  

• Be familiar with ecosystems services and understand how these services benefit people. 

• Understand how ecosystem services are connected and interdependent. 

• Be familiar with and understand the factors that could disrupt ecosystem services. 

• Understand how different people view the moral issues posed by environmental 
challenges. 

Materials Needed 
• Marker or other writing implements of 3 different colors 

• Whiteboard or large flip chart on which to use writing implements 

• Two bowls, hats, or other containers out of which participants can draw names 

• 8-10 blank slips of paper 

• 8-10 slips of paper with Ethical Styles printed on them 

• Pens or pencils 
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Body 
Opening 
Suggested Time: 3 minutes 

Welcome 
Welcome participants, introduce yourself, and share the following information. 

“Welcome to the Tensions in Sustainability Forum Series. This series was designed for 
people who believe the health of the environment is important but who feel a tension 
between environmental and economic/social concerns. This six-module forum series is 
intended to assist people to constructively deal with the challenges that emerge during 
attempts to integrate environmental sustainability holistically into their lives. 

“Each module is free standing, however the modules may also be offered in a series. Modules 
1-3 address some of the confusion surrounding environmental concerns by introducing 
participants to America’s current environmental conditions, its environmental history, and 
the incentives that encourage people to disregard climate change science. Modules 4-6 equip 
participants to collaboratively address these problems in ways that reflect their personal 
value systems, skill sets, and assumptions while also helping participants to better 
understand how others make sense of these issues. 

“If you like the lesson today you can go online and check out the other available modules. If 
you would like to facilitate a module, all teaching materials are free and available for 
download at www.CREATEForumSeries.com.”  

Lesson Objective 
Tell participants: “Today we will be talking about environmental challenges that exist within 
communities and how we might constructively address these challenges. We will start by 
discussing how different groups and communities value the environment and the reasons for 
those perspectives. Then we will move into a discussion about ecosystems services. We will 
discuss how ecosystem services benefit people, how they are connected and interdependent, 
and possible disruptions to these services. To wrap up, we will discuss how different groups 
of people view moral issues posed by environmental challenges.” 

Free Association Exercise 
Suggested Time: 15 minutes 

Facilitator’s Note: Create four columns on a white board or large 
sheet of paper visible to the group. At the top of each column put a 
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different term that represents the natural world such as Environment, 
Creation, Wilderness, and Home.  

Tell participants: “We will begin our session with a free association exercise. There are four 
columns on the board labeled Environment, Creation, Wilderness, and Home. Let’s start 
with Environment. What comes to mind when you think of the word Environment? Feel free 
to shout out answers as they come to you.”  

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion as needed: 

• What moods do you associate with each of these words?  

• What are your gut feelings about each of these clusters of words?  

Some common responses might be reverence for creation, worry about the 
environment, excitement or anxiousness about wilderness, etc.  

• How do humans relate to the natural world in each of these words? 

Some common responses might be by enjoying it, by ignoring it, by using it as a 
possession, by caring for it, etc. 

• What role does each of these words explicitly give to humans in the natural world?  

Do the words imply that we are animals that are part of a natural system, or polluters 
who harm the planet, or stewards of God’s good gifts, etc.?  

• What kinds of responsibility do humans hold in each of these roles? 

Facilitator’s Note: After participants have given responses for the 
word Environment, repeat this discussion with Creation, Wilderness, 
and Home. After responses for all of the words have been given, invite 
participants into discussion to compare how we think about 
Environment vs. Creation vs. Wilderness vs. Home.  

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion as needed: 

• How do you (or how does this group) talk about our environment?  

• Which of the above, or other terms, do you use to talk about the environment? 

• Do you use different terminology at work, at home, and within your religious community? 

• What does the language we use suggest about how we value the environment? 

• What does the language we use suggest about our responsibilities to the environment?  

• Why do we think about the environment in this/these way(s)? 

Tell participants: “The takeaway point here is that our basic assumptions about the 
environment and our role in it shape our sense of responsibility for environmental 
challenges. It’s helpful to understand our own assumptions about our environmental 
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responsibilities, but it may be even more useful to learn to recognize what other people’s 
assumptions might be. We are able to do that by listening to the kind of language and the 
kind of rhetoric they use. In the next exercise we’ll be looking at something a little more 
concrete, but no less complex. We will talk about how ecosystems actually work and how 
they provide humans with ecosystem services.” 

Ecosystem Service Mapping 
Suggested Time: 25 minutes 

Building the Map 
Facilitator’s Note: On the whiteboard write the word 
“Environment.” Around the word Environment write Land, Water, Air, 
Life/biota, and Atmosphere. Examine the Mapping Resources in the 
Teaching Materials section of this module for an example. 

Tell participants: “All the parts and pieces of the ecosystem interact to provide Ecosystem 
Services. Ecosystem Services is an umbrella term referring to all the ways that functioning 
ecosystems benefit human beings, directly and indirectly. Ecosystem Services can be 
organized into four categories:  

• Provisioning (food, water, timber, etc.) 

• Regulating (flood control, water purification, climate regulation, etc.) 

• Cultural (religious, aesthetic, historical, recreational, etc.) 

• Supporting (soil formation, nutrient cycling, etc.)  2

“We will now be creating an ecosystem services flow chart to see how the parts and pieces of 
the environment provide ecosystem services. Let’s start with Water. What ecosystem services 
does water provide for us?” 

Facilitator’s Note: As participants provide answers, write their 
responses on the board and draw a connecting line between the 
environmental service and the part of the ecosystem that provides that 

 Alcamo and Bennett, “Ecosytems and Their Services.” 2

Most ecosystems services are “common goods” available to people directly, without ever being bought or sold 
on the market (think of oxygen in the air, a service of photosynthetic plants). In the last 50+ years (starting 
with the environmental movement in the 1960’s), there have been many attempts to attach a dollar value to 
these services in order to insure that they are taken into account in decision-making processes. Although these 
valuations have varied widely, Costanza, et al. found an average value of $33 trillion (U.S.) for global ecosystem 
services [at a time when the global GNP totaled approximately $18 trillion (U.S.)] (Costanza et al., “The Value 
of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital.”) They note, however, that this average excludes a 
number of services and undervalues a number of biomes due to lack of current knowledge about ecosystem 
functioning, and should be used as a minimum.
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service. Some of these services will obviously belong in more than one 
category. For example, the environmental services of food and 
recreational fishing connect to life/biota as well as water. When an 
environmental service belongs to multiple categories, point that out to 
participants and draw connecting lines. Then invite participants to 
begin making these connection themselves. Repeat this mapping 
exercise for the other four components of the environment – land, life/
biota, atmosphere, and air. Ensure that you have several items for 
every category and lots of connections between categories. You do not 
need to try to get every item listed in the Examples of Ecosystem 
Services and Threats found in the Teaching Materials section at the 
end of this module. You may also include items not listed there. The 
point is not to create an exhaustive map, but to acknowledge the many 
ways the environment provides services to people and to see how those 
services are connected. 

Using the Map 
Once participants have created the ecosystem services map, ask the following question that 
is most relevant to your group of participants: 

• Which of these ecosystem services seems especially important in to you?  

OR  

• Which of these ecosystem services is especially important for your business operations?  

Facilitator’s Note: Responses may be quite creative, or participants 
may have a hard time identifying ecosystem services that they rely on. 
If this module were being given in a religious group that uses water 
ceremonially, you could point out the importance of water to mikvahs, 
baptisms, or ritual ablutions. If you are speaking to a Rotary or other 
“luncheon” group, the provision of food (from land, water, or life/
biota) might come up. If the group struggles to identify these systems, 
you might want to prompt them with one of the categories of 
ecosystem services: provisioning, regulating, cultural, and supporting 
(see discussion above). 
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Threats to Ecosystem Services 
After the short discussion, participants should have decided on one particular ecosystem 
service that they rely on. Ask participants, “What would threaten the environment’s ability to 
provide this ecosystem service?”   3

Facilitator’s Note: As participants respond with potential threats to 
ecosystem services, write their answers on the board in a different 
color than you were using to list the ecosystem services. If participants 
cannot come up with threats to an ecosystem service, name a few 
threats to prompt discussion. For forestry or agriculture, you might 
suggest climate change as a threat since it makes temperature and 
rainfall patterns less predictable, hence leading to crop loss. Or you 
might note how industrial farming practices cause soil erosion. As 
participants generate potential threats, draw lines between those 
threats and all the ecosystem services they could harm. To do this, you 
may have to go through environmental components. For instance, soil 
erosion impedes agriculture by degrading the land, but it also 
undermines recreational and commercial fishing by dumping too much 
sediment and nutrients into waterways. So, you would draw a line 
from industrial farming to land, from industrial farming to water, and 
from industrial farming to recreational fishing. Repeat this exercise for 
each of the ecosystem services listed. Point out that like ecosystem 
services, some of these threats impact many aspects of the 
environment.  

Once participants have had adequate time to complete the ecosystem services and potential 
threats map, tell participants: “As we wrap up this exercise, I hope its clear that there is bad 
news and good news in how interconnected natural systems are. The bad news is that all our 
decisions have unintended consequences because of how interconnected the system is. The 
good news is that any good impacts we make also have ripple effects through the system. 
Think about economics and human health. What ecosystem services or disruptions to 
ecosystem services have the potential to influence economics or human health? Nearly all of 
the services listed on the board have some connection to issues of economics and health that 
are very important for humans. Things are messy and unpredictable, but we can make 

 Ecosystem services are dependent on ecosystem functions: “the habitat, biological or system properties or 3

processes of ecosystems” (Costanza et al., “The Value of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital.”). 
Threats to the ecosystem impair or destroy its ability to fulfill these functions. For example, one important 
ecosystem function of coral reefs is the provision of habitat for young fish. Climate change, acidification of the 
oceans, and pollution are all threats to coral reefs themselves—and the recreational and aesthetic services they 
provide—but also to the fish populations dependent upon those habitats, and the fishers dependent on those 
fish.
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positive changes if people coordinate their efforts. To do that, we must first understand each 
other. This last exercise helps us do that.” 

Probing Moral Complexity 
Suggested Time: 15 minutes 

Tell participants: “We will now analyze an environmental threat to unpack the many ways 
people might make moral sense of environmental challenges. Which of the environmental 
threats on our diagram hits closest to home? Who are some of the different groups of people 
who might be affected by or contribute to that environmental threat?” 

Facilitator’s Note: Write participants’ responses on the board. You 
might direct them to focus on a threat that is important to the local 
group. For instance, Georgia and Florida have fought for years about 
the use of the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint (ACF) River system. 
The people who might be affected by or contribute to this 
environmental threat include farmers, boaters, fishers, 
conservationists, people who drink water, city governments, water 
supply companies, environmental lawyers, bottling companies, etc. 
These people are ‘stakeholders’ in the conflict. 

At this time, gather the “Ethical Styles” strips of paper to use in the 
following activity. 

Tell participants: “We are now going to divide up into groups of no more than four people 
each. Each group will pick a role from the board (farmer, environmentalist, boater, etc.) and 
also draw a slip of paper from this container of Ethical Styles. In your groups, discuss how 
you might address this environmental concern from the perspective of your assigned 
Stakeholder and Ethical Style.”  

Facilitator’s Note: The Ethical Styles can be found in the Teaching 
Materials section at the end of this module. Each group should have a 
Stakeholder (role in the environmental threat) and an Ethical Style to 
inform their discussions. Once they have completed their discussions, 
ask each small group to report back to the larger group. Tell 
participants to take note of how different processes of ethical reasoning 
and justification can come up with similar or not so similar 
conclusions. 

Ask the following questions to prompt participants as needed: 

• From the perspective of your stakeholder, what kind of material interests do you have in 
the problem?  What do you stand to gain or lose?  
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Answers might include: profit margins, fishing awards, protecting places where they 
have childhood memories, sharing these places with their children, voter approval 
ratings, etc. 

• Considering your assigned ethical style, how would a person who makes moral judgements 
in this way interpret the problem at hand? 

• Do human beings have a responsibility for the continued functioning of the ecosystem? 
Why or why not? 

• What are the different forms human responsibility can take? 

Facilitator’s Note: After all the small groups present their findings, 
facilitate a wrap-up discussion with the entire group. 

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• Which of these ethical styles makes the most sense to you?  

• Do you use one or more of these ethical styles when making environmental decisions or in 
making other kinds of decisions?  

Facilitator’s Note: If time permits, invite individuals or the group to 
craft a short statement about his/her/their responsibility for 
maintaining the local ecosystem’s capacity to produce environmental 
services. Then ask participants to share these statements. If you have 
time, consider Expansion Pack Activity #1, “The Wolves in 
Yellowstone Park,” or Expansion Pack Activity #2, “Walk in the 
Park.” 

Closing Remarks 
Suggested Time: 2 minutes 

Tell participants: “As we wrap up, I hope it’s clear that there’s no one right way to interpret 
environmental problems. Environmental problems are biologically and morally complex, 
and our assumptions about the nature of these problems and their solutions are not always 
evident. But I hope that by participating in this discussion you feel better equipped to probe 
that complexity, to ask good questions about whatever environmental problems you 
encounter, and to communicate more clearly with other stakeholders.” 

As the discussion comes to an end, thank the participants for coming and encourage them to 
continue talking about the moral complexity of climate change in their communities. If time 
allows, consider an Expansion Pack Activity located at the end of this module. 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Teaching Materials 
Mapping Resources 
Sample Maps 
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C
orrective Actions 

Addressing an issue, such as “lack of drinking w
ater,” from

 m
ultiple points 

increases the success of correcting that issue. Just as disrupting an ecosystem
 

service can have rippling effects, so does repairing an ecosystem
 service.



Examples of Ecosystem Services and Threats 

Land 

Water 

Ecosystem Services Threats
• Agriculture

• Filtration of ground water

• Habitat for flora and fauna

• Carbon sequestration in organic soil

• Recreation

• Health (physical/mental/spiritual)

• Timber

• Aesthetics

• Economics

• Transportation

• Infrastructure

• Mining

• Electricity (fossil fuels and nuclear)

• Landfills

• Hazardous waste

• Pesticides

• Nuclear waste

• Heavy metals

• Erosion

• Sedimentation

• Contamination from mining

• Soil degradation

• Deforestation

• Desertification

Ecosystem Services Threats
• Drinking

• Habitat

• Waste disposal/dilution of pollutants

• Pollination

• Transportation

• Electricity

• Temperature moderation

• Landscape formation

• Aesthetics

• Recreation

• Carbon sequestration

• Irrigation/agriculture

• Economics

• Health (physical/mental/spiritual)

• Pesticides

• Industrial (point source) pollution

• Run-off (non-point source) pollution

• Damming

• Ocean acidification

• Salinization

• Subsidence

• Ocean pollution (garbage patch and algal 

blooms)

• Habitat loss

• Overuse/waste leading to aquifer 

depletion
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Air 

Life/Biota 

Climate/Atmosphere 

Ecosystem Services Threats
• Breathing

• Habitat

• Diffusing pollutants

• Climate moderation

• Pollination

• Electricity (wind)

• Aesthetics

• Air pollution — industrial and auto

• Ozone levels

• Fine particulates (causing asthma)

• Smog (affecting aesthetics and health)

• Heavy metals

• Greenhouse gasses

• Water vapor

Ecosystem Services Threats
• Food

• Recreation/Companionship

• Aesthetics

• Medicine

• Temperature moderation

• Carbon sequestration

• Nutrient cycle in soil/decomposition

• Community ecology/food web

• Erosion protection

• Hunting/fishing/gathering

• Water filtration

• Ecosystem stability (biodiversity)

• Beneficial gas exchange (CO2/O2)

• Pollination

• Economics (Ecotourism)

• Health (physical/mental/spiritual)

• Habitat loss from development

• Habitat loss due to climate change

• Ecosystem instability

• Mass extinction

• Extreme weather events

• Pesticides

• Invasive species

• Loss of pollinators

• Air pollution

• Land pollution

• Water pollution

• Monocultures

• Overharvesting

Ecosystem Services Threats
• Water distribution (precipitation)

• Electricity (solar)

• Facilitating life

• Regulating temperatures

• Maintaining stable systems

• Pressure systems

• Weather

• Greenhouse gases

• Releasing carbon

• Contributing to biodiversity loss

• Extreme weather events (drought, floods, 

heat, cold, etc.)

• Spreading disease
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Ethical Styles  
Facilitator’s Note: Cut up the strips below and allow each group to 
choose one Ethical Style at random during the “Probing Moral 
Complexity” activity. 

Stewardship—God is the Creator of all that is and the earth belongs to God

Do no harm principle—to other humans and other sentient creatures

Human rights—honor the human rights of current and/or future generations 

Care ethic—the good life involves giving and receiving care

Utilitarian ethic—the right decision is the one that produces the greatest 
happiness for the greatest number of people

Contractual ethics—one’s primary moral duty is to honor their agreements 

Golden rule—treat others as you want to be treated

Justice—those who cause harm ought to repair that harm and/or be punished 
accordingly 

Fairness—costs and benefits must be distributed equally

Liberation—marginalized groups have a right to demand full inclusion in 
decision-making processes

Egocentric ethic—I should only have to be concerned with me and mine.
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Expansion Pack 
Activities 
#1 The Wolves in Yellowstone National Park 
Suggested Time: 60 minutes  

This expansion pack activity is best completed after the “Probing Moral Complexity” activity 
and before the “Closing Remarks” section of the module. 

Tell participants, “Now that we’ve explored the biological, social, and moral complexity of 
environmental challenges in our own context, let’s apply those skills in another context. 
Stakeholders in and around Yellowstone National Park have dealt in recent years with 
problems of the wolf population in the park.”  

Show this video, “How Wolves Change Rivers,” to participants: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q.  4

Discussion  

Multiple Stakeholders: Inform participants that wolves were absent from Yellowstone 
National Park for 70 years because they were exterminated as part of U.S. policy advocated 
for by Western ranchers and hunters. Tell the group that ‘wicked problems’ are socially 
complex, meaning that they have multiple stakeholders often with competing interests. See 
the Additional Resources section at the end of the Expansion Pack for more information on 
wicked problems.  

Ask participants the following questions. Record their answers to the questions on the board. 

• Q: What groups might have wanted the wolves exterminated? 

A: Examples include ranchers, hunters, tourists/campers, etc.  

• Q: What groups might have been active in promoting the wolves’ reintroduction? 

A: Examples include environmentalists, scientists, tourists, etc.  

After participants have answered the questions, divide them into small groups and assign 
each group a role – either pro-wolf or against-wolf. Ensure the distribution is equal. Ask 
each group to examine the wolves’ status in the park from their role’s perspective. Ask 
participants to focus on the questions that follow. After the small group discussions, ask each 
group to select a delegate who will report back the larger group. 

• Q: Which of the park’s ecosystem services were most important to their assigned role? 

 Sustainable Human, How Wolves Change Rivers.4
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• Q: Were these services lost or enhanced during the wolf cull? If these services were lost 
how did/does/will this affect their assigned role? 

Multiple Causes: You may provide participants with a printed copy of the article “Have 
returning wolves really saved Yellowstone? Researchers fear that some damage can’t be 
undone,” by Warren Cornwall from High Country News (12/8/2014), or summarize it for 
them. The article may be found at https://www.hcn.org/issues/46.21/have-returning-
wolves-really-saved-yellowstone).   5

The study featured in this article indicates that the damage done by the removal of the 
wolves – which allowed the overgrazing, which led to beavers moving away and the 
subsequent loss of dams, which all led to erosion and the deepening and increasing current 
of the rivers – might require more than one of those factors to be rectified in order for the 
ecosystem to recover. The study may be found at (http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/
content/280/1756/20122977).   6

Tell participants: “Remember, wicked problems have many interdependencies and are often 
multi-causal. Until there’s enough willow, the beavers can’t come back. So the question is, 
what’s it going to take for the willow to come back?  What are some of the causes that 
contributed to the changes in the rivers and creeks since the elimination of the wolves?” 

A: Elimination of vegetation by grazers, erosion, loss of damming materials for the 
beaver, migration of the beaver  

Tell participants: “Restoration of the wolves has tempered the grazing, but the changes in the 
river levels and flows caused by the 70-year absence of the wolves may keep the willows from 
recovering enough to attract beavers to build dams.” 

Ask participants the following questions to prompt discussion: 

• What steps might be undertaken to facilitate a complete recovery?  

• What might be the consequences of undertaking such actions? Remind the group that 
attempts to address “wicked problems” often lead to unforeseen consequences. 

• What might some of the unforeseen consequences be? 

• Which stakeholders would be affected by recovery efforts, and how might each of those 
stakeholders address recovery efforts? 

 Cornwall, “Have Returning Wolves Really Saved Yellowstone?”5

 Marshall, Hobbs, and Cooper, “Stream Hydrology Limits Recovery of Riparian Ecosystems after Wolf 6

Reintroduction.”
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#2 Walk in the Park 
Suggested Time: 30 minutes 

This expansion pack activity is best completed after the “Probing Moral Complexity” exercise 
and before the “Closing Remarks” section of the module. 

For this activity, you will need: 

• Note cards 

• Pencils 

Lead participants for a walk in a park or local green space. While participants walk, instruct 
them to make a list of 5-10 different things that they perceive in nature. Take a break during 
the walk and ask participants to think about things that they personally have in common 
with the things in nature that they wrote on their cards. Ask them to jot down “things we 
have in common” next to their list of “things in nature.” Continue walking. Take another 
break and ask participants to note some of the ecosystem services provided by the things in 
nature that they wrote on their cards. Ask them to jot down “how they help me,” and then 
continue to walk. At another break, ask participants to jot down “how I affect things in 
nature,” noting how they help or harm each of those 5-10 things in nature. At the end of the 
walk, invite participants share some items from their lists. 

Sample Notes 
Things in nature Things we have 

in common
How they help 
me

How I affect 
them

Trees Living Provide shade I help them grow

Dirt Supports life Provide nutrients to 
grow food

I erode the soil when 
I bike

Bugs Annoying Support the food 
web

I swat at them

Wind Ability to make 
things move

Regulates 
temperature

I live in buildings that 
block wind

Flowers Bring joy to people Make me smile I pick them
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Additional Resources 
Wicked Problems 

Facilitator’s Note: Provide this information to participants who are 
interested in exploring more aspects of moral complexity. This 
information should also be used with Expansion Pack Activity #1, 
“The Wolves in Yellowstone National Park." 

Features of Wicked Problems  7

1. Hard to define what exactly the problem is 

2. Caused by multiple factors: economic, environmental, political, cultural, etc. 

3. Caused by multiple actors’ behaviors 

4. Many actors bear partial responsibility; no actor bears full responsibility 

5. Problem is not stable 

6. Problem has no single, clear solution — many actions need to be taken 

7. These actions often involve behavior change — not just of one kind but several 

8. Attempts by one or more actors to address the problem often have unforeseen 
consequences 

Example: Intergenerational poverty has numerous causes, including but not limited to: job 
discrimination based on class, race, sex, gender, etc., low minimum wages, stagnant job 
markets, poor public transportation infrastructure, poor spending habits, high cost of 
housing, addiction, lack of access to good schools, overworked or poorly educated parents 
who cannot help children with homework or college application processes, etc. These causes 
result from the behaviors of multiple parties — parents, children (as they get old enough to 
make conscious choices), teachers, voters, city council people, employers, the federal 
government, etc. The problem shifts as technology reshapes the job market. Attempts to 
provide students with better schools by busing them long distances may have the effect of 
reducing children’s physical activity, disrupting community dynamics, etc., hence 
exacerbating health problems already associated with poverty. 

 “Wicked Problems: Problems Worth Solving - Wicked Problem.”7
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