
 
Re:thinking RCC 

 

Another view of the Ofsted guidance: Flexible provision  

This paper presents another view of the ‘Flexible provision’ guidance published 1st 
October 2021. Registering a multi-building children's home - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)1 

This response was provided for Ofsted when the matter was titled a proposal 
i.e. before the publication of their guidance. 

Introduction and plan for the future addressing of this guidance and situation 

There is agreement that the issue needs to be considered, explored, and resolved. 

The original proposal paper was a useful prompt to engage in the identifying of wider 
and deeper evidence than presented.  

The proposal was best considered as a first paper in a series. 

A wide participation and a lengthier time for contributions could have been 
productive. 

The guidance is not, yet, a sound basis for policy or practice development. Further 
thinking is essential.  

This paper provides a first critique of the ideas and introduces new thinking. 

It is anticipated that there should be a response and that further papers from others 
follow. NCERCC will seek and collate comments on the ideas and publish papers 
regarding leadership and management, multi-sites, and the current situation.  

 

Overall  

The construction of the argument and information is defined by a stated prior 
determined conclusion. There is an observable selection of focus and material that 
leads to a proposal being made that is an accommodation to the current 
dysfunctional situation. It is presented as pragmatic and a singular conclusion. That 
may be so from the method and material involved here. The selection being 
presented is partial and flawed by omission and commission. There is other material 

 
1 A blog has been published Multi-building children’s homes: creating more capacity in the system - Ofsted: 
social care and early years regulation (blog.gov.uk) 



available, some of it presented here, some that will emerge from further exploration 
and discussion.  

It is agreed that the issue is pressured. The Ofsted paper presents this as a crisis. 
This NCERCC paper addresses how the idea of ‘crisis’ itself can be seen to be 
created and may not exist in the way it is described. The NCERCC paper identifies 
the issue has been chronic for some time. There is agreement that factors have 
moved it to become acute becoming critical. Risk communication shapes perception. 
The issue is presented by Ofsted as a policy and practice question alone, but this 
NCERCC paper describes that the issue as also moral, political, and economic. 
Policy and practice cannot answer these latter concerns. It is unclear if there is an as 
yet unstated imperative in the proposal. 

A faulty conclusion is achieved by addressing the situation as a tame problem (see 
Appendix). Other conclusions may be reached by approaching the issue as a 
wicked. The issue involves multiple issues that are cultural, professional, political, 
philosophical, structural, and systemic and cannot be resolved by pragmatics only by 
professional discussion that results in a broad analysis and strategic professional, 
practice and provision, development. 

 

(This part of this analysis makes comment using the section titles of the 
original proposal).  

Background – addressing the multiple issues arising 

Since the Care Standards Act 2000 there have been various iterations of the 
regulatory framework, ‘raising the bar’ has happened on several occasions, the 
National Minimum Standards (NMS) have ceased and been replaced with more 
rigorous Quality Standards (QS) and Guide and Regulations. These latter were 
created with the input of the sector unlike the NMS. The sector representatives 
enabled the writing to be directed and contain established residential child care 
theory and practice. These representatives enabled the QS to contain flexibility but 
importantly were able to state unequivocally where interpretation would be counter to 
good practice. The representatives were able to guide the writing to ensure that the 
essentials and elementals true for all time were held firmly in order that the meeting 
of the primary task was delivered consistently. Interpretation by a regulator was 
given clear containment. 

Throughout the NMS and QS Residential Child Care has continued its creative 
response in the meeting of need.  The Ofsted proposal appreciated that the sector 
continues to develop.  

After years of the issue being raised by a few individuals the use of unregistered 
provision is now becoming known. However, the extent of its use is still under-
researched. The DfE research does not contain the necessary detail. Needed to be 
known are the thresholds, needs, and context of use. This will provide the firm 
foundation to the development of thinking about policy and practice. With the current 
evidence base we need to acknowledge that we are at the level of commentary. The 



research for DfE was not undertaken as a basis for policy or practice but for insight. 
More rigorous research would have been undertaken for policy and practice 
purposes. 

There is extremely little known about the needs of children requiring residential 
options. No recent research has been undertaken. The research base regarding 
English residential child care was at a time when local authorities were the vast 
majority provider of homes. The homes themselves looked very different, larger 
children’s groups and frequently larger buildings. Children’s homes today are 
frequently 4 or fewer children, and ordinary homes in ordinary streets. 

There is no contemporary research of the residential child care sector for example 
showing the benefits, or otherwise, and outcomes of its current diverse ownerships, 
diverse settings, range of approaches, increased multi-professional staffing. 
Increasingly it is clinical work in an intimate setting. The NCERCC publication What 
works in residential child care (NCERCC) shows an essential element is ‘clarity of 
purpose’, each home having a definition of the core task that all parties should return 
when evaluating the work. Resulting from the lack of recent research residential child 
care is frequently misunderstood and misrepresented.  

We know little about the granular needs of children in care. 

We know little about the granular needs of children in residential settings. 

To establish the needs a granular needs analysis is necessary to be completed by all 
local authorities. 

To establish the provision analysis of the homes’ statement of purpose is necessary. 

A granular needs and provision analysis is the only basis for developing thinking 
about policy and practice. Without this all is speculative. 

Sufficiency is not a needs analysis. It is a concept variously defined, as a result the 
statements of local authorities are not able to be joined together into a confirmed 
view. These sufficiency statements are frequently descriptive of the presenting 
position rather than analytic.  

The thesis to be researched is that there is lack of provision for many needs. 

The lack of provision is established by many indicators, lack of matching, short term 
placements, serial placements, no registered provision. These have been known for 
many years.  

Frequently no place can be found for a child with high level complex needs. This 
arises from providers correctly concluded that the matching thresholds, the staffing 
knowledge and expertise requirements, the impact risk assessment, cannot safely 
be met. It is a professional clinical decision. It is an assessment whereby the 
provider concludes that the needs are beyond their resources and expertise. It is a 
current decision to refuse a place based on professional evaluation of needs, 
provision, and context of the group, staffing and regulatory requirement.  



The QS state that a child who cannot be included in the statement of purpose, does 
not meet the already existing group needs, and staffing knowledge experience and 
expertise, should not be admitted. Admissions are inspected to ascertain that this 
practice is upheld. It is regarded a safeguarding priority. 

The response to the situation requires a rigorous workforce development strategy. 

It is not a question solely of the use of unregistered provision. It also includes use of 
health resources, international placements (Scotland), use of adult provision, 
inappropriate use of 28 day. The use of ‘inherent jurisdiction’ is being addressed by 
the continuing interest of Justice Knowles, and ‘imperative necessity in other 
judgements.  

This situation has been known for many years. A few voices have regularly and 
continuously raised the issue. Attention has only recently been given. The 
opportunity for the creation of new provision has not been taken.  

We may have reached a plateau of provision in private and voluntary organisation 
organised care. This sector may have a specific role, task, and function.  

This creates the opportunity for the local authority sector to respond with specialist 
provision integrating health and education. For reasons that are appreciated this 
opportunity has not been taken, partly due to cost, but predominantly due to the loss 
of expertise and experience in working with high level and complex needs. It has 
been a professional decision as much as those being made for current referrals to 
the other sectors.  

The opportunity for pursuing specialist work has in the main been in the private 
funded sector. There is an additional reason that is frequently suggested, of the 
exporting risk from the local authority to the private sector. This needs to be 
authoritatively established and would be through the needs analysis. The use of the 
Conceptual Framework of Rome and Stanley plotting the results of needs and 
placements would provide an essential insightful infographic. 

There is a range of provision already existing, some of it highly specialist. Ofsted 
have consistently advised that it is not the case that the Care Standards or the 
regulatory framework that precludes provision. Such provision is often the work of an 
individual or group. It is important to note strongly that it does not translate to new or 
other providers or practitioners easily. It is contextual. It is relational. The knowledge, 
practice, expertise become integrated through years of experience. Recent 
registrations show that such providers open very few new homes, and these are 
frequently close by to their others to make maximum support of the authoritative 
personnel.  

There have been various initiatives to create crisis response homes by all sectors. 
These have been subject to the volatility of occupancy; voids present a challenge to 
financing. These are highly specialist responses requiring a full forensic CAMHS and 
more integrated.  

There have been ‘one child’ children’s homes from many years. These are currently 
in the independent sector. Ethical issues have been raised not the least by the 



Children’s Rights Director when part of Ofsted2. The homes are full occupancy most 
of the time. They are expensive as they are intensive. They also require that fees 
include recuperation time for staff groups.  

New providers have opened such homes and struggled with the leap of expertise 
needed by their existing staff. These have been noted by Ofsted and homes have 
received close safeguarding scrutiny and compliance action.   

In the original proposal concerns were expressed, “ …unregistered providers… 
applying to register, most are unsuitable.” This situation has been known for some 
long time as local authorities have moved to a framework with conditions and quality 
of service. Of particular note are the consequences and learning by West London 
when undertaking such an initiative. 

Groupwork is one of the areas in which the workforce has lost its overt conscious 
expertise. In many cases numerical ratios have replaced psychological 
understanding and response using a group dynamics approach. Hence, we have the 
decrease in the size of children’s groups.  

Groupwork and the understanding of group dynamics is an essential practice 
element to be developed urgently.  

The use of single child homes is always an intervention to address a particular 
intensity and frequent need or set of needs. Some children have an extended time of 
residency.  

It requires that the same learning whilst living as a ‘singleton’ is re-experienced when 
the child moves to group living. There is potential for a decline in the functioning 
within short-term relationships when it is transferred to the intimacy of a long-term 
relationship. It is essential the qualitative difference is recognised. 

The guidance approaches the shortage of registered managers pragmatically 
whereas it is an indicator of a deeper issue (see below extract)   

Ofsted have consistently advised that it is not the case that the Care Standards or 
the regulatory framework that precludes provision. 

The proposal leads away from the necessary long-term investment and development 
and appear to be being made for short term purposes that if followed will lead 
inexorably to further complications (see Critical, tame, and wicked section below).  

 
Extract NCERCC CYPN blog Questioning Ofsted’s new view on two homes with one 
registered manager | CYP Now 
 
It may be that Ofsted are concerned with the pragmatics of the situation where 
there is an insufficient supply of RMs. The new Ofsted version states Ofsted ‘may’ 
consider such an application, be satisfied that the manager is able to effectively 
manage each home, and the daily care of the children, that there is an effective 
quality assurance monitoring process, and whether there are suitable 

 
2 See The children’s views digest.pdf (nationalarchives.gov.uk) for onward direction 



arrangements in each home for a senior person to oversee each home in the 
manager’s absence.  
 
A separate decision is to be made about the RM’s capacity to manage each home.  
 
This presents a real issue. It has always been the case that a RM must be seen as 
a fit person and failure to meet this threshold and an application of a RM is refused 
it is a disqualification from working with children, though Ofsted can be requested 
to review on other settings and at other times. This has been an obstacle for 
people coming forwards. They now face this being doubled.  
 
The NCERCC research review What works in RCC notes leadership as a core 
feature of positive RCC. “Clear and coherent leadership is another fundamental 
component of high-quality practice. The role of the head of a home is influential in 
determining the quality of care. Children’s homes managers have to keep their 
fingers on the pulses of their homes, build and develop their teams, and provide an 
example in terms of practice with young people.” 
When the Quality Standards were being written we held as a defining element 
derived from research and practice that RMs need to be accessible and available. 
They have a joint role management and leadership of practice. They provide the 
psychological ‘holding function’ for a home. They should not be distracted by their 
own thoughts or are emotionally unavailable (through stress or anxiety)  
 
RMs are crucial for determining the culture of the home. Their psychological 
availability sets the tone for that of the staff. The manager needs to be able to be 
attentive and attuned to the children in order for the staff to be attentive and 
attuned to the children. As Hicks notes managers need to know what is going on 
and what is to be done. They can only do so by being directly involved in their 
home and not have their preoccupation distracted or diverted. If this should 
happen there the containment and holding of the home is not as it needs to be. 
The interactions of the home are affected, and the staff and young people will not 
see themselves reflected in the response from the RM. This affects the quality of 
the relationships, drifting from the personal to the administrative and instrumental. 
The home is no longer as social environment and place where developing selves 
experience potential for relationship. 
 
NCERCC is concerned with the potential of this change to establish a major move 
away from the underpinnings of the theory and practice of RCC that underpins the 
QS and Regs.  
 
The concept of one home and one manager and any move being exceptional was 
a prudent stretch of the knowledge and practice.  There was a great deal of 
discussion over several meetings regarding the idea of having one manager for 
two homes. It was only thought possible by being exceptional. This discussion has 
happened several times since the regulations were instigated and with the same 
conclusion that should be rare.   
 
One manager: one home is a key feature based in evidence, theory, and practice.  
 



NCERCC recognises that there is a practical problem regarding staffing homes 
with RMs, there is a shortfall currently.  
 
However, this seemingly pragmatic decision does not seem to be the solution.  
 

• A major obstacle to staff becoming RMs is the observable effects (stress 
and anxiety) of leadership and management currently.  

 
• By stressing already existing burdened staff it may exacerbate the 

recruitment and retention issues.  
 
Standards may change according to new researched evidence. It was a repeated 
conclusion regarding the writing of the Quality Standards that the principles of 
good practice should not be affected by the pragmatics of a situation. It was 
understood that the solutions were to be found structurally. 
 
NCERCC is not aware of any published research evidence base that has led to a 
rethinking of the preoccupation necessary for RCC leadership and management. 
NCERCC has requested the evidence be shared.   
 
The situation seems to be structural. 
 
It may be a consideration that the homes need to have identical or very similar 
statement of purposes. The same regulations applying to preparedness for care of 
the needs in the home must apply. The RM as an integral aspect and leader of the 
care must have the required knowledge or experience applies.  
 
In early discussions of the change a view is emerging that a RM across 2 homes is 
in actuality acting as another RI. The task of the RM is to be undertaken the 2 
homes by supplemental senior staff. This raises the challenge of the knowledge 
and experience matching the requirements in the Quality Standards and 
Regulations. This may lead to a revisiting of the work undertaken by CWDC and 
NCERCC regarding level 4 qualifications.   
 
Given this situation is not only about internal leadership and management the 
quality of the external leadership and management, and monitoring (R44), 
necessary to support this new formation of management is needed. It may be that 
there will become a need for standards for these 2 groups. One change engenders 
many.  
 
As ever any change in RCC requires the recognition of the importance of threshold 
concepts, the concepts that are transformational for RCC. This change as it 
concerns the knowledge and expertise to the practice of the home is 
transformational. 
 

 

Matters arising from the section: What we have been doing  

This section opens discussion of the role of the regulator. 



It may be that the aims and objectives of the proposal now guidance are more 
properly seated in the DfE 

§ Create more sufficiency within the sector  

§ Create some flexibility so that more provision was closer to the needs of the 
sector   

§ But not reduce safeguards or standards  

§ All within the confines of the current legislation   

Certainly, it is the remit of the regulator to be involved in this work, as previously, but 
not to be the origin or reporter of the work, as here and now. 

It must be questioned as to whether it is the work of the regulator to promote models 
of care or regulation change. 

 

Matters arising from the section: Progress 

There has been internal discussion by Ofsted. 

Ofsted have conducted some consultation with key stakeholders. From enquiring 
many stakeholders who consider themselves ‘key’ have not been consulted. 

Ofsted have taken Counsel advice. The frequency of the use of Counsel is not 
known. In this instance it is noteworthy.  

Such opinion is not without expense. Taking of Counsel opinion is a rare occurrence 
and occurs in the light of major developments. This interpretation and interpretation 
then is perceived as a major development, not a small amendment.  

It has not yet been challenged as to whether this proposal amounts to a change in 
law and as such is required to go through set procedures. To ascertain the thinking 
of Ofsted the Counsel opinion should be made public.  

Ofsted have ‘talked to the DfE’. As outlined above it is more usual that the DfE make 
the first approach to Ofsted.  

Ofsted have made some changes, but these have been without public consultation. 

The Ofsted view in the recent presentation is that their proposals are subject to 
consultation with the small inclusive group of the Ofsted National Consultative Forum 
and agreement with HMCI. This is not public consultation as in the Code of Practice 
re Consultation. 

In that the actions are not ones previously taken by a regulator the magnitude of the 
above is at least the development of an extended role for a regulator.  

Effectively a law change is being made without research to support it, without public 
consultation. No pilots have been undertaken with government funding.  



Importantly it is not known if there has been Ministerial and Parliamentary scrutiny. 
Changes to legislation must be taken before Parliament.  

Regulation cannot be legislation. The administration cannot be the legislature. 

There is a scenario to be avoided. 

The regulator cannot make a proposal as a preferred model of care then inspect it.  

• What happens if it found to be inadequate (as other experimental previous 
incarnations have been)? 

• Is to be protected as an exception of exempted?  
• Or is it a focus for self-reflection by the regulator?  

 

In the above scenario inevitably the role and function of the regulator is diminished 
by moving from its tightly focused authoritative solely regulatory role.  All boundaries 
of regulation are affected. Effectively the regulator becomes an overt social engineer 
and enters the political and economic arena.  

Annex follows 

 

Annex 

Critical, tame, and wicked 

Critical, Tame and Wicked Problems | Art of change making (leadershipcentre.org.uk) 

The issue is presented as critical 

The ‘crisis’ itself can be seen to be created and may not exist in the way it is 
described. It can also be extenuated moving it from acute, to critical or chronic. The 
issue is addressed differently by these other categories.  

Risk communication shapes perception. The problem here is not made up by policy 
or practice questions alone that re not also moral, political, and economic. Policy and 
practice cannot answer these latter concerns. questions as well that science cannot 
answer. This suggests there may be an as yet unstated imperative in the proposal 

Multi-site registration 

The paper contains a disconnecting with established research and practice regarding 
leadership and management that is included in the QS3 

Move away from CA89 and other legislation 

Effectively it makes RMs Operations managers, a very different role, knowledge, and 
skill set.   

 
3 See Hicks, Ward Clough, Whittaker, Dartington + others. Also Care and Treatment in a planned 
environment, Growing up in groups, Residential Support Force 

 



Implications  

Pay increase for the RMs and for the senior staff in each of the homes 

Increased knowledge and qualification levels for senior staff 

Experience levels required in a sector experiencing turnover increase 

It may be said that such models exist in other countries. They do so but in different 
context. For example, in Europe the Social Pedagogy model would ensure all senior 
leaders in the homes would be qualified SPs. 

It may be said that this mirrors Residential Special School models. A campus model 
is one that social care has moved from having learned lessons. RSS is not a 
precedent for this proposal.  

It may be said that the proposal is within the current legislative framework that can 
be considered and that registration that includes more than one building. However, it 
is to extend the understanding, the custom and practice, without consultation. Arising 
from the raising of the issue of 1 RM and 2 homes the Deputy Director revealed the 
extent of the registrations of multiple homes and one RM amounts to around 10%.  
The QS were agreed on the basis of any such formation being exceptional, this was 
determined as meaning rare by the authoring group.  
The concept and practice of psychological containment and attunement is a 
necessary paper to be written in this series as these have essential knowledge and 
practice to bring. NCERCC has several for use. 

The proposal is not iterative of established thinking and practice. It represents an 
epistemological and practice break. 

Ofsted proposal to be regarded as one registered children’s home 

• care and accommodation for up to 6 children in more than one building.  
• no more than 4 buildings.  
• the provider to determine the actual configuration.   
• there is no limit to the amount of time a child can stay in the home 
• a weakness in one building would affect the total inspection.   

 

The issue is overall presented as a tame problem 

• A tame problem can be clearly, unambiguously, and completely stated.   
• A tame problem has a well-defined goal 
• A tame problem solution is unambiguously correct or incorrect.  
• A tame problem solution can be judged immediately, and the problem stays 

solved.   
• A tame problem approached with trial and error may be inefficient approach, 

but it does not cause any damage.  It does not change the problem.   
• A tame problem provides a solution with a single principle.  (whereas the 

solution to a wicked problem is unique, an old solution applied unchanged to a 
new problem will not produce the old result).   

• A tame problem stands alone.  It is never a symptom of a larger problem, but 
a wicked problem always is.  For example, if the cost of something is too high, 



this can be a symptom of the higher-level problem that the company doesn’t 
have enough money.  Often, approaching a subject as a tame problem the 
higher-level problem is not included. 

 

The issue as a wicked problem 

A wicked problem is a social or cultural problem that’s difficult or impossible to 
solve—normally because of its complex and interconnected nature. Wicked 
problems lack clarity in both their aims and solutions; and are subject to real-world 
constraints which hinder risk-free attempts to find a solution. 

With a wicked problem, however, every implementation changes reality—it’s no 
longer the same problem after an attempted solution.  After a failed attempt, the 
solution you realize you should have tried may now not work. 
 
Unlike the “tame” problems of mathematics and chess, the wicked problems of 
planning lack clarity in both their aims and solutions. In addition to these challenges 
of articulation and internal logic, they are subject to real-world constraints that 
prevent multiple and risk-free attempts at solving.  
 

As described by Rittel and Webber, who coined the term, wicked problems have 10 
important characteristics: 

Characteristic  Comment as applicable to this situation 
(as necessary) 

They do not have a definitive 
formulation. 

 

As presented above, there are diverse 
ways to approach and analyse this 
situation. The proposal is presented as 
definitive. This is unlikely for the 
following reason 

They do not have a “stopping rule.” In 
other words, these problems lack an 
inherent logic that signals when they are 
solved 

See above 

Their solutions are not true or false, only 
good, or bad. 

 

An action can be for a temporary time to 
exert management. However, this 
needs to be made conscious. There is 
every possibility of the temporary 
becoming the foundation for the future 
when it was only intended as a ‘crisis 
intervention’. However, the ‘crisis’ itself 
can be seen to be created and may not 
exist in the way it is described. It can 
also be extenuated moving it from 
acute, to critical or chronic. The issue is 
addressed differently by these other 
categories.  
Risk communication shapes perception. 
The problem here is not made up by 



policy or practice questions alone that 
re not also moral, political, and 
economic. Policy and practice cannot 
answer these latter concerns. questions 
as well that science cannot answer. 
This suggests there may be an as yet 
unstated imperative in the proposal. 

There is no way to test the solution to a 
wicked problem. 

The Innovation Programme could have 
been a way to address the wicked 
problems in children’s services. Most 
Innovation results in failure and thus 
what is of note is the success of the 
children’s services Innovation 
programme projects that suggest a 
predetermined destination rather than 
an exploration. Each of the Innovation 
Programme projects have had a 
singular focus. Wider features, 
dynamics have been excluded for the 
purpose of the project. In their own 
terms they can be successful. However, 
the alternative ways of achieving the 
same or better will not have been 
explored. This comes from the bidding 
for Innovation funding that draws upon 
individuals and organisations 
knowledge and experience and are 
bounded by them, they are invariably 
directed to resolving a ‘problem’, 
attending to the anxiety of a gap, rather 
than a wider expert analysis and 
schematic mapping of known and 
unknown factors. 

They cannot be studied through trial 
and error. Their solutions are 
irreversible so, as Rittel and Webber put 
it, “every trial counts.” 

There is no immediate test of a solution 
to a wicked problem. Every solution to a 
wicked problem is a "one-shot 
operation"; because there is no 
opportunity to learn by trial-and-error, 
every attempt counts significantly. 
Wicked problems do not have a set 
number of potential solutions. Solutions 
to wicked problems generate 
unexpected consequences over time, 
making it difficult to measure their 
effectiveness 

There is no end to the number of 
solutions or approaches to a wicked 
problem 

Alternatives have not been presented 



All wicked problems are essentially 
unique. 

 

The uniqueness has not been identified 

Wicked problems can always be 
described as the symptom of other 
problems. 

The locus of the problem is diverse and 
dynamic and to present it as singular 
and static is to miss the essence of the 
issue. 

The way a wicked problem is described 
determines its possible solutions. 

 

This paper presents other thinking that 
demonstrates that other solutions are 
possible, and this proposal has its own 
internal set of determinants 

Planners, that is those who present 
solutions to these problems, have no 
right to be wrong. Unlike 
mathematicians, “planners are liable for 
the consequences of the solutions they 
generate; the effects can matter a great 
deal to the people who are touched by 
those actions.” 

 

It is unlikely that any ‘solution’ will be 
singular. 
It is likely it will be diverse, multiple, 
extensive, and intensive, and 
expensive. 

 

In the context of social policy Rittel and Webber considered a purely scientific-
engineering approach cannot be applied because of the lack of a clear problem 
definition and differing perspectives of stakeholders. This is demonstrably present 
here. 
In their words, 
The search for scientific bases for confronting problems of social policy is bound to 
fail because of the nature of these problems... Policy problems cannot be definitively 
described. Moreover, in a pluralistic society there is nothing like the indisputable 
public good; there is no objective definition of equity; policies that respond to social 
problems cannot be meaningfully correct or false; and it makes no sense to talk 
about "optimal solutions" to these problems... Even worse, there are no solutions in 
the sense of definitive answers.4  

Recognising this, Rittel and Kunz developed a technique called Issue-based 
information system (IBIS)5, which facilitates documentation of the rationale behind a 
group decision in an objective manner. 

It could be argued that a problem structing methodology has been applied. However, 
the complexity, uncertainty and conflict uncovered by this approach are not 
presented. PSMs is a collaborative procedure to create a consensus or at least to 

 
4 Rittel, Horst W.J.; Webber, Melvin M. (1973). "Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning" (PDF). Policy 
Sciences. 4 (2): 155–169. doi:10.1007/bf01405730. Archived from the original (PDF)on 30 September 
2007. [Reprinted in Cross, N., ed. (1984). Developments in Design Methodology. Chichester, 
England: John Wiley & Sons. pp. 135–144.] 
5 Kunz, Werner; Rittel, Horst W.J. (1970). Issues as Elements of Information Systems. Heidelberg, 
Germany 



facilitate negotiations about what needs to change. However there needs to be a 
diversity of views within the collaboration and an outward facing approach to the 
seeking not alternative views through consultation. The strategic choice of the 
proposal appears not to have these in its generation.  
 

The issue as a super wicked problem 

There is much involved in this situation that meets the definition of a Super Wicked 
problem. Levin, Cashore and Bernstein (2007) 6 define super wicked problems as 
having the following characteristics  

1. Time is running out. 
2. No central authority. 
3. Those seeking to solve the problem are also causing it. 
4. Policies discount the future irrationally. 

While the items that define a wicked problem relate to the problem itself, the items 
that define a super wicked problem relate to the agent trying to solve it.  
 

The issue as a ‘mess’ 

Ackhoff wrote about complex problems as messes: "Every problem interacts with 
other problems and is therefore part of a set of interrelated problems, a system of 
problems.... This he called ‘a mess"7 

Horn extends Ackhoff as follows, a ‘Social Mess is a set of interrelated problems and 
other messes. Complexity—systems of systems—is among the factors that makes 
Social Messes so resistant to analysis and, more importantly, to resolution." 
According to Horn, the defining characteristics of a social mess are:8  

1. No unique "correct" view of the problem. 
2. Different views of the problem and contradictory solutions. 
3. Most problems are connected to other problems. 
4. Data are often uncertain or missing. 
5. Multiple value conflicts. 

 

6  Levin, Kelly; Cashore, Benjamin; Bernstein, Steven; Auld, Graeme (23 May 2012). "Overcoming the 
tragedy of super wicked problems: constraining our future selves to ameliorate global climate 
change". Policy Sciences. 45 (2): 123–152. doi:10.1007/s11077-012-9151-0. 
 

7 Ackoff, Russell (1974). ""Systems, Messes, and Interactive Planning" Portions of Chapters 1 and 
2". Redesigning the Future. London: Wiley. 
 

8 Horn, Robert E.; Weber, Robert P. (2007). New Tools For Resolving Wicked Problems: Mess Mapping 
and Resolution Mapping Processes (PDF). Strategy Kinetics L.L.C. 
 



6. Ideological and cultural constraints. 
7. Political constraints. 
8. Economic constraints. 
9. Often a-logical or illogical or multi-valued thinking. 
10. Numerous possible intervention points. 
11. Consequences difficult to imagine. 
12. Considerable uncertainty, ambiguity. 
13. Great resistance to change; and, 
14. Problem solver(s) out of contact with the problems and potential 

solutions. 
 


