
In this lecture we are going to look at mapping Problem Ecosystems.
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A problem ecosystem is the system of interdependent causal factors that underpin a 
specific wicked problem in a specific geographical area.  

If the obesity system influence diagram shown in this slide was developed for a 
specific geographical area, it would be a problem ecosystem.
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As we highlighted in Unit 1 this focussing on the underlying causal factors of society’s 
most pressing problems – society’s wicked problems - aligns with the focus of social 
entrepreneurship’s social innovation school.
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During this program, participants will be addressing a simple or complicated problem 
that most likely will be part of a much broader wicked problem.  The simple or 
complicated problem that participants address will be underpinned by one or a few 
causal factors.  In contrast, the overarching wicked problem will be underpinned by a 
multitude of intertwined causal factors.

Having an understanding of the broader wicked problem ecosystem when addressing 
simple and complicated problems can aid decision making.  For example, this broader 
understanding can enable participants to address an actual gap with their initiative 
which is not being addressed by an existing initiative in their community, it can 
reduce the risk of unforeseen circumstances occurring as participants will be more 
aware of any other parts of the wicked problem that could be impacted by their 
initiative.

Another benefit, is that connecting with people that are addressing other parts of the 
broader wicked problem enables the multitude of underpinning causal factors of the 
wicked problem to be addressed more coherently.
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As highlighted earlier in this unit, the overarching wicked problem will have a number 
of characteristics: 

•Wicked problems have multiple causes
•Wicked problems have many interdependencies
•Different stakeholders have a different understanding of what the problem is 
and therefore different stakeholders have conflicting goals
•Wicked problems have no clear solution
•Attempts to address them often leads to unforeseen consequences due to 
their multi-causality and interdependency
•Wicked problems adapt - because of the interdependencies changes to one 
part of the problem can have unforseen consequences for other parts of the 
problem
•And Wicked problems are context specific – for example, poverty is different 
in different communities - there will be different combinations of intertwined 
causal factors  in different communities
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This slide provides some examples of how an initiative that is addressing a Simple or 
Complicated Problem could align with a much broader Wicked Problem.

For example, an initiative that is addressing the problem of children not eating 
breakfast before school, that simple or complicated problem would align with the 
broader wicked problem of food insecurity.
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There are two key components that make up the boundary of a problem ecosystem:
•The geographical area, and 
•The wicked problem
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Once we determine that boundary, we can identify the causal factors underpinning 
the wicked problem within that boundary.

That is because the problem ecosystem boundary delineates what causal factors to 
include during the problem ecosystem mapping process. 
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ParUcipants might find it easier to frame their problem ecosystem into subsystems 
before they start mapping it.

A problem ecosystem frame can provide a rough organising structure for idenUfying 
causal factors that are part of a problem ecosystem.

The problem ecosystem frame shown in this slide is a frame for the problem 
ecosystem boundary of ‘Food Insecurity in the City of Ashville’.  Within that system 
boundary, four subsystems are idenUfied: 
•Food availability
•Food access
•Food uUlizaUon, and 
•Food sustainability
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These four subsystems - Food availability; Food access; Food utilization, and Food 
sustainability are widely recognised as the four pillars of food security.

Once participants have framed their problem ecosystem into subsystems they can 
identify the underpinning causal factors for their wicked problem.
.  
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Let’s look at another example.  This is the image of the underpinning causal factors of 
obesity that we have seen previously, but this time the image shows a number of 
subsystems. 
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Those subsystems could be used to frame the problem ecosystem for the wicked 
problem of obesity in a specified geographical area.  That is what is shown in this 
example.  The problem ecosystem frame shown in this slide is a frame for the 
problem ecosystem boundary of ‘Obesity in the City of Ashville’.  

For each of those subsystems the underpinning causal factors that are shown in the 
obesity systems influence map that we have viewed previously could be chosen.
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This example is an image of the underpinning causal factors of alcohol addicUon.  
A parUcipant on this program could be developing an iniUaUve to address the 
complicated problem of changing public opinion with regard to alcohol consumpUon 
– that is idenUfied in the diagram as one of the causal factors underpinning alcohol 
addicUon.

The different colours of the nodes in the problem system map represent the different 
subsystems of influences, prevenUon, treatment and consumpUon. 
Those subsystems frame the problem ecosystem for the wicked problem of alcohol 
addicUon in this image.  

If parUcipants do not have a good knowledge of the commonly referred to 
intertwined and interdependent causal factors for the wicked problem that aligns to 
the simple or complicated problem that they are working on during this program, 
they will need to research the commonly considered clusters of causal factors for 
their wicked problem so that it will be easier to idenUfy subsystems for their problem.

AlternaUvely, or as well as, parUcipants could undertake a collaboraUve cardstorming
or affinity mapping process to idenUfy underpinning causal factors for their wicked 
problem and idenUfy subsystems.
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The steps participants could undertake for such a cardstorming process could include:

• State the boundary for the wicked problem that the causal factors are going to be generated 
for during the process

• Give each participant in the cardstorming process a certain number of sticky notes
• Individual participants then write the underpinning causal factors they are aware of for the 

wicked problem on the sticky notes – one idea per sticky note
• Participants form into teams of two, three or four people 
• The teams then discuss their causal factors and select sticky notes they jointly consider to be 

underpinning causal factors for the wicked problem
• Teams hand up their causal factors in rounds 
• The sticky notes are then placed on a wall or large piece of paper at the front of the room
• Participants as a large group are asked if they see any subsystems for the causal factors and 

cluster the causal factors into these subsystems for the wicked problem
• Another round of sticky notes is collected 
• The group is asked if they see any more subsystems
• When all the underpinning causal factors are collected and put into subsystems, the group is 

asked to give the subsystems titles
• The group then reflects on the subsystems
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