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ABSTRACT
While addressing social problems, and planning in general, the notion of “wicked problems” (coined by Rittel
and Webber, 1973) is also applicable to complex organisational and social change issues that are currently
challenging business and community leaders. The relentless drive for solutions, coupled with the desire to ‘get
it right’ the first time, is straining the traditional or rational approaches to problem solving and leadership. In
an effort to address the above, concepts such as cross-disciplinary, inter-disciplinary, and multi-disciplinary
teams or thinking have been developed and deployed. However, these have fallen short of expectations. The
concept of transdisciplinary leadership is drawn from systems thinking transdisciplinarity. Using action research
and case study methodology, transdisciplinary leadership has evolved through a range of “complex wicked
problems”. It also draws from in-depth interviews with a number of business and community leaders in Australia
and USA who have successfully addressed “wicked problems”. This paper suggests that developing leadership
strategies based on transdisciplinary thinking can benefit leaders tasked with dealing with wicked problems.
A transdisciplinary approach offers a more effective approach to building knowledge, consensus, making
sense of the complexity of issues at stake and ultimately delivering results with wider support and agreement.
Keywords: Leadership, organizational change, problem solving, systems thinking, transdisciplinarity

INTRODUCTION
The media highlights daily the performance
of national and global leaders as they are
confronted by increasingly complex challenges,
as the milieu within which leaders operate
continues to undergo radical change. However,
leadership research has, over the past 50 plus
years, continued its focus on the relationships
between tasks, roles, functions, contexts,
and behaviours (Bass, 1990; Yukul, 1994;
Zaccaro and Klimoski, 2001). An underpinning
assumption is that leaders will adapt their
leadership practices in response to the change in
their milieu. Mounting evidence from decades of
organisational, national and global crises would
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suggest that leaders do not readily or easily adapt
their practices as they are confronted by these
increasingly complex leadership challenges.
A philosophical question raised over 20
years ago during an early career discussion on
leadership, was whether leadership is an “Art,
Science or Practice”. Clearly, there is no simple
answer to this question. Of importance to the
debate was the syntax of “practice”; that is “to
practice” as a profession, or to “practice” as
a musician or sportsperson, that is to expand,
improve and enhance one’s skills, knowledge,
and performance in different contexts.
The challenge is that many leaders appear
not to “practice” to improve their leadership
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performance, rather, they continued, holding
onto a past paradigm of leadership thinking,
despite being faced with overwhelming evidence
of a radically changing milieu. This paper is
written with my reference to my involvement
as a participant, facilitator, and leader across
a wide range of Australian and international
projects, such as:
••

Developing the approach for a major policy
research project Future of Work 2020
(Fayed and Pearce, 2008),

••

Developing the strategy framework and
shared vision across stakeholders for
new specialist health business unit for a
multinational bank,

••

Facilitating and team coaching multinational
finance organisation’s strategy: Carbon
Neutral 2010, and

••

Facilitating a think tank on Military
Health Ethics (Pearce and Saul, 2006).

All these have clearly highlighted the fact
that the dominant “why and how” of leadership
thinking and practice has essentially remained
unchanged over the past sixty years.
This is best demonstrated by the current
systems of supporting and marketing leadership
theories or concepts to the broader population.
Researchers are asked to capture “what is
leadership” based on existing leadership theories,
and observation of a comparatively small
population. Successful leaders of the day are
identified and also asked to distil their thinking
on leadership. This is then marketed through
books, publications and courses to a wider
audience. However leaders, when confronted
by new complex challenges, are asked how
they view these challenges and “how they
think about the leadership strategies required to
respond to these challenges” suggest that current
mainstream thinking on leadership is not helpful.
Hambrick and Fukutomi (1991) support this
observation in their study of a Chief Executive
Officer’s (CEO) tenure, where they suggest
that a CEO exists within a current paradigm
and that this is impacted by two elements,
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schema and repertoire. Schema is “pre existing
knowledge systems a person brings to a job”
(p.721). These systems are the personal givens,
the conscious and unconscious preconceptions,
beliefs, inferences, and expectations. They
are derived from family experiences, culture,
business experiences and networks, formal and
informal education, and causal observation.
Research indicates that a leader’s values and
belief systems have the strongest influence
(Bass, 1990; Beck and Cowan, 1996; Montor
et al., 1998; Yukl, 1994). Schema forms the
perceptual and interpretive apparatus from which
a manager or executive operates. This is the Art
of Leadership.
This is balanced by a person’s repertoire.
Repertoire is the supply of skills, devices or
expedients possessed by a person at any given
time that is a person’s “tool kit” (Hambrick and
Fukutomi, 1991, p.721). This is the Science
of Leadership. However, it is limited by the
completeness or balance of the elements of the
Science that a person considers either useful or
not. Even though an element may be considered
useful, a person may dismiss using it due to
reasons such as lack of confidence or clarity of
understanding. In some cases an element may
be included within a repertoire however it may
be totally avoided. So self-insight and related
confidence will determine which elements of
repertoire will be selected, used, improved, and
new elements sought. This leads to the skills
becoming the “tangible” ability of a person to
apply their repertoire within a given context.
Clearly the interrelationship of these two
elements, schema and repertoire, influences
the practice of leadership, and feedback from
the practice informs these elements. Any
shortcoming in leadership paradigm thinking
will critically limit a leader’s ability to make
sense of and identify with new, complex and at
times unique challenges being presented in the
current dynamic environment of the 21st century.
The aim of this paper is to add a perspective
to leadership practice, specifically dealing with
complex challenges, while being informed by
the art (personal nuances, aesthetic judgement,
and interpretations) and the science (theories,
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models, and concepts drawn from different
disciplines) of leadership. Specifically the
focus is on leaders tasked with the strategic
responsibility of leading complex challenges
such as radical change, sustainability or building
strategic capability and capacity (see Collins and
Porras, 1994; Denison et al., 1995; Finkelstein
and Hambrick, 1996; Jaques and Clement, 1994;
Wheatly, 1992; Zaccaro and Klimoski, 2001).
WICKED PROBLEMS: 21ST CENTURY
LEADERS’ CHALLENGES
Leadership has been a multi-discipline and
multi-paradigm field of study for some decades.
Bass (1990) and Van Seters and Field (1990)
present detailed evidence of this evolutionary
development. Senge (1990) questioned traditional
leadership theories and their approaches based on
the assumption of “people’s powerlessness, their
lack of personal vision and inability to master the
forces of change” (p.340). Yukl (1999) notes the
limitations of many early leadership studies by
using a two factor relationship such as task versus
orientation or autocratic verus participative
or transformational versus transactional. Yukl
(1999) importantly argues that this approach is
an over simplification of what is in essence a
complex function, the processes involved in an
effective leadership practice.
Additionally this extensive body of work on
leadership in essence focuses on the elements
of the organisation and so achievements at the
functional element of a business or organisation.
This is totally in line with the Newtonian
reductionist principles applied to business,
strategy and leadership. It is not intended as
a criticism of the works, rather an observation
that each represents the research paradigms and
strategies of the period in which they were the
focus and undertaken. Unfortunately these do
not provide insight into dealing with wicked
problems.
Drucker (1968), Schön (1971), Ackoff
(1981), Nohria and Berkley (1994) and Stacey
(1996) are representatives of the discussion
on the need for management to the develop
thinking and means, to better manage and cope

with increasing discontinuities or complexity.
One early landmark work that continues to
hold relevance to understanding the challenges
of leading, via their discussion of planning in
environments of complexity, is Rittel and Weber
(1973) and their notion of “wicked and tame”
problems.
Rittel and Weber (1973) identified ten
distinguishing properties of wicked problems.
Of these, the problem has no definition, it is
in essence unique, and as such has no single
solution. The “right solution” may be not
only misleading but also meaningless. It is
important to highlight that these problems are
complex, not complicated. These terms are often
interchanged.
Complicated problems have an identifiable
structure, which can be understood given time
and expansive knowledge of all the interrelating
disciplines that make up the parts. They represent
a large-scale collection of many simple or tame
problems; however, because of the nature of
scale, they are not reducible to a simple problem.
The structure, if any, is generally externally
imposed and with a focus on one element of the
total problem.
Whereas complex problems have no
clear structure and in essence are difficult to
understand. This structure is emergent, and
can only be achieved given appropriate open
interaction between the actors and elements of
the total system. “There seems to be a growing
realization that a weak strut in the professional’s
support system lies at the juncture where goalformulation, problem-definition and equity
issues meet.” (Rittel and Weber, 1973, p.156).
A summary comparison of complicated and
complex problems is in Table 1.
A challenge confronting leaders of large
organisations is that managers in general tend
to build complication into business structures
and operations. As the natural rate of change
increases so does the complexity of the issues
confronting the leader. Performance demands
to present appropriate, relevant, and immediate
solutions merely increases the leaders dilemmas.
Schön (1971) and Stacey (1996) also highlight
the glaring fact that as complexity increases,
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TABLE 1
Characteristics of complicated and complex problems
Complicated problems
Have defined form or structure
Structures determine relationships
Have clear dimensions and variables for which we
have current knowledge
Have a high degree of certainty
Assume a static environment
Understanding is based on convergent rational linear
cause – effect thinking
Have many “right” alternative solutions that can
be determined through reduction and analysis and
rationally linked

predictability decreases, with the result that
solutions and systems generate unknown and
unintended consequences, and newer, more
complex problems. The complexity of these socalled problems generates additional issues such
as how to build consensus on agreed outcomes
across different groups or stakeholders with the
continual expression of we must get “it” (the
solution) right. This notion of “rightness” raises
the interpretation of what is ethical or fair, for
each stakeholder group, further compounding
the issue.
Supporting this practice for rightness is the
observation by Shapiro (1988), who is perhaps
the first person to suggest “clumsy institutions”
in his argument that when institutions, or their
leaders, are presented with complex problems
they are also presented with opposing definitions
and interpretations of the wicked problem and
associated solutions. It is the expectation of
having to choose one definition and solution that
leads to this notion of clumsiness.
Ghoshal (2005) presents a landmark paper,
in what has been a publicly muted debate, on the
role bad management theory has played over the
past fifty years. I would extend this to include
leadership theory. It also provides insights
into the notion of clumsiness with his critique
on the influence of bad management theories,
through the “pretence of knowledge” and
154

Complex problems
Do not have well defined form or structure
Structures and relationships are dynamic and
interactive
Dimensions and variables are not known due
to lack of clarity of the problem
Have uncertainty and ambiguity
Occur in dynamic environments
Understanding requires divergent holistic
systemic thinking
Have many possible solutions, none of
ultimately right and they emerge through a
process of divergent thinking and synthesis

“ideology penetrating disciplines” as leading to
“excessive truth-claims based on partial analysis
and unbalanced assumptions” which has been
influencing the practice of mangers (pp. 76-77).
While Ghoshal was reflecting on the high
profile demise of Enron, the continuing Global
Financial Crisis perhaps amplifies his case a
thousand fold. The role of “positivism” cannot
be understated, as Ghoshal (2005) citing Milton
Friedman perhaps best captures the management
and leadership dilemma we currently find
ourselves in:
Don’t worry if the assumptions of
our theories do not reflect reality;
what matters is that these theories
can accurately predict the outcomes.
The theories are valid because of
their explanatory and predictive
power, irrespective of how absurd
the assumptions may look from the
perspective of common sense. (p. 80)
Following on from the above view, is the
underpinning assumption that leaders engaged
in solving wicked problems are, and will
continue, to be evaluated on their performance.
That is their ability to present a solution. The
solution’s “rightness” appears to be driven by
the underpinning views of the world held by the
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different stakeholder groups, their timeframe,
agendas, and apparent lack of due consideration
of the downstream impacts these solutions will
or may have.
The role of performance management is
based on rational decision making thinking. It
assumes a single linear predictive path of cause
and effect. This rational predictive logic dictates
that interventions are possible, trade-offs made
and solutions with their results known.
Adding to the leader’s dilemma is the
use of vertical organisational structures and
divisions that operate on single disciplinary
thinking and often with a notion of controlling
an element of the complex challenge that is
within their specified domain. The clumsiness of
rational cause and effect thinking with vertical
organisational divisional structures influences
leader behaviour and with short term market
demands, requires leaders to present “the
solution”, so further blinding a leader’s ability
to see that they are increasingly being confronted
by complex problems and that there are other
possibilities or views of the world.
So what has influenced leaders thinking, and
how have “bad management theories” evolved
to dominate our understanding and thinking.
The exchange between Ferraro et al. (2005) and
Bazerman’s (2005) coupled with Ghoshal (2005)
provides great insight into how and why leaders
of organisations have been influenced, over the
past two or so decades, into seeking rapid short
term solutions at the expense of a more balanced
exploration of the issues. Clearly leaders cannot
merely rely on theories and thinking that led
to this situation as providing solutions to this
wicked problem.
One initial observation of leaders engaged
in wicked problems, was whether they resorted
to attempting to control the solution by using a
single line of thinking and action, or engages in
understanding the problem through knowledge
building and collaboration processes before
acting. Clearly there is a time constraint;
however, even in periods of near crisis, what I
will term “effective complex challenge leaders”
continued to use the latter approach.
So while wicked problems or complex

challenges suggests a holistic approach to
viewing an issue, management and leadership
education and development presents a segmented
reductionist approach, through individual
subjects, theories and models as a trade off – one
or the other. I am reminded here of my early
training as a navigator and the debate between
round earth and flat earth paradigms. We
actually live with both; it depends on what we
are doing as to which paradigm we draw from,
global travel, building a bridge or a short trip
across town. Why then do we persist with the
notion that one paradigm is better or “in date”
as compared to another?
This paper represents the emergence of a
new paradigm, one that in Kuhn’s (1962) terms
is the blending of past multi-paradigms and has
evolved into a new research and paradigm for
leadership practice.
METHODOLOGY
The failures of cross-disciplinary and multidisciplinary teams to address wicked problems
led to the notion of transdisciplinary. The
concept of Transdisciplinary Leadership evolved
from a twenty-year longitudinal case study of
personal experience of leading and facilitating
complex change projects within a range of
different industry, business and social settings
as well as semi structured interviews with noted
business and community leaders.
Action research and a single case study
using multiple sources of evidence was used to
investigate the phenomenon of leaders dealing
with complex challenges in actual life settings
and within a comparatively real time (Yin,
2003). Patton (2002) notes a single case study
is suitable where the case represents a critical
test of existing theory or where the case is a
rare, unique test of existing theory or serves a
revelatory purpose.
Multiple sources of data representing
significant projects over the twenty-year period
were collated to support the study’s validity
and reliability (Yin, 2003, p.21). Data collected
included notes and reports from a sample of
thirteen significant projects that involved unique
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complex changes. I was engaged in all these
projects as leader, consultant or facilitator.
Examples of these projects include: being the lead
internal staff officer for placing women at sea in
the operational command of the Royal Australian
Navy, for radical technological change for a
book and news printing organisations, for project
teams restructure and cultural diversity program
for a multinational aeronautical manufacturer.
In addition, I led a team in developing a
framework of Military Health Ethics in response
to allegations of health professionals being
involved in the torture of prisoners of war and
co-facilitator, and also was the team coach for
a multinational finance organisation’s strategy,
Carbon Neutral 2010.
In addition to these projects, I conducted a
number of in-depth and on-going semi-structured
interviews with business and community leaders.
This data collection and analysis process enabled
for sense making, testing, and feedback of
emerging ideas and finally the Transdisciplinary
Leadership concept. Table 2 presents a summary
of the research process.

TRANSDISCIPLINARY LEADERSHIP:
AN EVOLVING THEME
The idea of transdisciplinary first emerged in
early 2005 while working on the think tank
for military health ethics. After reflection on a
previous concept “macro leadership” failed to
adequately address issues within projects where
potential outcomes were either, watered down
by tradeoffs between different actors unable to
understand each other’s position, or projects
that failed, because belief structures failed to
see alternatives. Involvement with the practice
of forming multidisciplinary, cross-disciplinary
or inter-disciplinary project or problem solving
groups also failed in different ways to address
the issue at hand.
Checkland (1981) noted the need for
transdisciplinary concepts to unify knowledge
so that it is applicable to areas that cut across
traditional academic boundaries. He does note
that interdisciplinary teams would not solve
this issue. Drawing from the environmental
movement who have engaged in transdisciplinary
thinking, Funtowicz and Ravetz (1991) note the

TABLE 2
Data collection and method
Level of analysis

Unit of analysis

Sources

Criteria for interpretation

Macro – the
complex problem

Researcher

Primary: documentation
both archival and current
Secondary: reflective notes
and on-going testing and
engagement of concept

Researcher’s methods of
enquiry, sense making
and continuing motivation
for further engagement
with wicked or complex
challenges

Meso

Client
organisations

Primary: Observation and
engagement with client
groups
Secondary: client internal
reports and verbal feedback

Client culture, response to
change and feedback

Individual

Business unit
leaders, team
members and
identified leaders

Primary: semi-structured
interviews and some
questionnaires
Secondary: observation and
third party documents

Espoused views of the
complex challenge bring
confronted, mental models
and views being expressed,
feedback on change
process
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limitations of reductionist and mechanistic
thinking and assumptions about the way this
thinking presents relationships. They also note
the normative effect of societal values and how
they affect stakeholder inputs at one end and how
there is an expectation that science will deliver
certainty. The challenge we are confronted with
is that we seek “science” to solve or explain all
problems, however, as indicated by the notion
of “wicked problems”, not all problems can be
solved by science, as they are not all caused
by science, rather they are problems produced
by the side effects of created systems and
subsystems.
The International Center for Transdisciplinary
Research, from their Moral Project (1987),
describes transdiscplinarity as:
Transdisciplinarity is not concerned
with the simple transfer of a model
from one branch of knowledge to
another, but rather with the study of
isomorphisms between the different
domains of knowledge. To put it
another way, transdisciplinarity takes
into account the consequences of a
flow of information circulating between
the various branches of knowledge,
permitting the emergence of unity
amidst the diversity and diversity
through the unity. Its objective is to
lay bare the nature and characteristics
of this flow of information and its
principal task is the elaboration of a
new language, a new logic, and new
concepts to permit the emergence of a
real dialogue between the specialists
in the different domains of knowledge.
(www)
Transdiscplinarity as a concept would
appear to be still emerging and evolving.

TRANSDISCIPLINARY LEADERSHIP
STRATEGIES: SENSEMAKING,
EMERGENCE, FACILITATING
Unravelling the leadership required to deal with
complex challenges is much like the “Blind
men of Indostan” (Blind Men and the Elephant;
John Godfrey Saxem, 1878), each vested actor
or stakeholder gropes for truth and reality, each
being right in that what they are describing, each
being logical or plausible. However, attempts
to improve, or provide a solution or resolve
an issue, in isolation is flawed in that none
actually sees or understands the entire system;
the elephant. Solutions may be effective for
their own areas, however the consequences to
other areas of the system are unknown and not
considered. People are rewarded for work that
has the potential to destroy the system (see the
cases of US finance organisations related to
Global Financial Crisis, NAB trading losses,
Bearing Bank, Enron, Toyota and Ford Vehicle
Recalls and Ajax Fasteners Australia).
Transdisciplinary Leadership identified
a framework of leadership strategies to guide
a leader’s practice. These strategies engage a
fluid process of divergent to convergent thinking
and action. The critical leadership challenge
is recognising when to switch between these
thinking and acting practices.
The underpinning success factor for this
approach is that leaders and their associated
stakeholder networks have a degree of clarity
and agreement on what they aspire to be and,
just as importantly, what they desire not to be.
Fig. 1 represents the Transdisciplinary
Leadership strategy cycle. The preliminary
identification and understanding of the complex
challenge presents the starting point for a
leader to determine the leadership strategies
needed to build a systemic understanding of the
challenge from the position of different actors or
stakeholders. The ability to engage stakeholders
is influenced by the capacity and capability of
the different stakeholders and their existing
mental models.
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Fig. 1: Transdisciplinary Leadership Strategy Cycle

The Transdisciplinary Leadership approach
is best described, as taking the complex challenge
to a meta-level, a level that exists above the
separation of the stakeholder disciplines.
Leaders develop transdisciplinary leadership
strategies through the use of a number of tools
and techniques with the objective to cross
the boundaries or borders created by single
disciplines to produce understanding, insights
and perhaps new knowledge relevant to the
complex challenge and issues at hand.
Sense-making Strategies: Divergent Thinking
Sense-making is a paradigm, involving how
to reduce ambiguity, to socially determine
understanding and meaning of the wicked
problem at hand. As indicated by Weick (1995)
the strategy is about understanding how the
different stakeholder groups construct meaning
as data is converted into usable information and
then knowledge.
How a leader engages with the total system
is critical. This requires extensive periods
of challenging all stakeholders to engage in
158

“divergent thinking processes”. This can be
exceptionally challenging, if not virtually
impossible, for disciplines skilled and rewarded
for almost instant convergent solutions thinking.
It focuses on open-ended future oriented
questioning aimed at exploring, inquiring,
examining, explaining, and enticing as diverse
as possible views on the issues at hand that make
up the wicked problem.
Sense-making has a number of objectives,
however, these must be linked to the
organisation’s overarching strategic aspiration,
or more simply put “to what purpose can we use
this knowledge?” Essential elements within this
process include:
••

Understanding the nature of the wicked
problem and associated issues from different
perspectives.

••

Understanding how the system is currently
attempting to respond to the wicked
problem.

••

Understanding how the wicked problem
arose based on the thinking or mental
models in use within the system.
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••

As best as possible present clarity of
sense of the issues as they impact on all
stakeholders.

••

Clarity of the current systems strategic
capabilities to address the wicked problem.

••

Maintain the tension created by the
paradoxes present within the challenge.

A key element here is ensuring that leaders
need to understand how meaning is ascribed
and interpreted by different disciplines to
wicked problem. Misunderstanding, confusion,
and misinterpretation often occurs within
organisations, cross-disciplinary teams or multistakeholder groups, when disciplinary jargon,
acronyms, or unique meanings of terms are used.
This requires extensive open conversations and
workshops, mostly facilitated, to ensure clarity
of message, understanding of the issues and most
importantly trust to develop the next stage.
This demands an astute understanding by
the leader of their personal capabilities and
the capabilities leaders require from others to
complement the leader’s strengths to understand
the problem and issues at hand. It is imperative
that the leadership team and their critical
stakeholders have significant levels of trust
and agreement of future strategic aspirations.
Failure to achieve this will ensure failure in
any endeavours. It is also essential that the
leadership team remain open to all ideas and
suggestions; that is their thinking remains
divergent.
To date this has been a facilitated process.
Tool and techniques used in this process include:
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

Featuring tools such as scenario development
Strategic arena mapping
Story telling
Strategic conversations
Semi structured interviews
Open space workshops
Appreciative inquiry
Soft systems methodology

This is highly time-consuming for leaders.
Experience suggests depending on the type of
challenge being confronted and levels of trust
between key stakeholders that these strategies
will require between 50 to 80 percent of a leaders
time actively engaging with stakeholders in
different forums.
The most successful strategies have
involved developing snap shot scenarios of
possible futures supported by strategic arena
maps and using these during one-on-one
interview meetings with key leaders from
each stakeholder group. This allows for a
full discourse, building an understanding of
the stakeholders’ current mental model and
aspirations, as well as establishing their initial
position on your aspirations. It is the initial step
in building trust.
As key leaders within different stakeholder
groups are engaged, they need to become part
of the broader leadership team so that the final
leadership team has the greatest potential to
make sense and build knowledge. This in reality
is an ongoing strategy, as different leaders will
be required at different stages to address the
wicked problem.
This has proven to be the most critical
phase, a phase that literally defines success
or failure in responding to the problem in a
meaningful way. One critical element has been
the leader’s ability to recognise and approach
groups who are non-stakeholder actors, but
have the power to derail positions taken by
vested stakeholders. These can include activist
groups, disenfranchised customers, competitor
industry groups or even overseas groups. Early
engagement with these non-stakeholder actors
has proven successful in building and sustaining
long term relationships and trust, which have
paid unexpected benefits over the course of
each relationship. For example in developing
the issues paper and planning for the think tank
for military health ethics we engaged via one
on one interviews for the first time, all elements
of the Australian Defence Force, different
veterans units, department of Veterans Affairs,
different health specialist groups, NGOs such
as Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontières
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and key participants from Canada, UK and
NZ who had experienced past military ethical
problems. This led to clarity of actions needed
by all stakeholders and built critical relationships
where they had previously not existed.
These sense-making strategies perhaps
identify the success or failure of successive
actions. It must be an engaged and shared
process.
Emergent Strategies
Whereas sense-making strategies focus on
divergent thinking to build shared understanding
and awareness, emergent strategies focus on an
awareness of the new learning and understanding
that is generated from the interactions of the
different stakeholders. As described by Gladwell
(2000), there is a time, a tipping point, where
significant knowledge and understanding of
the system has been built to explore possible
solutions. This occurs when the initial leadership
team engages a critical mass of stakeholders
to build a new logic. This ideally should
be a spontaneous positive event. However,
experience demonstrates that some people go
through periods of perturbation as they struggle
with paradigms or mental models that do not
provide the answers or understanding. This
is perhaps best identified by the work of Clare
W. Graves (Beck and Cowan, 1996) and his
identification of the cycle through which people
travel, where previous mental models or value
thinking systems no longer present working
solutions to the problems encountered.
The power of the leader at this stage is to
recognise the emergence of new knowledge
and understanding happens through sensemaking interactions between stakeholders and
actors over time. To date this has only been
achieved during workshops, think tanks, round
table meetings after significant research and
engagement or open space processes. Tool and
techniques used in this process include:
••
••
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Mind mapping / Pattern recognition
Synthesis

••

Feedback systems to test new knowledge
and understanding (workshops, focus
groups, workplace café meetings)

••

Stacey (1996) What / How matrix

Facilitating Strategies
Facilitating results represents the convergence
or agreement on action required to address the
complex challenge as it is currently understood.
Implementation is clearly the task of many,
however, the role for transdisciplinary leaders
is to maintain a strategic oversight of the
systems and how the solutions are progressing.
This is linked with ensuring the systems and
organisational environment are conducive for
success.
Leaders have the responsibility and
accountability for the systems that in essence,
control the organisation’s operations. The
dynamic nature of wicked problems and hence
solutions often means that possible or plausible
solutions in one operating context will not
be plausible in another. The critical role of
transdisciplinary leadership is to understand
the often-subtle differences in context across
organisations and their stakeholders and
effectively adjust the systems as required. The
leadership approach required here is one of
innovation and experimentation. It is one of
moving the resources to respond to the problem.
Unlike environments that foster risk aversion or
low risk where outcomes are expected within a
predetermined set of boundaries, here outcomes
will be more generic. The leadership approach
and strategies are perhaps similar to testing or
experimentation, especially if the problem is
unique and therefore never seen, or experienced,
by the leadership team. Critical here are the
establishment of:
••

meaningful metrics and modelling systems
that provide as close as possible to real time
feedback information;

••

an “early warning system”, one designed
to pick up early indications of impending
issues; and
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••

Systemic capability to change direction
quickly or engage additional resources as
required.

In part, this is the establishment of learning
systems across the network, and also building a
capacity and capability to deal with ambiguity
and uncertainty. A further benefit of this
approach is understanding how this approach
has worked and building success stories to share
across the network.
INSIGHTS FROM
TRANSDISCIPLINARY LEADERSHIP
APPROACH
The Transdisciplinary Leadership framework has
been used in response to a number of complex
organisational and social challenges, examples
as noted above. It continues to be used and
refined. The insights gained from this process
to date include:
••

Within the overall decision cycle time,
greater emphasis and time is spent on
divergent, sense-making activities. Early
engagement with stakeholders has proven
increased quality in decisions with greater
buy in from all stakeholder groups. The
process has achieved positive initial results
in three to six months on complex problems
that had been in a protracted state for some
years;

••

Non organisational actors can disrupt the
process if not identified and engaged early;

••

The need for clarity and understanding of
stakeholder network relationships is critical;

••

Building trust across the stakeholder
network is critical, especially where
significant mistrust exists especially over
long time periods; and

••

Where current capacity and capability to
respond to the wicked problem is lacking,
capacity and capability development time
must be factored into the response. It is
important to collaborate with strategic
stakeholders who may include direct
competitors.

FURTHER RESEARCH
Transdisciplinary leadership process has
identified a number of additional areas for further
research. These include:
••

Application of systems thinking and
complex problem awareness to leader
development,

••

Continued application of systems thinking
within general leadership research,

••

Engagement of transdisciplinary thinking
in professions and disciplines that regularly
interact with complex challenges,

••

Understanding different tools and techniques
to effectively engage leaders in complex
problems.
CONCLUSION

This journey has been a voyage of discovery
across a wide range of disciplines to gain an
understanding of the views held by leaders and
researchers of wicked problems confronting
their discipline. It is interesting that the notion
of wicked problems has transgressed across a
number of disciplines and that they resonate
with similar leadership issues. This paper is
an attempt to distil these leadership issues and
present a summary of leadership strategies
based on experience in using transdisciplinary
leadership approaches.
What is clear is that no one person can
satisfactorily manage the process of confronting
significant challenges alone. Transdisciplinary
leaders need to have around them others who
complement their abilities, provide diversity
in thinking and discipline experience, and
they can trust. It is claimed to be lonely at
the top, but no one can remain effective as a
leader if isolated from any source of support.
Transdisciplinary leaders create strong networks
and sounding boards as sources of sensemaking and knowledge as they explore different
perspectives on wicked problems.
Complex and wicked problems need a
collaborative approach to understand the
systemic issues. Failure to do so means leaders
operating in isolation will continue to present
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solutions that are biased and lead to extremes.
The more this happens the more polarised people
within any system will become.
Transdisciplinary leadership is a leadership
paradigm focused on leadership practice that
engages leaders to consider the dynamic nature
of the system within which they are engaging. It
is a framework of continuous learning:
What we have learned
Is like a handful of earth
What we have yet to learn
Is like the whole world.
(Hindu prophet Avvaiyar)
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to recognize the support and
feedback from Elly Meredith, Professor Ramzi
Fayed and a number of noted leaders (some
mentioned in this paper), who have helped form
and test the thinking behind this paper; also,
the many past and present clients, students and
participants of leadership and strategy programs
and workshops who allowed me to challenge
their thinking and they mine.
I am also extremely grateful to Mr Sean
Barrett, former CEO Planet Ark Australia,
Admiral Chris Barrie AC, former Chief of
Defence, Dr Leigh Gassner former Assistant
Police Commissioner Victoria, Lyn Odland
former CEO and Chairman Deloitte Touche
Tohmatsu Australia; the late Rear Admiral Sir
David Martin KCMG AO former Governor
NSW, Howard Putnam, former CEO Southwest
Airlines, Lieutenant General John Sanderson
AC former Governor Western Australia; Evelyn
Scott former Chair of the Council for Aboriginal
Reconciliation; Paul Simons former Executive
Chairman Woolworths, and Steve Vamos former
CEO Microsoft Australia for their time and
insights on leadership and leading complex and
challenging strategic issues.

162

REFERENCES
Ackoff, R. (1981). Creating the Corporate Future:
Plan or be Planned for. New York: John Wiley.
Bass, B. M. (1990). Bass & Stogdill’s Handbook of
Leadership (3rd Ed.). New York: The Free Press.
Bazerman, M. H. (2005). Conducting influential
research: The need for prescriptive implications.
Academy of Management Review, 30(1), 25–31.
Beck, D. and Cowan, C. (1996). Spiral Dynamics:
Mastering Values, Leadership and Change.
Oxford, UK: Blackwell Business.
Checkland, P. (1981). Systems Thinking, Systems
Practice. New York: Wiley.
Collins, J. and Porras, J. (1994). Built to Last
Successful Habits of Visionary Companies. New
York: Harper Business.
Denison, D. R., Hooijberg, R. and Quinn, R.E. (1995).
Paradox and performance: Toward a theory of
behavioral complexity in managerial leadership.
Organization Science, 6(5), 524-540.
Drucker, P. F. (1968). The Age of Discontinuity. New
York: Harper & Row.
Falsey, T.A. (1989). Corporate Philosophies and
Mission Statements: A Survey and Guide for
Corporate Communicators and Management.
Westport Connecticut: Quorum Books.
Fayed, R. and Pearce, G. (2008). The Future of
Work 2020. Sydney: IMIA Graduate School of
Leadership.
Ferraro, F., Pfeffer, J. and Sutton, R. I. (2005).
Economics language and assumptions: How
theories can become self-fulfilling. Academy of
Management Review, 30(1), 8–24.
Finkelstein, S. and Hambrick, D. (1996). Strategic
Leadership: Top Executives and Their Influence
on Organisations. St. Paul, MN: West Publishing
Company.
Funtowicz, S.O. and Ravetz, J. R. (1991). A new
scientific methodology for global environmental
issues. In R. Costanza (Ed.), Ecological
economics: The science and management
of sustainability (pp. 137–52). New York:
Columbia University Press.

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. Vol. 18 (S) 2010

Transdisciplinary Leadership: Dealing with Wicked Problems, A Case Study from Australia

Ghoshal, S. (2005). Bad management theories
are destroying good management practices.
Academy of Management Learning & Education,
4(1), 75–91.
Gladwell, M. (2000). The Tipping Point: How Little
Things Can Make a Big Difference. London:
Little, Brown and Company.
Hambrick, D.C. and Fukutomi, G. (1991). The seasons
of a CEO’s tenure. Academy of Management
Review, 16(4), 719-742.
International Center for Transdisciplinary Research
(CIRET). Moral Project. (1987). Retrieved
March 13, 2010 from http://nicol.club.fr/ciret/
english/ projen.htm.
Jaques, E. and Clement S. D. (1994). Executive
leadership: A Practical Guide to Managing
Complexity. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell
Publishing.
Kuhn, T. S. (1962). The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.
Montor, K., McNicholas, T. M., Ciotti, A.J.,
Hutchinson, T.H. and Wehmueller, J.E. (1998).
Naval Leadership Voices of Experience.
Maryland: Naval Institute Press.
Nohria, N. and Berkley, J. (1994). An action
perspective: The crux of the new management.
California Management Review, 36(4), 70-92
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative Research and
Evaluation Methods (3rd Ed.). California: Sage.
Pearce, G. and Saul, P. (2006). Towards a framework
for Military Health Ethics: An issues paper
examining possible health related ethical issues
arising from Military Operations Centre for
Military and Veteran’s Health. In F. Allhoff (Ed.),
(2008) Physicians at war: The dual loyalties
challenge. Netherlands: Spinger.

Rittel, H. and Weber, M. (1973). Dilemmas in a
general theory of planning. Policy Sciences, 4,
155-169.
Schön, D. (1971). Beyond the Stable Stale. New York:
Random House.
Shapiro, M. H. (1988). Introduction: Judicial selection
and the design of clumsy institutions. Southern
Californian Law Review, 61, 1555-1569.
Stacey, R. (1996). Complexity and Creativity in
Organizations. London: Berrett-Koehler.
Van Seters, D.A. and Field, R.H.G. (1990). The
evolution of leadership theory. Journal of
Organisational Change Management, 3(3),
29-45.
Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in Organizations.
Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Wheatley, M. (1992). Leadership and the New
Science: Learning About Organization from
an Orderly Universe. San Francisco: BerrettKoehler.
Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and
Methods (3rd Ed.). Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Yukl, G. (1999). An evaluative essay on current
conceptions of effective leadership. European
Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology,
8(1), 33-48.
Zaccaro, S. J. and Klimoski, R. J. (Eds.) (2001).
The Nature of Organizational Leadership:
Understanding the Performance Imperatives
Confronting Today’s Leaders. San Francisco,
CA: Jossey-Bass.

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. Vol. 18 (S) 2010

163

