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Implementing a strategy for a wicked problem

Resilience is not easy to implement. 
It is associated with 

flexible processes

network management 

collaborative governance

These features fit uncomfortably 
within the core Weberian public 
administration principles of 
conformity, specialisation and silos 



What mechanisms enable or impede the strategy?

Resilience is a complex solution to a complex set of problems, including risk issues such 
as climate change adaptation, vulnerability to critical infrastructure failure, terrorist 
attacks, technological accidents, pandemics, etc.  

These risks exhibit features of wicked problems as they involve interrelated issues, lack 
definitive formulation, and are subject to different interpretations based on values and 
rationalities.

1) How can organizations mandated to respond to these challenges by implementing 
urban resilience bring about the changes it requires? 

2) What are more specifically the enabling and impeding mechanisms which 
organizations are faced with in constructing their resilience strategy? 



Enabling strategies refer to elements that facilitate crisis resolution and mobilization to confront 
risks, such as situation awareness, binding effects, trust, mindfulness, collaboration, deference 
to expertise, general agreements and perceived interdependence and environmental 
complexity. (Berthod et al, 2014. Ginter et al 2006; Roe and Schulman 2008, Roberts 1989; 
Therrien et al, 2014).  Many of these strategies can also be linked to network and collaborative 
factors such as working across the organizational boundaries, creating joint capacity for action 
and a sharing of values and motivation.

Impeding barriers refer to organizational values, resources, rules and management models, as 
well as the development of external network relationships that increase vulnerability (Therrien, 
2010, Therrien et al., 2015b). The perceived “appropriateness” of behaviours, simplified 
interpretation of incidents, confusion and demobilization resulting from mishandled reforms, 
or perceptions that precautions are unnecessary are all examples of impeding mechanisms 
(Busby 2006, Dalzell and Willing, 2000; Mitroff and Pauchant, 1995; Sydow et al, 2009; Bracco
et al, 2008; Wilson and Norris, 2006; Weick and Sutcliffe, 2006; 2011).  Moreover, the impeding 
mechanisms could also be linked to elements identified in institutional work which ‘is the 
purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting 
institutions’ (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006, p. 214).  These mechanisms are related to survival 
of routines, compliance rules, institutional assumptions, etc. 



Mobilising a coalition to address wicked problems 
and implement resilience

Interorganizational 
resilience

Macro contextual elements of the 
relationship

Micro contextual elements of the 
relationship

Resilient network able to govern 
wicked problems 

Public organization in 
charge

Strategies and barriers in the macro-
context, and how this transformation 

affects the organization

Strategies and barriers in the micro-
context, and how this transformation 

affects the organization

How to become the bearer of the 
new vision 



Macro and micro contexts:
London and Montreal

Resilience Partnership + 
Resilience Forum + 
Resilience Group

Civil Contingencies Act

London Resilience Group: 
from policy core to 
operational unit

Mostly on shocks, not much 
on stresses

100 RC 

From Civil Security to 
Resilience Office

Coordination on an 
operational level

Resilience 
is new

Mostly on shocks, more 
work on stresses

100 RC



New insights for transformative and collaborative network governance

Network and collaborative 

governance factors

Mechanisms enabling collaboration Mechanisms impeding collaboration

Wanting to collaborate across 

boundaries

- Incentives to collaborate
- Past history of conflict or collaboration
- Imbalances in power or resources

- Individual institutional logics and identities
- Institutional barriers to change and 

adaptation
- Normative foundations of the organization

Creating joint capacity - Procedural and institutional arrangements 
including a commitment to process

- Facilitative leadership
- Sharing knowledge and resources
- Agreeing on shared facts and data

- Survival of routines, protecting resources
- Rewards and sanctions to compliance of 

organizational rules
- Protecting the moral obligations of the 

organization
- Being threatened by economic or 

authoritative measures. 

Shared motivation (and values) - Clear mission of the network
- Shared understanding
- Common problem definition
- Identification of common values

- Embedded daily routines
- Institutional assumptions
- Organizational practices



Wanting to collaborate across boundaries
1) Pushed into collaboration either by legislation such as in the Civil 
Contingencies Act in London or in incremental network coordinating 
bodies such as the CSC in Montreal 

2) In both cities, some organizations taking part in the network choose 
to name a person who acts as a representative.  They often do so not 
only to create a coordinating object but also to create a barrier to 
protect their own complexity

3) Refer to their organization as being so complex that they need to 
act as a translator to others but also because they somewhat gain in 
having their sector (e.g. health) recognized as being complex.  They 
gain protection of its specific identity but also maintain its recognized 
power of its sheer size and budgetary might. By doing so they act as 
identity protectors.

4) They need to negotiate not only with network members but also 
with their own organization as negotiated agreements may be 
obstructed by some individual organizational rules.  For example, 
police work in both cities has specific rules in terms of perimeter 
management which sometimes differs from the actual needs during 
an event. The police therefore tends to protect its normative 
foundations.



Creating joint capacity
1) General consensus to create a capacity for action

2) Feel that they gained more in participating to the joint effort than they lost

3) However, they are split between sharing and committing resources to the network, their 
internal resources will often be more committed to protecting their own activities and 
responsibilities, as they feel they might sanctioned if they don’t carry out their work.  This 
can be seen from municipal organizations from a territorial stand point, but also from utility 
companies, health organizations, police organizations, etc.

4) The network has no sanctioning capacity and the reward lies in the virtue of protecting the 
citizens

5) Sharing data is problematic: A) they are constrained by their own organizational rules, 
moral obligations and could face sanctions if they were to share any information which could 
for example get in the hands of competitors, or even of terrorist; and B) The sharing of data is 
often in different forms. The question lies in who will give up first their data form in order for 
the network to have more interoperability.  This could imply modifying individual and 
protected routines.



Shared motivation (and values)
1) commit representatives to represent their organization to the combined actions.  However, very 
few of these organizations have individuals who have all of their time committed to the work being 
done to coordinate actions.  These people often carry other tasks in their organizations, and 
participating to the coordination of actions in the network is one of them. 

2) The position of the individual which participates.  In most cases, these people do not necessarily 
assume top positions in their own organizations and therefore are not always comfortable in either 
positioning and deciding for their organization or having to negotiate inside their organization to 
shuffle resources. 

3) All mentioned sharing the common value of ‘working for their city to be resilient’.  This is often 
helped by the fact that both cities have adopted some kind of vision of the future by adhering to 
resilience with political support by mayors.

4) In both cities, the individual institutional assumptions still belong very much in siloed approaches to 
managing everyday life in the city: water needs to be distributed, garbage picked up, roads fixed, 
crime stopped.  All of these are embedded in daily routines, with limited resources and city 
development as overarching issues.  The amount of energy needed to change these assumptions is 
still not reached to cut across silos and change organizational practices.

5) For both cities, many interdepartmental structures are created in order to cut across but it is not 
always clear that are reaching the objective of adjusting daily routine and practices in the established 
structure (e.g. Smart City Office, Digital Data Office, Resilience Office, etc.).



Coordinating units and leadership

1. Coordinating units are ‘dealers’ in a trading zone  and use boundary spanning 
mechanisms

2. They are also an umbrella as they shelter organizations during emergencies

3. They have ‘soft Intelligence’ to create negotiated agreements

4. They motivate, convince and coopt other organizations

5. Others organizations have their own work but theirs is to coordinate all = 
leadership pressure



Conclusion

The actual mechanisms of implementation are often confronted with the usual public 
administration principles of conformity, specialisation and silos.

Municipal organizations are confronted with individual institutional work mechanisms 
which sometimes impede the general capacity of a thorough collaborative network 
governance required by resilience.

Even if both cities have different histories of resilience development, both exhibit similar 
issues of impeding mechanisms.

It will become important to take a closer look at the enabling and impeding mechanisms as 
both cities are migrating from not only managing shocks but also towards managing 
stresses.


