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The term
 “w

icked problem
s” is not w

ell 
recognized in the field of applied 
econom

ics. N
orm

ally used to describe 
situations or scenarios that are difficult to 
solve using standard analytical m

odeling 
m

ethods, these problem
s are highly 

com
plex and span m

ultiple disciplines. 
Therefore, traditional m

ethods for 
teaching econom

ists how
 to problem

-
solve m

ay not suffice. To better prepare 
students, w

e propose the follow
ing 

exercise as a m
ethod to teach and train 

students on how
 to deal w

ith, account for, 
and solve w

icked policy problem
s in 

applied econom
ics. W

e focus on a single, 
but highly relevant and tim

ely w
icked-

type policy problem
; nam

ely, changing 
the designation and/or size of the B

ears 
Ears N

ational M
onum

ent in U
tah. To 

address the designation debate w
e “hire” 

students in an advanced applied 
econom

ics course to evaluate the policy 
using different econom

ics criteria 
discussed throughout the sem

ester. B
ased 

on their results, students are asked to offer 
policy recom

m
endations and explain in 

detail the lim
itations of their results. W

e 
assess student learning outcom

es using a 
pre- and post-survey, a take-hom

e 
individual assignm

ent, and in class group 
presentation.  

•
This exercise is ideal for any graduate-level applied 
econom

ics course focused on proper m
ethods for policy 

evaluation and econom
ic decision m

aking. It should be of 
particular interest to those studying natural resource 
m

anagem
ent issues.  

•
W

e find at the start of the study, approxim
ately 73%

 of 
students had not yet received form

al training on w
icked 

problem
s, but felt training on how

 to deal w
ith, account 

for, and solve them
 w

as im
perative. 

•
A

dditionally, 63%
 indicated they w

ere unfam
iliar w

ith 
w

icked policy problem
s in general. 

•
N

o statistically significant difference in the responses of 
m

aster’s students vs. doctoral students.  
•

Student characteristics (e.g., age, years of schooling, 
tim

e spent studying) do drive perceptions of w
icked 

policy problem
s.  

•
Final project grades ranged from

 83%
 - 100%

 

•
W

icked problem
s em

erge alm
ost daily in the field of 

applied econom
ics.  

•
These types of problem

s are not only difficult to define 
but also inherently com

plex and tough to solve. 
•

Exam
ples include global clim

ate change, poverty, rising 
sea levels, sustainable developm

ent, and G
M

O
 foods. 

•
W

icked problem
s involve policy decisions that affect 

m
ultiple stakeholders in a broad, extensive context.  

•
Thus, finding solutions to such problem

s often requires 
collective action from

 opposing parties w
ho often hold 

different values and beliefs.  
•

Typically the solution to a w
icked problem

 depends on 
how

 the problem
 is fram

ed and presented.  
•

To be effective problem
-solvers, it is im

perative that 
future practitioners of applied econom

ics receive form
al 

training on how
 to deal w

ith, account for, and solve 
w

icked policy problem
s.  

•
H

ow
ever, the skills necessary to properly exam

ine these 
types of problem

s are currently neither taught in applied 
econom

ics program
s nor do they appear to be rew

arded 
in research institutions (B

atie 2008).  

1.B
atie, S. S. (2008). W

icked problem
s and applied econom

ics. Am
erican 

Journal of Agricultural Econom
ics, 90 (5), 1176–1191.  

2.Popivich, N
. (2017, D

ec. 8). N
ew

 York Tim
es 

O
BJEC

TIV
E 

•
The objective of this project is exam

ine w
hether or not the 

case study m
ethod is an effective tool that can be used to 

teach and train applied econom
ics graduate students how

 
to assess and develop solutions to w

icked type policy 
problem

s.  

TA
R

G
ET A

U
D

IEN
C

E 

•
U

pon com
pletion of this exercise, students should be able to: 

1)
U

nderstand the com
plexity presented by w

icked problem
s.  

2)
U

nderstand how
 the application of econom

ic principles 
im

proves decision m
aking w

ith respect to w
icked policy 

problem
s. 

3)
U

nderstand the lim
itations of traditional econom

ic policy 
evaluation criteria to solve w

icked problem
s.  

4)
H

ave a better grasp on the im
portance of undertaking 

applications that involve the integration of quantitative and 
qualitative techniques and skills.  

M
ETH

O
D

S 

LEA
R

N
IN

G
 O

U
TC

O
M

ES 

Pre- and Post- 
Survey 

B
enefit-C

ost 
A

nalysis (B
C

A
) 

W
icked 

Problem
s  

Student 
D

em
ographics 

Four In-C
lass 

C
ase Study 

Exercises 

Ecosystem
 

Functions &
 

K
ey 

Stakeholders 

“W
ith” and 

“W
ithout” 

Principle 

Identify 
A

ppropriate 
W

elfare 
M

easures 

Total 
Econom

ic 
Value 

Individual 
C

ase Study 
A

ssignm
ent 

B
enefit Transfer 
A

pplication 

Final 
Presentations 

Q
uantify 

C
hanges in 
G

oods &
 

Services 

Policy 
Im

plications 

Lim
itations 

Team
 

Evaluations 

D
iscourage 

“Free-R
iders” 

Figure 2. C
om

paring States of the W
orld: N

ew
 York Tim

es (2017)  

R
ESU

LTS &
 D

ISC
U

SSIO
N

 

PO
LIC

Y
 SC

EN
A

R
IO

S 

“W
ith” Policy  

Scenario 
“W

ithout” Policy  
Scenario 

2

10

2

4

1

0 2 4 6 8 10
Frequency

Strongly D
isagree

D
isagree

N
either

A
gree

S
trongly A

gree

Fam
iliar w

ith W
icked P

roblem
s

•
The B

ears Ears N
ational M

onum
ent is located in San Juan 

C
ounty, U

tah and w
as established on D

ecem
ber 28

th, 2016 
by President B

arack O
bam

a.   
•

O
n D

ecem
ber 4

th, 2017 the M
onum

ent w
as reduced in size 

by 85%
 to include 201,876 acres, just enough land to 

cover the historic B
ears Ears rock form

ations for w
hich 

the m
onum

ent w
as originally nam

ed. 


