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Learning & Transformative Networks  
to Address Wicked Problems:

A Golden Invitation
by Steve Waddell, Milla McLachlan, and Domenico Dentoni 

This essay raises the following broad ques-

tions: (1) What role can learning networks 

play in addressing wicked problems? 

(2) How can leaders of organizations in 

the food and agricultural sector facilitate and 

accelerate the development of such networks? 

(3) What is the value proposition for existing 

multi-stakeholder initiatives to participate in 

learning networks such as GOLDEN? 

Networks offer many benefits for tackling 

wicked problems, in contrast to traditional 

hierarchal organizational approaches. Perhaps 

foremost, they can be formed as a “co-owned” 

space by stakeholders in the system—in this 

case, the food and agriculture system. This 

includes agri-businesses and supply chain actors, 

governments, non-governmental organizations, 

civil society representatives, and universities. 

By being “co-owned,” there is an important shift 

in power relationships and mutual account-

ability that creates an innovative environment. 
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        Networks offer many benefits when it comes to tackling “wicked problems,” in contrast to traditional
(hierarchical) organizational approaches. The shift in power relationships inherent in networks 

leads to shared accountability, creating an innovative environment in which new practices can be 
developed to address specific needs and problems. GOLDEN, a Global Action Network, has emerged to 

           support development of a food and agriculture “industry” ecosystem strategy.
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Rather than participants 

simply being 

accountable to their 

organizations, these 

networks create a space 

for making the 

organizations 

accountable for the 

system’s health—and 

that involves addressing 

wicked problems.

characteristics, identified with great concern 

for parsimony, and “necessary and sufficient” to 

address wicked problems through their large sys-

tem-change aspirations. They build on the three 

characteristics of multi-stakeholder engagements 

(MSEs):5 

1. Combination of formal and informal rela-

tionships. GANs are inter-organizational 

networks with three layers of organizing: 

layer one is the “organization” as nodes with 

traditional hierarchical staffing; layer two is 

“partnerships” as a modest number of organi-

zations working on a particular task; and layer 

three is all of the partnerships that together 

form the network. 

2. “Multi-stakeholder.” GANs are defined as 

“diversity embracing,” a term that emphasizes 

a proactive stance that includes multi-sectoral 

(business-government-civil society), multicul-

tural, gender, and other forms of diversity. 

3. “Community Action Research” programs. 

A defining quality of GANs involves “entre-

preneurial action learners”—that is, people 

who develop new knowledge and capacity 

through action. 

Other GAN definitional characteristics are:  

4) “Multilevel,” that is, local, regional, and global;  

5) “Public goods providers,” that is, aiming to 

create value for society; 6) “Systemic change 

agents,” that is, working on transformation, 

reform, and scaling up; and 7) “Voluntary leaders,” 

that is, participants making commitments to push 

the boundaries of enhancing environmental, 

social, and economic outcomes. 

MSEs here focus on the organization as the 

key unit of analysis; the GAN approach instead 

emphasizes a “systems” perspective. This is lib-

erating in several ways. First, it builds account-

ability for a system’s health and the public 

good rather than for that of an organization or 

even a particular stakeholder group. Second, it 

greatly enhances the space for experimentation 

by freeing people from the assumption that “an 

organization’s interests” are key to a system’s 

success (the way “organizations” are defined and 

work is often part of the source of wicked prob-

lems). Also notable is that GANs are comprised of 

This environment can act as a “skunk works,” in 

change agent parlance: a space where the normal 

rules that support and limit action can be sus-

pended and new ones developed, based on the 

specific needs of addressing the wicked problem.1 

After all, wicked problems are often the result of 

entanglements of structures, rules, and power 

relationships.2 Rather than participants simply 

being accountable to their organizations, these 

networks create a space for making the organiza-

tions accountable for the system’s health—and 

that involves addressing wicked problems. 

One example of this type of network are 

Global Action Networks (GANs).3 GANs are 

learning and transformative networks that build 

the will, organize the necessary competencies 

and resources, and implement activities to 

address their particular wicked problem. Exam-

ples are: Transparency International and the 

wicked problem of corruption; the Principles for 

Responsible Investment and the wicked problem 

of integrating sustainability concerns into the 

logic of global finance; and the Sustainable Food 

Lab.4 A new emerging example is GOLDEN, a 

global network of academics partnering with 

business and others to accelerate the transfor-

mation of business to sustainable enterprise. It 

aspires to support development of a food and 

agriculture “industry” ecosystem strategy. 

These GANs are a new type of 

organization—as different 

as government is from 

business and as civil 

society organizations 

are from both of 

those. They are 

about weaving 

together new 

ways that build 

accountabil-

ity and action 

for  a  sys-

tem’s health 

a m o n g  i t s 

stakeholders. 

The concept 

of “GANs” has 

seven definitional 
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Since its inception, the 

Lab has focused on 

giving voice to different 

perspectives on food 

system challenges, 

creating “safe spaces” for 

leaders from different 

parts of the system to 

learn together . . .

organizations that are committed to transforma-

tion (rather than incremental change or reform) 

as described in a GAN’s vision; this includes many 

large companies, although popular caricatures 

would suggest otherwise. Finally, the essen-

tial element of GANs is process, not structure. 

Rather than thinking in terms of “permanent” or 

“formal,” thinking in terms of renewal and emer-

gence is important. Rather than design based on 

structural theory, focus on the work and how it 

gets done effectively, and build from there. This 

is the experimental spirit. 

Learning with the Southern Africa Food Lab 
The Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL), created 

in 2009, can be considered a fledgling regional 

GAN. Academic research on food security and 

in-depth interviews with role players from the 

private, public, and civil society sectors in the 

South African food system confirmed that trans-

formation was urgently needed to address the 

interrelated problems of social and environmen-

tal sustainability, given persistent hunger and 

declining resources. There was energy among 

stakeholders to try a different approach to under-

standing and addressing the multiple interrelated 

challenges in the system. Since its inception, the 

Lab has focused on giving voice to different per-

spectives on food system challenges, creating 

“safe spaces” for leaders from different parts of 

the system to learn together, and working with 

other organizations to pursue specific innova-

tions in the system. A major focus of current 

activities is to work with smallholder farmers 

and agribusiness leaders to better understand 

the opportunities and challenges of integrating 

smallholders into the supply chain. 

It is clear that the complexity of the food secu-

rity challenges in southern Africa requires innova-

tive approaches such as those employed by SAFL. 

However, SAFL has encountered several obsta-

cles in making the case for its systemic, participa-

tive, and emergent approach. Its brief experience 

so far has raised challenging questions about how 

to ensure the ongoing relevance of the Lab’s activ-

ities for stakeholders in the system, not only the 

business sector but also marginalized producers 

and consumers. Funding for process-oriented 

work of this kind presents particular challenges, 

given the concrete outcomes required in most 

accountability systems among donor agencies 

that require concrete deliverables. 

Could a collaboration with an initiative like 

GOLDEN strengthen SAFL’s capacity to learn 

from its own activities? Can the prototyping and 

piloting of innovations (e.g., emerging from the 

current work on smallholders and the supply 

chain) be designed to provide robust evidence 

of what works? Based on the findings and experi-

ences from the current case-study work, includ-

ing learning journeys and public dialogues, one 

could foresee a set of carefully designed “experi-

ments” being developed with participating firms, 

large-scale farmers, and smallholders to test 

different approaches to resolving bottlenecks 

or exploiting opportunities that have emerged. 

GOLDEN could also support the development of 

an ongoing learning system across experiments 

that would be responsible for ensuring documen-

tation, assessment, and embedded learning prac-

tice. It would bring to bear such methodologies 

as communities of practice, mapping, learning 

histories, and outcome mapping in a supportive 

and nonintrusive manner. This activity would 

support people involved in the interventions 

who are too busy to also do the learning system 

development. 

At a more general level, the question is whether 

GOLDEN can serve to bring together leaders from 

multi-stakeholder initiatives in the agro-food 

system (such as Ecoagriculture Partners, Seas 

of Change, and the Bottom of the Pyramid) to 

systematically learn how to optimize the contri-

bution of such initiatives to the needed transfor-

mation in the global food system. GOLDEN could 

connect all of these in the learning process with 

the following objectives: 

• Speeding learning through broadening 

comparisons with a similar experimental 

approach that can produce comparable 

results; 

• Connecting initiatives to realize coherence 

between them to gain scale with particu-

lar companies and address shared issues, 

broadening the number of sites for experi-

ments, etc.; and 



30   T H E  N O N P R O F I T  Q U A R T E R L Y  W W W . N P Q M A G . O R G  •  F A L L / W I N T E R  2 0 13

GOLDEN proposes a 

platform with specific 

activities to answer the 

question, “How can 

business evolve to  

a sustainable 

enterprise?” 

• Sharing and further developing large sys-

tems-change strategies and processes that 

each of the initiatives is otherwise develop-

ing independently. 

The GOLDEN Invitation to the Ag-Food Community 
GOLDEN proposes a platform with specific 

activities to answer the question, “How can busi-

ness evolve to a sustainable enterprise?” (See 

figure 1.) This question reflects core qualities of 

“wicked problems” identified in International 

Food and Agribusiness Management Review’s 

first special issue on the topic, “Managing Wicked 

Problems in Agribusiness: The Role of Multi-

Stakeholder Engagement in Value Creation, Part 

One” (2012): 

• The specifics of the desired solution (sus-

tainable enterprise) are defined through the 

inquiry rather than known in advance; 

• Cause-effect relationships behind un/sus-

tainable enterprise are difficult to define; 

• Action is “controversial”; 

• Collective action is required among diverse 

stakeholders; and

• Responses involve complex systems change 

strategies. 

Internal Dimensions 
GOLDEN is an open, emerging global network 

of academic researchers partnering with busi-

ness and other stakeholders. People wishing 

to participate in GOLDEN have many models, 

frameworks, and approaches (just as a wicked 

problem requires). It is an “engaged, big science” 

initiative. Along with traditional methodologies, 

its inquiry emphasizes action research/learning/

inquiry6 and engaged scholarship7 methodolo-

gies. “Big science” is a technical term associated 

with the life sciences, such as the CERN super-

conductor and the Human Genome Project. It 

describes endeavors distinguished by scale in 

several dimensions: geographic (global), levels 

of analysis (comprehensive), academic disci-

plines (multi- and interdisciplinary), time frame 

(ten to twenty years), human resources (even-

tually, thousands of individuals), and financial 

resources (eventually, $100 million-plus). It 

is formed in the belief that audaciousness is 

required to respond to the pressing sustainabil-

ity question. 

GOLDEN provides an infrastructure that stew-

ards three types of activities, together forming a 

mutually supportive and interdependent whole: 

Three 
Interdependent  

Activities

The Labs

Enterprise
Decision  

Maker

Ecosystem

Multilevel  
Simulations

The 
Observatory

Estimates of Change Impact

Tests of Impact Estimates

Impacts
 of Change Initia

tives
Baseline Data

Evolutionary Trends Estimates

Historical Change Data

Figure 1: GOLDEN’s Three Interdependent Activities
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GOLDEN’s strategy is  

to work with current 

sustainability-oriented 

initiatives, with the 

concept that collectively 

they form an emerging 

global large-change 

system. . . .

1. The Observatory is a repository of data about 

historic action where the unit of analysis is cor-

porate strategic sustainability initiatives. 

2. The Labs are future-focused activities where 

the over-arching methodology is “experiments” 

at the individual systems, organizational 

systems, and (industry) ecosystems levels. 

3. A multilevel simulation generator is being 

developed as a system dynamic model that 

integrates data from the first two activities 

to provide guidance for strategy and policy 

options that can address the complexity asso-

ciated with sustainability.

GOLDEN’s strategy is to work with current sus-

tainability-oriented initiatives, with the concept 

that collectively they form an emerging global 

large-change system around industries such as 

food-agriculture-nutrition. The work goes beyond 

traditional learning approaches (predominantly, 

“best cases”), which usually involve a historic 

analysis of an activity that is greatly complicated 

by inadequate documentation and biased after-

the-fact reports, all of which are “retrofitted” 

to core questions behind the best practice case 

study. Rather, GOLDEN emphasizes experiments, 

which are generally accepted as the most rigor-

ous scientific method. This is done by reframing 

an initiative’s activity as learning-and-change 

experiments within an evolving system of initia-

tives. This provides the ability to apply different 

“treatments” (change interventions) at different 

sites, having a control site, and thus creating an 

experimental learning system. 

GOLDEN combines three microfounda-

tions of dynamic capabilities that are critical to 

addressing wicked problems. Dynamic capabili-

ties are “the ability to determine whether the . . . 

[system] . . . is performing the right activities, and 

then effectuate necessary change.” The “micro-

foundations” are “elements” (“discrete process/

methodologies/structures”) “that undergird clus-

ters of dynamic capabilities.”8 

The first microfoundation is the coherence 

dynamic (see figure 2). SAFL, for example, is 

one of many initiatives tackling sustainability in 

the global ag-food system. By collaborating with 

GOLDEN, it could greatly enhance its impact by 

more powerfully linking to other similar initia-

tives and parts of the system to gain scale, create 

synergies, and speed learning through network 

transference and reduction of repeating others’ 

mistakes, reducing non-productive competition 

in these “pre-competitive collaborative” situa-

tions. This is illustrated graphically in figure 2a, 

where SAFL is, at its current stage of develop-

ment, one of the circles. Figure 2b, in which SAFL 

becomes a network of circles, illustrates how this 

Figure 2: The First GOLDEN Microfoundation: The Coherence Dynamic
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Success depends on 

keeping participants 

tipping into the future, 

always focused on how 

they can do things 

differently to address 

the sustainability 

imperative.

could be different—where there is coherence of 

effort. SAFL can develop into a fully realized GAN 

with other ongoing initiatives (other circles in 

figure 2b) by aligning, reducing conflicts, and 

improving “fit” between various activities in a 

particular industry ecosystem or issue domain.9 

The second microfoundation is the past 

learning dynamic, illustrated by the well-known 

Kolb Learning Cycle.10 Figure 3 provides a well-

articulated way to support a disciplined learn-

ing process as action takes place. Of course, this 

cycle applies to a whole initiative, but it also is 

replicated many times during an initiative in an 

action research manner to support adjustments 

to action plans. 

The third microfoundation is the future-

oriented learning dynamic, illustrated with 

the U-process figure as developed by C. Otto 

Scharmer.11 Success depends on keeping partici-

pants tipping into the future, always focused on 

how they can do things differently to address the 

sustainability imperative. Simply asking, “How 

are we doing” within the current rules of the game 

is not enough—we must support envisioning how 

things can be better with different assumptions 

and relationships. SAFL has approached this in 

a sophisticated way, applying the U-process. But 

doing it once is not enough—it has to be embed-

ded as a core logic. SAFL recognizes this, and its 

strategy for doing so can helpfully inform others. 

•  •  •

These microfoundations can be supported by a 

variety of methodologies. For example, social 

and value network analyses are obvious with 

the coherence dynamic. Structural changes 

should be observable if GOLDEN is success-

ful (although the causal relationship is another 

question). Learning histories are an example of 

a methodology supportive of the past learning 

dynamic. And visioning methodologies like sce-

nario development are part of the future-learning 

microfoundation tool kit. 

Figure 3: The Second GOLDEN Microfoundation:  
The Past Learning Dynamic

Active 
Experimentation 
(planning / trying out  

what you have learned)

Reflective 
Observation 

(reviewing / reflecting  
on the experience)

Concrete 
Experience 

(doing / having  
an experience)

Abstract 
Conceptualization 
(concluding / learning  
from the experience)

Figure 4: The Third GOLDEN Microfoundation:  
The Future-Oriented Learning Dynamic

co-sensing  co-creating
co-inspiring
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A GOLDEN Food-Agriculture-Nutrition 

(FAN) Lab is emerging, with people who are 

both responsive to this vision and interested in 

participating in its development. Initiatives are 

welcome to join in. The requirements are simply 

clarity about what you want to get out of partici-

pation, a willingness to help make it happen, and 

a commitment to developing a sustainable food 

and agriculture system. 

For more information, go to www.goldenfor-

sustainability.org.
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