
Incommensurability, Wicked 
Problems, and Discretion

Embedded Ethics



Incommensurability

• Lacking a common measure of value.

• Incommensurability makes it difficult to 
establish ranking relationships such as 
“more than” or “less than, “better than” or 
“worse than.”



• If I am building an algorithm to determine monthly catch limits on 
wildlife, how do I compare ecological resilience, economic gain 
from hunting and fishing, and consistency in fishing as a 
livelihood?

• If I am building a navigation system, how do I compare Manhattan 
distance of route and carbon-footprint of route?



“Tame” Problems

• In some ways, the problems we 
have addressed so far in class 
are tame problems

• Tame problems can still be 
incredibly difficult to solve!

• But at least they are tractable to 
formalize and formulate
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Wait… even my 
challenge problems?



“Wicked” problems
• There is no definitive formulation of a wicked 

problem
• Wicked problems have no stopping rule
• Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, 

but good-or-bad
• There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a 

solution to a wicked problem
• Every solution to a wicked problem is a "one-shot 

operation"; because there is no opportunity to learn 
by trial-and-error, every attempt counts 
significantly

• Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an 
exhaustively describable) set of potential solutions, 
nor is there a well-described set of permissible 
operations that may be incorporated into the plan

• Every wicked problem is essentially unique
• Every wicked problem can be considered to be a 

symptom of another problem
• The existence of a discrepancy representing a 

wicked problem can be explained in numerous 
ways. The choice of explanation determines the 
nature of the problem's resolution

• The planner has no right to be wrong
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OK, these problems sound hard but I’m still not 
convinced that they are any harder than the 

challenge problems I’ve given! How hard can a 
wicked problem really be?



Case: Homelessness

• There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem
• There is no stopping rule
• Solutions to wicked problems are not true-false but good-bad or 

better-worse
• There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a 

wicked problem
• Every solution is one-shot
• Every wicked problem can be considered a symptom of another 

problem



Case: Homelessness

• There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a 
wicked problem
• What test could one perform in order to determine that homelessness 

had been solved?
• Every solution is one-shot

• Each experiment affects real people. Improving the solution later doesn’t 
change the effect on that time in their lives.

• Every wicked problem can be considered a symptom of another 
problem
• Is homelessness caused by a housing shortage? By lack of public 

housing? By lack of mental health treatment? We could offer many 
possible causes, each of which has proponents.

Ah, ok. Yes, homelessness is a really hard 
problem in a way that’s not an ordinary 

challenging homework problem. But this is an 
algorithms class! Where is the algorithmic 

challenge?



Case: Los Angeles County Coordinated Entry System (CES)
• An electronic registry of unhoused persons who are applying or have applied 

to housing support programs offered by Los Angeles County.





Credit Score Algorithms…

• What should go into a credit 
score algorithm?

• Who has the opportunity to build 
credit score, and when?
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