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A Wicked Problem (Brookings Institute)

The COVID-19 pandemic is what planning experts call a “wicked problem”—
one that is difficult to solve because of radically incomplete information, 
rapidly changing requirements and multiple, sometimes contradictory 
objectives coupled with interdependent social complexities.

No one wants to contract COVID-19, but many want to get back to work and resume a more normal 
existence. Still, most people understand that the new normal will be different, and our leaders should 
not pretend otherwise. 

Leadership requires leveling with the people about the uncertainties and trade-offs we face.

With breathtaking speed, the COVID-19 pandemic has triggered a national emergency on a scale that 
dwarfs 9/11 and the financial crisis of 2008–09. The rise in unemployment during the month of April 
wiped out a decade of job growth, and the death toll from the disease has surged toward 100,000 
with no end in sight. The need for effective leadership at every level has never been greater, and 
the margin for error has rarely been lower.
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Pandemic Control Actions
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Prevent

Safe Practices

“Stay at Home”

“Safer at Home”

“Act with Care”

Traveler Quarantine

Vaccines

Detect

Disease Surveillance 
(high risk venues)

Testing

Disease Trends

Infection Sources

Contain

Cases
• Investigate
• Isolate 
• Monitor 

Close Contacts
• Trace
• Quarantine
• Monitor
• Test

Treat

Outpatient and/or 
Hospital

Symptom 
Management

Life Support

Treatment drugs

Convalescence and 
Rehabilitation



State Epi 
Curve 
August 3, 2020
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Kauai Epi 
Curve 
August 3, 2020
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Safe Practices

◦ Everyone

◦ Everywhere

◦ Every day
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Practical  
Metrics to 
Support…
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Data driven decision-making

Evaluating & monitoring policy impacts

Public confidence/understanding

Effective leadership and action

“Common Operating Picture” 

Efficient use of resources—collect what’s useful and use 
what is collected



Decision-Making Metrics
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Prevent

National Picture

Mask Compliance

Food Service 
Compliance

Detect

Disease Epi 
Curves

Testing

Sources of 
Exposure

Contain

Timely Case 
Investigation & 
Contact Tracing

Isolation & 
Quarantine

Testing Time

Treat

Hospital Beds

ICU Beds

Ventilators



Putting Data into Practice
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Decision-
making

Impact 
assessment

A “Wicked 
Problem”



Mahalo…Questions?

Contact information:

Janet Berreman, MD MPH

Janet.Berreman@doh.Hawaii.gov

808-320-0016 (cell)
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