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Both academia and society increasingly recognize that cross-sectoral partnerships, among other novel 
collaborative ways of organizing, are vital to address the grand societal challenges of our era – such as food 
insecurity, poverty, pollution, biodiversity loss or climate change (Ferraro et al. 2015). These societal 
challenges are often framed as wicked problems. Among their many features, wicked problems evolve 
unpredictably over time, have causes and effects that are impossible to disentangle, and carry conflicts of 
values (Termeer et al. 2019; Waddock et al. 2015). The paradox is that wicked problems require 
partnerships, because of the associated uncertainties, complexities and conflicts, but these same 
characteristics also constitute challenges for deliberation, decision-making and implementation processes in 
partnerships. 

The scholarly community around cross-sector partnerships has triggered a lively debate on how to organize 
cross-sector collaboration that sensibly addresses the nature of wicked problems. For example, the 
governance literature on cross-sector partnerships (has started unveiling the conditions, practices and 
processes needed to understand the complex nature of the issues at hand, and take and implement decisions 
accordingly (Dentoni et al. 2018; van Tulder and Keen 2018). To address these problems and thus achieve 
impact (van Tulder et al. 2016), cross-sector partnerships also needs to adapt and evolve over time, thus 
fostering internal processes of learning (Dentoni et al. 2016) and supporting external processes of systemic 
change (Clarke and Crane 2018).  

We invite contributors to challenge, advance and refine our understanding of wicked problems and the 
governance of partnerships with studies that delve deeper into the social-ecological context where 
partnerships are embedded. In areas like agriculture, fisheries, water or climate, partnerships are not only 
dealing with markets, policies and societal values, but also with social-ecological systems that have their 
own uncertainties and complexities (Dewulf & Biesbroek, 2018). Therefore, we invite authors to take into 
deeper account the socio-materiality (Leonardi 2012) involved in the partnerships’ governance. For example, 
a partnership working on ‘sustainable’ palm oil may, because of the materiality of palm oil itself, require 
different governance arrangements than others working on water and sanitation, or on sustainable fisheries. 

We invite contributors to consider addressing questions like: 
• What are the peculiar features of wicked problems surrounding social-ecological systems?  
• What types of partnerships address wicked problems in social-ecological systems? 
• How do the specific uncertainties and complexities of different social-ecological contexts affect 

government, business and civil society organizations in partnering? 
• With which practices and processes do partners address specific social-ecological wicked problems?  
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