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Treasury Guest Lecture – 12 February 2021 

 

Morena, good morning everyone - thank you all for attending – 
including those who are joining us online. 

Thank you to the Treasury for inviting me to give this lecture. 

 

The lecture is based on a book I just published with the help and 
support of Tuwhiri (a word in te reo Maori, ‘tuwhiri’ means to 
disclose, reveal, divulge, make known, a means of discovering or 
disclosing something lost or hidden, a pointer) – the title of my book 
is: Love you – public policy for intergenerational wellbeing. 

 

According to German Philosopher Walter Kaufman (in his book The 
Faith of a Heretic), “I love you” means, I want you to live the life that 
you want to live. I will be as happy as you, if you do; and as unhappy 
as you, if you don’t.”  

And wellbeing, in its deepest sense, is about individuals and 
communities being able to live the lives they value. 

Hence the title of the book, linking love with wellbeing. 

 

My specific focus in the book is on using public policy as a vehicle for 
strengthening that link / that bridge. I ask and answer the question: 
how would we design, implement and evaluate public policy if it 
were based on our love for future generations, in the spirit of “I love 
you”? – of course, where there is reason/justification for public 
policy and management to be involved in the first place.  
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I structured this lecture as follows: 

• First, I provide the background and context for a book of this sort 
– referring to it as a crisis. 
 

• Second, I outline and compare four approaches, the last one being 
the one I propose in my book, in addressing the crisis I am 
referring to. 
 

• Third, I outline the practical governance arrangements that need 
to be put in place to apply my proposed approach. 
 

• Fourth, I recommend and justify the critical systemic outcomes 
that I would prioritise under my proposed approach. 
 

• Finally, I demonstrate how I would apply my approach in giving 
effect to my priorities. 

 

The substantive background and context for my book is the fact that 
we are engulfed in an environmental, social, political, and economic 
crisis.  

 

The fact that we, as a society are unable to get in front of this crisis 
and start reversing it suggests to me that, by implication, we are also 
facing a crisis in public policy and public management.  

 

I use the term “crisis” here in the original sense of the Greek word 
“krisis” – a turning point – a crucial time – a decisive moment 
requiring urgent decisions and actions to stop the further 
deterioration of a complex system. 
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The complex system I am referring to here is the integrated 
environmental – social – political - economic system that surrounds 
and shapes our lives as individuals and communities – and that is 
evolving in unpredictable ways all the time. 

 

In support of my claim of the existence of a crisis in both contexts, I 
defer to the OECD Secretary-General Angel Gurria. (Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development has 37 members and 5 key 
partners, that collectively represent around 80% of world trade and 
investment.) 

 

In his opening remarks to the OECD international workshop on 
Putting Well-being Metrics into Policy Action (2-4 October 2019), 
Gurria referred to (and I quote): concerning challenges relating to 
poverty and related vulnerabilities, widening economic inequalities 
(now also affecting the middles classes), rising unemployment and 
labour-market insecurities (especially affecting the young), persistent 
gender divides on pay and other market outcomes, falling average 
life satisfaction, rising mental disorders, fewer people reporting that 
they have friends and family to count on in times of need, 
diminishing voice and influence on what governments do, and 
increasing concerns about climate change and biodiversity.  

 

He concluded: it is time to rethink how governments make policy, 
balancing the recent strong focus on sustaining economic growth, 
with people-focused policies that promote wellbeing and sustainable 
development – there is a need for an urgent transition from 
measurement to action, to address these issues. 
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My first slide (slide #2), copied from the NZ Wellbeing Budget 2019, 
shows the New Zealand image of this failure – it highlights a large-
scale failure across all key foundations for wellbeing, environmental, 
social, and economic. There is nowhere to hide. 

A comparison of Gurria’s description of the trends afflicting the 
wider world and the image presented in the Table, appears to affirm 
the most concerning thesis that Professor John Gould had proposed 
in his 1982 book (The Rake’s Progress?), that when it comes to 
broader social and economic trends (now unfortunately including 
environmental trends as well), NZ follows the rest of the world with a 
10-15 year lag. Now we are in the middle, and in some cases, in the 
lower half of the OECD pack on all these dimensions of wellbeing. 

 

In summary, we are faced with a crisis, in fact we are in it, we 
acknowledge it, we are able and willing to throw lots of money at it, 
it is not having the desired impact, and we have no idea what to do 
about it. Hence my reference in the book to searching for our lost 
keys under the wrong street light. 

 

In this very context, my book is intended to be a constructive 
contribution to the ongoing national conversation on public policy 
beyond Covid-19, that builds on and complements the current 
approaches. I.e. I am not interested in criticising all the good effort 
that is underway but highlighting what I consider to be a major gap 
and suggesting ways of closing it.  

 

I make no claim to originality. Mine is an attempt to synthesise, 
through a specific lens, what I have learned from reading and 
thinking about the references cited in my book, towards closing a 
gap in our policy approach. 
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I now outline four approaches to the design and implementation of 
public policy. The first two are currently being applied in NZ. The 
third is being advocated by some (such as Professor Richard Layard in 
the UK), but not yet embraced in NZ.  

The final (fourth) one is the one I propose in my book – it 
complements the other three (by focusing on the systemic concerns 
for public policy). In fact, as I will suggest, my proposed approach can 
be interpreted as providing the environment (the broader 
ecosystems) that could help the first three approaches have the 
desired impact on improving people’s lives. It is also intended to 
provide a vehicle for facilitating cooperation and coordination across 
various stakeholders, as well as between public sector agencies.  

 

GO TO SLIDES #3 - #18  

 

What is common among these three approaches, and between them 
and the traditional approach to public policy, and the fundamental 
reason for their collective failure as reflected in the crisis I referred 
to, is the mentality they bring to the public policy environment – that 
of a social planner.  

 

Here is a concise statement of that mentality and approach to public 
policy: 

A society consists of a group of people with a variety of preferences and 
priorities. To make fitting social decisions on behalf of the group as a whole, 
the society must take serious note of the people's (possibly diverse) views and 
interests. Aggregate assessment is central to social choice theory (Collective 
Choice and Social Welfare, 1970). 
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Such a social planner applies “small world” tools to “large world” 
problems, to borrow a terminology used by John Kay and Mervyn 
King in their 2020 book, Radical Uncertainty.   

 

It does not pay sufficient attention to the critical features of the 
“large world”, including: 

• the systemic interaction and complementarities between 
environmental, social, political, and economic ecosystems – 
and the complex and unpredictable ways they evolve over 
time; 

• radical uncertainty; and 
• adaptive complexity. 

Nor does it acknowledge the richness and variety of individuals’ and 
communities’ preferences (and again the unpredictable ways in 
which these preferences evolve over time), as well as respecting the 
rights of individuals and communities to live the lives they value. 

 

These recognitions, if carried to their logical limit, significantly affect: 

• the objectives of public policy – the outcomes being sought by 
public policy; 

• the distinctive role of the policy maker and implementer; 
• the processes to be followed (and policy instruments used) in 

pursuing these outcomes/ objectives; and 
• the way we assess whether public policy is effective or not. 

 
Starting with outcomes, there are no desirable pre-defined outcomes 
to be pursued centrally if we genuinely wish to create an 
environment where individuals and communities can live the lives 
they value, in an environment dominated by fundamental 
uncertainty and complexity. 
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Thus, the distinctive role of a public policy that is focused on 
enhancing wellbeing in a sustainable way is not to solve optimisation 
problems, but rather to set up a social system (supported by 
appropriate governance structures) that has the capacity to evolve, 
sustainably, into the indefinite future, without design - that is, 
without predetermining the ultimate shape or destination of such an 
evolution. The focus of public policy shifts from direction, to 
nourishment and support. 

 
The state then plays the role of a gardener helping create the 
conditions (through appropriate investments in ecosystems) in which 
the garden of society can flourish, rather than a social planner that is 
trying to guide society towards pre-imagined desirable outcomes, 
using various public-policy instruments. 
 
A gardener does not solve optimisation problems. Rather, he/she 
invests (inside out – i.e. not just by extending the posts and fence 
that surround it, but by investing into the soil) towards making the 
garden as fertile as possible, while at the same time trying to protect 
it from the harm of natural forces. This is how resilience is ensured. 
 
 
Thus, we move our focus away from all the technical challenges of 
AGGREGATION to DEVOLUTION, INCLUSION, SUPPORT. 
 
 
Michael Polanyi, in his efforts to integrate the thinking of Friedrich 
Hayek and John Maynard Keynes, refers to “spontaneous self-
organisation”, supported by public policies that support and 
encourage effective, efficient, and equitable self-organisation – 
which cannot be achieved through specific-outcomes-focused social 
planning.  
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What we are envisaging is a shift from “machine-thinking” to 
“garden-thinking”, to use the words of Eric Liu and Nick Hanauer. 
This type of thinking emphasises the dynamic, constantly evolving 
nature of the natural environment, society, and economy in a fully 
integrated fashion.  
 
 
This is perfectly aligned with the Darwinian theory of evolution. 
Darwin recognised the critical influence of environmental factors – in 
this case the natural environment – on the chances for the survival 
and thriving of species. 

 
 
As Sir Paul Nurse explained in his interview with Jim Mora on Radio 
New Zealand last year, one of the five great ideas of biology that 
characterise living things is that all life evolves by natural selection; 
this is a way of living things acquiring purpose and excellent adaption 
to their environment and how they live without being designed – 
evolution by natural selection delivers purpose without design.  
 
Or, as Carlos Rovelli puts it in his book, There are places in the world 
where rules are less important than kindness, ‘There is no such thing 
as intentionality in nature. It isn’t design that directs the combination 
of things, but it is the combination of things that gave rise to 
intentionality.’ 
 
 
One could then imagine the distinctive role of public policy as setting 
up a social system that has the capacity to evolve, sustainably, into 
the indefinite future, without design, that is without predetermining 
the ultimate shape or destination of such an evolution.  
 
 
This (i.e. sustainability) in turn requires just and viable evolutions. 
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The primary focus of such a public policy would then be to ensure 
that human beings, and communities they belong to, have the 
opportunities and capabilities to participate in, contribute to, and 
benefit from, that evolution.  I.e., everyone needs to be “invested in” 
the system – have a stake in it, so that we evolve together. 

 
Here is John Maynard Keynes’ characterisation of this aspiration (in 
his 1931 book, Essays in Persuasion): “the political problem of 
mankind is to combine three things: Economic Efficiency, Social 
Justice, and Individual Liberty. The first needs criticism, precaution, 
and technical knowledge; the second, an unselfish and enthusiastic 
spirit which loves the ordinary man; the third, tolerance, breadth, 
appreciation of the excellencies of variety and independence, which 
prefers, above everything, to give unhindered opportunity to the 
exceptional and to the aspiring” 
 
 
The Key Systemic Outcomes that are required to make this possible 
are the five dimensions (or pillars) surrounding the “wellbeing 
garden” at a systems level. 
 

INTRODUCE THE WELLBEING GARDEN (slides #21 and #22) 
 

The pillars that surround the wellbeing garden represent the key 
systemic ingredients of that social system, which collectively ensure 
the sustainability of wellbeing into the uncertain future – without 
any presumption that we can pre-design where it may head towards. 
 
Just evolutions refer to the equity dimension, and viable evolutions 
refer to not violating the constraint of pushing any of the other four 
pillars in (i.e. towards the centre) as we evolve – ensuring that, is the 
distinctive role of public policy. 
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We achieve this by investing in the ecosystems that sit in the middle 
of the garden, towards establishing resilience, as a platform for 
flourishing in safety on a sustainable basis.  
 
Public policy attempts to achieve this by investing in a variety of 
ecosystems towards building systemic resilience. Resilience provides 
the bridge to sustainability. The size of the “wellbeing garden” is a 
measure of systemic resilience. 
 
What are the GOVERNANCE features that will deliver the outcomes 
we are looking for? Of course, GOVERNANCE is a critical ingredient of 
the ecosystems that sit in the middle of the “wellbeing garden”. 
 
 
I list them in the book (chapter 5) – and provide specific practical 
examples in each case: 
 
 

GO TO SLIDES #24 - #32 
 
 
In Chapter 9, I answer the question what systemic outcomes I would 
prioritise if I were advising the IOW right now – and WHY.  
 
 
I am guided to my answer by assessing the specific stresses that the  
various pillars of the wellbeing garden are under in NZ, today – i.e. 
the answer is place- and time-dependent. At present these stresses 
centre on environmental quality, equity, and (to a lesser extent) 
potential economic growth. 
 
 

SLIDES #33 - #35 
 
 



11 
 

I should add the critical, and related, point that if these specific 
stresses are not addressed urgently, then they will inevitably spill 
over into social cohesion and freedom & political voice dimensions as 
well. 
 
 
Finally, I turn to the specific policy measures and associated set of 
related investments in ecosystems that will generate these systemic 
outcomes by complementing each other. These focus on the 
combination of a leave no behind strategy, complemented by a set 
of policy interventions aimed at switching both production and 
consumption to “cleaner products” – complemented by measures to 
control population growth. These are based on modelling work. 
 
 

SLIDES #36 and #37 
 
 
In concluding, I acknowledge what Thomas Kuhn has taught us in his 
brilliant 1962 book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, namely: 
the transfer of allegiance from paradigm to paradigm is a conversion 
experience that cannot be forced. 
 

I therefore have no illusions about changing anyone’s mind by 
writing a book and giving a couple of lectures. 

 

Nevertheless, I find it almost impossible to comprehend how a 
country that has passed the Reserve Bank Act and the Public Finance 
Act in response to the actual and potential harm caused by sustained 
high levels of inflation and fiscal irresponsibility, will fail to respond 
as decisively to the disaster painted by the table on my first slide. 
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The only question is whether it will wait until the harm is visible and 
then act, as it did in the two cases I referred to earlier, or do so 
proactively. The danger with a delayed, after the event response, to 
environmental and social catastrophes that are engulfing us is that 
unlike the consequences of inflation and fiscal imprudence, 
environmental and social damages may be irreversible. 

 
Thank you for your time. 


