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Introduction 

• Being a politician and showing political leadership 
is still about achieving a change and vision 

• But the environment you are operating in has 
changed 
– can’t just use power and authority 
– no one person, including politicians, has the answer 

• for politicians to be effective leaders in the 21st 
century they need to collect and integrate high 
quality public input in their decision making 

• create space for leadership 
 



Structure of talk 

• Outline research behind findings 

• Discuss core findings: 

1. Accept your limited power and knowledge 

2. Become deliberative political leaders 

3. Proactively seek public input from a range of 
sources 

4. Champion better public input processes 

• Invite comments/questions 



THE RESEARCH 



Gap in previous research and practice 

1. No one has considered government or the 
politicians who make the decisions 

2. Ideals of public input not reconciled with  
realities of government and leadership 

 

 



Former UK PM Tony Blair’s memoirs 

Here is the difference between everyone else and the final 
decision-taker.  

Everyone else can debate and assume; only one person 
decides…You can’t take decisions by vast committees of 

people.  

You can debate, discuss and absorb views that way, but you 
can’t run a war, organization or company that way. It just 

doesn’t work (Blair 2010). 



Research goal 

• find a way to make this work better, in reality 

• take into account politicians perspective 

• Identify what works; and what could work 
better 

 



The New Research 

• In-depth research project 
• How can senior politicians in 

government use public input 
given they need to show 
leadership and can’t just do 
what everyone wants? 

• Range methods and sources 
– Academic, practitioner 

literature 
– Practitioner interviews 
– 51 interviews with ministers in 

the UK, Canada, New Zealand, 
Australia and the US 

• Appreciative inquiry: aim to 
identify what works 
 



1. ACCEPT YOUR LIMITED POWER 
AND KNOWLEDGE 



Ministers accept own limited power 
and knowledge 

“We’re in a different game now...the hierarchies of 
the western world are much more collapsed” 

Steven Joyce, New Zealand Minister for Tertiary Education, Skills and Employment 

“I’ve put in smarter people than me to implement 
policy because that’s their strength not mine. I’ve 

put in other people that will become more the face of 
it and will drive the change.” 

Paula Bennett, Minister for Social Development 

“I don’t consider myself expert. I’d rather rely on 
other people and other expertise” 

Ray La Hood, former US Secretary of Transport 



2. BECOME DELIBERATIVE 
POLITICAL LEADERS 



2. Politicians need to become deliberative 
leaders 

Judging 
Out and 
about 

Consultative 
Shared 

solution 
finding 

Deliberative political leaders consider constructive and conversational input 
from inside and outside government from a diverse range of sources,  

evaluate the relative quality of such input,  
and integrate the input into their deliberations on what is the best way forward 

before making their final decision. 



Judging: exercise careful judgment by 
weighing up public input before then deciding 
what is the best course of action in light of it 

•‘You are a very foolish minister that doesn’t approach 
every aspect of departmental activity with an open mind 
as opposed to an open mouth. I think you have to listen 
and receive all the information, and then you make your 
judgement.’ (Cheryl Gillan, former Secretary of State for 
Wales) 
 
•‘I’ll take a range of factors into account...[and] either 
make the decision yes or no, or to tweak a decision to 
slightly change the policy, to decide in certain situations 
where you have to have courage and you have to say “well 
I’m going to potentially do something that is different to 
public opinion, and I’m going to explain why, and I think I’ll 
win the debate long term.’ (Nikki Kaye, Minister of Youth 
Affairs) 

 



Out and about and learning: get out 
of the office and interact with those on 
the ground, on the street and working 
in the front line to inform their decisions 

• ‘if I have a style, it’s that I get out and about’ (Chester Borrows, New 
Zealand Minister for Courts) 

 
• ‘you really must go around the country, not just have to stay in the 

Capital and hope the press gallery picks it up’ (David Emerson, 
former Canadian Minister of International Trade; Minister of Foreign 
Affairs) 

 
• At barbecues ‘if you let them raise what they’re interested, informal 

setting, you get a much better sense of what’s really important to 
them, and what their concerns are’ (Chris Evans, former Australian 
Minister for Immigration and Citizenship) 



Consultative: listen to a range of 
perspectives in participatory dialogue 
before making decisions 

• ‘you have to listen before you know where to 
lead...you know you’re a leader when you look over 
your shoulder and see how many people are 
following.’ (Rob Merrifield, former Canadian Minister 
for Transport) 
 

• ‘Political leaders have got choices about how they do 
business...when you chose a course that is more 
participative and you chose the logic of that 
participation then you don’t just hold levels of trust; 
you can build higher levels of trust through the 
process’ (Bill English, NZ Finance Minister) 
 



• connecting business in ‘a dialogue that has me 
trying to help solve some of their challenges to 
make it possible for them to solve some of ours’ 
(Murray McCully, NZ Foreign Minister) 

 

• UK Government set up a board ‘which is part 
industry, part stakeholder, part politicians, to 
look at the transition to sharing the cost of 
animal welfare’ (Caroline Spelman, former UK 
Secretary of State for the Environment) 

 

Shared-solution finding: work in 
partnership with those outside government 
to identify solutions; sharing responsibility 
as well as power with the public 



3. PROACTIVELY SEEK RANGE 
PUBLIC INPUT 



3. Ministers proactively seek diverse constructive 
public input 

Sources 
of public 

input 

Outside 
experts 

Professional 
organisations 

Frontline 
government 

staff 

Civil servants 

Organised 
stakeholders 

Public 
stakeholders 

General 
public 

The under-
represented  

Formal 
consultation  

Market 
research 



4. CHAMPION BETTER PUBLIC 
INPUT PROCESSES 



Help them help you… I 

1. Stop the waste! 

2. Create a career path for government staff 
involved in public input, which supports, 
regulates, trains, resources and rewards staff 

3. Ensure all public input collected using tax 
payers money is usable 

a. Range of sources 

b. Range of methods incl constructive 

c. Workable solutions 

d. issues decision makers care about 

 



Help them help you… II 

4. Make it clear what is on/off the table 
politically 

5. Make sure you are involved in public input 
processes 

6. Public input data needs to be visible and 
become a long-term data resource 

7. Usable public input needs to be more 
standardised and permanent to gain 
acceptance and build relationships over time  

 



Ministry or Commission of Public Input 

• A permanent 
government unit to 
collect, process and 
communicate high 
quality public input 
would serve politicians 
more effectively by 
providing wanted, 
needed, and politically 
usable information.  



Bridging that gap 



CONCLUSION AND COMMENTS 



Benefits of 
Public Input 
for Political 

Leaders 

More 
options 

Improves 
policy 

Politically-
doable 

solutions 

Provides 
reassurance 

Creates 
support for 

change Saves 
money 

Makes 
policies 

work 

Creates 
long-lasting 

change 

Supports 
vision 

Generates 
political 
capitol 

“If the community doesn’t 
own this thing I will come 
and go. So yes I’ve shown 

the leadership to get it 
going, I push it, I’m 

important. But I will be 
gone and they will be far 

more important than I 
am...unless they are 

completely brought into 
it, and now are owning it 
on the ground, it’s only 
another fancy piece of 

paper.” 

Paula Bennett, New Zealand Social 
Development Minister 

Public input creates 
space for leadership 



Summary and discussion 

Recommendations  

1. Accept your limited power 
and knowledge 

2. Become deliberative 
political leaders 

3. Proactively seek public 
input from a range of 
sources 

4. Champion better public 
input processes 

Comments 

 

 

 

Over to you... 


