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Outline of the talk 

1. Background to the research 

2. Ministers’ views on public input and 
integrating it with leadership 

3. Recommendations for future practice 

4. Pragmatic benefits of public input 

5. Discussion - What can practitioners involved 
in public input take from this? 

 



BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 

PART ONE 



Wasted Hope 

Public input into government is already happening, 
but happening badly 

 
• Exciting trend in practice: expansion and 

diversification of public input including top levels 
of government 

• Standard critique of current practice is many 
problems in the way government has run public 
input 

• Leads to wasted hope 
 

 



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 

 



Politicians talking of partnership 

September 2010 
Jennifer Lees-Marshment  www.lees-

marshment.org 

‘This journey has gone from "all things to all people" to "I know 
best" to "we can only do it together". And we all know which is best 

of those three. A partnership’ (2005) 

‘You only really change things if you bring people with you and if 
they play their part... smashing apart the old politician knows best 

system which just doesn’t work.’ (2010) 

‘We will work together to ensure the public trust and establish a 
system of transparency, public participation, and collaboration.’ (2009) 

‘We are here as a government eager to tap into the insights and 
perspectives of the public’ (2011) 

‘We know we don't have all the answers’ and that the public and the 
government need to ‘work together’ (2009) 



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  

(Former UK PM Tony Blair in his memoirs 2010) 



Potential reasons why politicians 
might not listen to current PI 

1. Politicians are not involved 

2. The potential benefit for leaders is unclear 

3. Most public input is unusable 

4. The nature and realities of government 

5. Politicians are there to make the final decision 

6. Public input systems don’t make space for 
leadership  

7. Public input raises questions for the traditional role 
of politicians 



Research goal 

• Find a way to make this work better and 
restore the hope raised by the theoretical 
ideals of public input 



Research methodology 

• Appreciative inquiry: identify what might work 
using: 

– Academic literature  

– Practitioner literature 

– Practitioner interviews 

– Interviews with current/recent government 
ministers/secretaries of state  

 

 



MINISTERS’ VIEWS ON THE VALUE OF 
PUBLIC INPUT AND HOW TO INTEGRATE 
IT WITH LEADERSHIP IN POWER 

PART TWO 



WARNING!!! 

– REMOVE ALL PRECONCEIVED NOTIONS ABOUT 
MINISTERS AND PREPARE TO HAVE YOUR 
ASSUMPTIONS CHALLENGED! 

 



1. Powerless power 

“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 

“Ministers have a lot of power [but]...can’t by 
themselves, or by the virtue of directing 

government, necessarily solve something”  

Chris Evans, former Australian Minister for Immigration and Citizenship 

“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. Leaders 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 

“The models of hairy-
chested change all 
assume the public 

are pretty stupid and 
can’t quite 

understand the 
issues and will be 

irrationally resistant 
to change, and that’s 

generally wrong.” 
 

Bill English, NZ Deputy PM 



Deliberative 
Political 

Leadership 
Components 

Judging 

Out and 
about 

Consultative 

Shared-
solution 
finding 

3. Leaders integrate public input in 
decisions 



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

“I will weigh up and 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.” 

Nikki Kaye, New Zealand Minister of Youth Affairs 



3.2 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 



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

 

 

 
“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 Deputy PM 



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

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 



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE 
PRACTICE 

PART THREE 



Gap in previous research and practice 



Bridging that gap: an all of government 
unit to collect, process and 
communicate public input 



Create a Ministry of Public Input 

“Have all government advisors 
and officials to work for one 

department called The Tax Payers 
Department...if you try and get 
research or analysis or advice 

across agency they spend all their 
time arguing...If there was some 

way of having a generic pot 
where officials weren’t fighting 
then that would be very cool.” 

Chester Borrows, New Zealand Minister for the Courts 



Public Input 
Collection Unit 
1.  Collects public input 

from a diverse range of 
sources 

2.  Uses a range of 
methods to create 
constructive 
conversation 

3. Specifies what is 
on/off the table 

4. Focuses on producing 
workable solutions 

5. Records results and 
send to be processed 

“The most useful public input is 
participative. By that I mean 

people taking a role in the 
decision making which includes 
responsibility for defending or 

advocating the result.” 

Bill English, New Zealand Deputy Prime Minister 

“I can't promise you that all the 
proposals generated will make 

the cut. It would be 
irresponsible of me to do so.” 

John Key, New Zealand Prime Minister 



Public Input 
Processing Section 
Run by a properly 
resourced team to process 
public input data  
Analyses and produces 
report on public input events 
Sends a report for 
politicians to the 
Government Liaison Team 
Disseminates event reports 
and wide range of other 
inputs openly 
Disseminates the 
government/leadership 
response to public input 



Government 
Liaison Team 
Gathers politician’s input 
into PIC design 
Receives and distributes 
reports from PIPS to 
Government 
Communicates 
government response to 
PIPS and beyond 



Public 
Development 
Office 
Trains the public to 
develop skills and 
capacity to give high 
quality solution-oriented 
input 
Creates a range of roles 
for the public to play in 
the public input system 
Fosters a more mature 
attitude towards political 
leaders and government 

“One of the highlights for me was 
when I was out at a restaurant 

and I heard a table next to me, a 
group of three couples talking 

about tax stuff...they were 
debating the issues in an 
intelligent way and they 

concluded that there was no right 
or wrong answer.” 

John Shewan, NZ Tax Working Group 

“People who actually own both 
the problem and the solution are 

the public...that relieves the 
burden from leaders to be both 
the identifiers of problems and 

the creators of solutions.” 

Anne Pattillo, New Zealand Engagement practitioner 



PRAGMATIC BENEFITS OF PUBLIC INPUT 
FOR POLITICAL LEADERS 
 

PART FOUR 



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 



Saves money 

“If you want to compare cost and complexity there’s 
been billions wasted on high level broad based 
strategic consultation with the public where the 

public knew it was pointless and the bureaucracy 
designed it to be so. So I wouldn’t regard the 

participative version of consultation as necessarily 
more costly than the very wasteful apparently 

cheaper version.” 

Bill English, NZ Deputy Prime Minister - and also Finance Minister 



DISCUSSION: WHAT CAN 
PRACTITIONERS INVOLVED IN PUBLIC 
INPUT TAKE FROM THIS? 

PART FIVE 



1. Create an all-of-government 
unit for Public Input – a 
“Ministry” of Public Input  

– Create four key units within the 
Ministry of Public Input: 
Government Liaison Team, Public 
Input Collection Unit, Public 
Input Processing Section and 
Public Development Office 

– Fully train Ministry of Public 
Input staff, creating a career path 
for civil servants in public input 

2. Appoint a Minister of Public 
Input 

 

1. What of the main 
recommendations, and 
principles for collecting and 
processing public input, do you 
think are worth pursuing or 
adapting? 

2. How do we get politicians or 
those who make decisions on 
how to organise public input to 
take it forward, and champion 
it? 

3. Even without support from 
higher up, how can staff adopt 
and adapt some of the 
principles and 
recommendations without their 
own role and work? 

 32 


