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Abstract

Surveys of social attitudes are revealing a perbapsecedented paradox: a booming
economy but persistent community disquiet. Thezjiwg coincidence is fuelling interest in
what is perhaps the ultimate public policy questisrife getting better - or worse? The
relationship between economic growth and humanldpueent is not as clear-cut as
conventional wisdom and government policy assuRblic opinion surveys suggest that the
driving dynamic in Australia and other Western sties in the early decades of the new
century will be a growing tension between values lifestyles. How this tension is resolved
will fundamentally determine national and globduhes.
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Introduction

My current work addresses the question, ‘Is lifdigg better, or worse?’ (And for whom, in
what ways, and for what reasons?). For me, thiseisnost crucial question of our times. It is
also fundamental to public policy and administratid will address the question in this paper
by discussing: first, the future as reflected i twstorical spikes and our possible responses
to them; second, the way we currently define andsuee progress and what's wrong with
these definitions and measures; and, finally, wieatan do about this situation.

But before | do that, | want to make a few pre-augpstrikes. Some might feel that the core
guestion — is life getting better? — is too bluag crude. This may be so, but it is intended to
match the bluntness of the current dominant measfyseogress, GDP or Gross Domestic
Product. Too much debate about public policy takescurrent framework of economic
growth as a policy constant that is somehow beymndtiny. Yet growth has profound social
implications and it is pursued in the belief thaterall, it makes life better. Is this the case?

Secondly, what | have to say should not be seg@nisrily ideological — especially in terms
of left/liberal or right/conservative perspectivealthough it has a bearing on ideology. Like
other commentators, | think that to try to fit tittwhal ideological prescriptions to current
issues and how they might be resolved is both camfuand futile. Rather, the thrust of this
paper concerns our worldview, and the need to guresite deeply internalised, largely
unquestioned assumptions that underpin the modestékh worldview. It is, then,



concerned with just about every facet of our pevad public lives: how and why citizens
vote, consumers buy, governments govern, publiasés serve, and business does business.

To put my message in the form of slogans, we neednsider whether we should shift our
policy focus from theate of growth to thecontentof growth; fromany growth togood
growth; from ‘goingfor growth’ to ‘goingbeyondgrowth’. We need to discuss whether we
ought to think less in terms of a ‘wealth producazgpnomy’ and more about a ‘health
producing society’, where health is defined aslwtll-being — physical, mental, social and
spiritual.

Two historic spikes

At an international futures conference in PertB@00, Damien Broderick, the Melbourne
science fiction and science writer, described awéthe future drawn from his bookhe
Spike(Broderick 1997). Developments in computer, gané nano (molecular) technologies,
he says, will produce by 2030, or 2050 at the tatespike’ or ‘technological singularity’: a
period of change of such speed and scale it willlee the future opaque, where things
become unknowable.

The spike could end in human obsolescence, transgfoyn or transcendence. It could mean,
as computing power continues to obey Moore’s LaW dwuble every year, the rapid
emergence of not only intelligent machines but sapalligent, conscious machines, which
leave humanity in their evolutionary wake. Orautd result in bionically and genetically
enhanced beings who are effectively immortal. (@uite attracted to this eventuality. The
more | try, the more | realise that | am just mielligent enough to understand what's going
on and what we should do!)

Providing a counterpoint to this spike is anothiee: population ‘spike’ of a plague species —
us — as it grows exponentially then collapses agdtshoots the capacity of its habitat to
support it. And this within about the same timafeaas the technological spike (or a little
later). Sydney writer, Reg Morrison, arguedre Spirit in the Genthat this is the certain
fate of humanity (Morrison 1999). He says evolat@nsures this outcome for any species
that threatens to become too dominant and redeceatth’s biological diversity.

With another 30 to 50 years of population growtbsfuite the declining birth rate), and the
accelerating rate of energy and resource consump¥orrison says, we seem to be well set
up for ‘an environmental coup de grace’ in the sedealf of the 21 century. *...(W)e are
facing precisely the same conclusion that all mahptzues eventually face — a hormonally
orchestrated autodecline followed by an environ@dmacklash that cleans up most of the
stragglers.’

There is a fascinating symmetry to these ‘spikesth the result of exponential growth — one
in technological power, the other in human popatatt and both occurring at about the same
time in history. Maybe we’ll see the evolutionaohew level or form of intelligence and
consciousness just as its progenitétemo sapiens- reaches its zenith and burns out: a
metaphorical spaceship jettisoning its boosteretglkwhich fall back towards Earth and burn
up, as it soars into the wide open horizons of rogpace.

There are several possible human responses to eitheth of these imminent spikes, each
of which has profound implications for public adisination and, indeed, human civilisation:



a) Surrender and abdicatiothe scale and speed of change is so great tbptepwiill give up
any hope of trying to manage or direct it. Theeshmpotence of government or any other
human institution in the face of such change wilally undermine our already weakened
faith in them, leading to further political disegganent and an even greater focus on
individual goals, especially hedonistic ones, sjmitating a period of chaotic change.

b) A fundamentalist backlasthe technological ‘fundamentalism’ that the silagity
represents will trigger a desperate response kgioas (or national) fundamentalists, to
whom it is deeply offensive, and who will use evergans at hand to oppose it - including
potent technologies of biological or nuclear temr. A population crash could also see a
fundamentalist revival, but for a different reastims is the act of a vengeful God.

¢) A new universalisma more benign outcome is that the spikes — om¢har or both,
because of the global threat or challenge they pbs#p to drive the emergence of a new
universal culture, a new sense of human solidanty destiny, and a resurgent spirituality.
Set against the momentousness of these eventsfalences between us become petty, our
present priorities trivial; only the most fundanedraspects of our situation matter.

Linear optimists

Both spikes are highly deterministic, one technally, the other biologically — that is, there
is a strong element of inevitability about themjath’d challenge. Nevertheless, the
‘technological singularity’ and ‘plague speciesérarios, and how we might respond, contain
several important lessons for us. The spikesemkpossibilities; they are not events in the
far distant future, but within our lifetime or thatt our children. Even if we regard them as
too extreme and so improbable, they can serve &apimars for contemporary social,
technological and environmental trends, as stohi@ascompel us to fix our gaze on much
larger visions of the future. We can, for examplegady see elements of all three responses
in the ways we are reacting to these trends today.

And yet there is no recognition of these issuespassibilities in the current political debate
about the society and world we are creating. Qawent and business are dominated by
linear optimists — those who believe that by caritig on our current path life will keep
getting better. Their opposite might be calle@dinpessimists - those who believe that life
will inevitably get worse. For both linear optirtsisand pessimists, it is , for the time being,
more of the same, business as usual - althoughdratinatically different outcomes. What
we need are systemic optimists - those who beligvean get better, but only with whole-
system change, only if we alter quite fundamentidlé/way we think and do things. (Most
professional futurists are systemic optimists).

Is linear optimism a valid, tenable belief? ThHsimore manageable subject, so let’s focus
on that. Linear optimism is framed by the conwiotthat economic growth equals progress,
that more means better. So, the Prime Ministdm Joward, declared in a speech to a
World Economic Forum Dinner in Melbourne in 1998ttHThe overriding aim of our

agenda is to deliver Australia an annual (econogrigjvth rate of over 4% on average during
the decade to 2010’ (Howard 1998). The Governrsesttategic economic objectives were
pursued not as ends in themselves, he said, lnéaseans for achieving more jobs, higher
living standards and an effective social safety mgvertheless, the Prime Minister clearly



set the rate of economic growth as the prime beackimy which to judge his Government’s
performance.

At a Liberal Party conference in April 2000, Howaald of the Government's ‘great record

of (economic) reform’: ‘That reform program has been pursued because we want to get an
A+ in the exam for economic rationalists. Econoneform is about satisfying human needs.
Economic reform is about making people feel momise happier, more able to care for

their families’ (Grattan 2000).

This is progress as a pipeline: pump more wealtnaend and more welfare flows out the
other. By this standard, Australia is doing vesllw Australians are, on average and in real
terms, about five times richer now than at the tfrthe last century. If we maintain
economic growth at over 4% a year, we will be twasaich as we are now in about 20 years’
time, and so ten times richer than we were 100syago and about 40 times richer than 200
years ago (Eckersley 1998, Maddison 1995).

The need to question the assumptions implicitis ttodel of progress is demonstrated by
the trends in five indicators of Australia’s devyaioent over the past 100-150 years - per
capita GDP, life expectancy, unemployment, pertasgnergy consumption and population
(Eckersley 1998). Per capita energy use, a broadune of resource consumption and waste
production, has increased about fivefold, mirrotting increase in per capita GDP. The
population has also increased about fivefold, ab tibtal economic activity and energy use
are about 25 times greater now than 100 years ago.

While Australians are materially much better otittever before, some of the improvements
in well-being are less directly linked to economiowth than is widely believed. Growth

was stagnant before the Second World War, bugbtebetter for most people because public
policy initiatives improved education, health, himgsand working conditions and, for some
of this time, wealth and income were becoming nemenly distributed. Reflecting these
changes, life expectancy, which has increased byta3D years or 60% since the 1880s, was
rising steadily when per capita GDP was not. Withployment, the nature of the relationship
with economic growth appears to be shifting; desgitong growth, unemployment in the
1990s has been at its highest level outside theedsjons of the 1890s and 1930s.

The inadequacy of GDP as an index of national pevdoce or progress, relative to the past
or to other countries, has led to the developmeatieer indicators that attempt to give a truer
or more complete picture (Eckersley 1998; HalstE2@B; Hamilton 1998; Hamilton and
Denniss 2000). For example, the Genuine Progressdtor adjusts GDP for a wide range of
social and environmental factors that GDP eitheorgs or treats inappropriately, including
income distribution, unpaid housework and voluntaoyk, loss of natural resources, and the
costs of unemployment, crime and pollution. SUBBP analogues’ show that trends in GDP
and social well-being, once moving together, haverded since about the mid-1970s in all
Western countries for which they have been condjéncluding the United States, United
Kingdom and Australia.

The reasons for this divergence may vary betwe&ong but include: the growing costs of
environmental damage and resource depletion, imgdugreenhouse gas emissions;
increasing income inequality; unsustainable forelght; the rising cost of unemployment and
overwork; the failure to maintain capital investrjeand the transfer of (unpaid) household
production to the market.



Flaws in the model

Going beyond these indicator trends and relatigussive can argue that the model of growth
as progress is ecologically unsustainable, sodiadlguitable; and is not meeting its core
objective of making life better or people happier:

Sustainability environmental indicators show a continuing mowaafrom sustainability,
not towards it (Eckersley 1998). World Wide Fuond fature’s Living Planet Index, based
on an assessment of the health of forest, fresihwategine and coastal ecosystems, has
declined by a third since 1970 (WWF 2000). Humgasiécological footprint, a measure of
the ecological pressure of people on the earthintasased by a half over this period.
Sometime in the 1970s, WWF says, we passed the @idining within the regenerative
capacity of Earth.

The World Conservation Union warns in its lateghadtative assessment of species loss that
the number of critically endangered species isinaintg to increase (IUCN 2000). The UN
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, in anmexeport, highlights the strengthening
evidence for global warming and its ipacts, inchgdrising sea levels and extreme climatic
events (IPCC 2001).

Equity. There is currently a heated debate going on atbendtls in global inequality. The
trends depend critically on how national currenaigsadjusted in making comparisons. For
example, The United Nation’s Human Development Risdaghlight large and widening
inequalities in global income (UNDP, various yearslpwever, the UN Statistical
Commission has released a paper commenting oreploets’ claims (UNSC 2001). It says
that using purchasing power parity (PPP) rathem thahange rates, ‘the fifth of the world's
people living in the highest income countries h&®&o to 65%, not 86%, of the world's
income, and that the gap in per capita income baivtiee countries with the richest fifth of
the world's population and those with the pooritt s not 74 to 1, but 16 to 1, and that the
gap is not unequivocally widening but moderatelgtliating'.

Over a longer timeframe, however, the trend isafrdivergence, even using PPPs. About
200 years ago, the average income in the richesitgoof the world was about three times
that in the poorest; today it more than 70 timesatgr (Maddison 1995). Income inequality is
also widely believed to be increasing within Auk&rand many other nations, although, once
again, actual trends depend on how income is medg&aunders 2001).

Quality of life International comparisons show a close corratdbetween per capita income
and many indicators of quality of life, but theat@bnship is often non-linear: increasing
income confers large benefits at low income levals little if any benefit at high income
levels (Eckersley 1999, 2000a, 2000b). Furthernttogecausal relationship between wealth
and quality of life is often surprisingly uncleaWhile surveys show most people are happy
and satisfied with their lives, personal life saision and happiness have not increased in
Australia and other rich nations in recent decgf6s/ears in the US) despite increasing per
capita GDP. Surveys of perceptions of social tsenduch as overall quality of life in
Australia — show that only a minority of peoplenthiife is getting better.

The surveys indicate many of us are concerned dbhewgreed, excess and materialism that
we believe drive society today, underlie many dati&ga and threaten our children’s future.



We are yearning for a better balance in our libedieving that when it comes to things like
individual freedom and material abundance, we dee&m to ‘know where to stop’ or now
have ‘too much of a good thing’. In one study, th@st common reasons given for
perceptions of declining quality of life were: tomch greed and consumerism; the
breakdown in community and social life; and too mpeessure on families — factors linked
to economic growth processes

A 1999 survey by the Australia Institute of qualitiylife in Australia asked people to rate the
importance of several factors in improving theinopersonal quality of life (Eckersley 1999,
2000b). It found that 75% rated as very importhaing able to spend more time with your
family and friends’ and 66% ‘having less stress pressure in your life’. Only 38% rated as
very important ‘having more money to buy thingsde86% feeling they were ‘doing more
for the community’. A 2000 survey biyhe Australiamewspaper framed this question in a
different way, asking people if there was moreesslof these factors in people’s lives now
compared to ten years ago (Eckersley 2000b). Bebping conducted in the middle of the
summer holidays, 91% said there was more stresprasdure; 68% said people had less time
to spend with family and friends; 51% said there Vess caring for the needs of the
community; but 49% said people had more money jotbings.

In response to other questionsTime Australiarpoll, 55% said the distribution of wealth in
Australia was less fair now than 10 years ago; @8%ed the rich were getting richer and the
poor poorer; 57% said there was a greater propodisich people in Australia now
compared to ten years ago and 70% a greater piapoftpoor people; 70% said they would
prefer ‘the gap between the rich and the poor tsgrller’ over ‘the overall wealth of
Australia to grow as fast as possible’; and 79% gaistralians workers were less secure in
keeping their jobs compared to ten years ago.

It seems, then, that measures of social qualitifeofeflect social conditions and trends that
measures of personal well-being tend to mask. sOcial perceptions may be distorted by
media and other influences, and vary over the dbar as personal circumstances change
and the national mood shifts. Subjective measaregust that — subjective. However, the
evidence suggests the perceptions are not distdrdetached, but reflect deeply felt
concerns about modern life.

Myths about growth as progress

There are several myths or misperceptions abowtthrim the contemporary political and
public debate about its relationship to well-being:

1) If you areagainstcurrent patterns of growth, including economicogliisation, you aréor
failed socialist, centralised, command economidss confuses means and ends, function
and meaning, systems and worldviews - how we daesiting rather than why we do it. This
confusion leads to the claim that whatever itstiwapitalism or neo-liberalism is the best
system we have and we should stick to it until smmeeinvents a better one.

2) Wealth creation is parmount because it allowspend more on meeting social and
environmental objectives. This is understanddiilgh growth, more revenue, bigger budget
surpluses, more to spend on new or bigger progratosvever, if the processes by which we
pursue growth do more damage to the social falndctiae state of the environment than we
can repair with the extra wealth, then we are gtilhg backwards (even assuming we can



fully identify and repair the impacts). ‘Efficiepidn generating wealth may well mean
‘inefficiency’ in improving overall quality of life

3) Increased income (eg, as measured by increagpdtger hour of work) is better, ‘all
other things being equal’, because it increaseslooices, our ‘command over goods and
services’. Again, this view seems straightforwand compelling. But | don’t believe all
other things can ever be equal - that, to the eaontthe processes of growth inevitably and
inherently tend to affect ‘all other things’. Heaee two examples of detrimental impacts:

* The growth imperative promotes the values of malism, consumerism and
individualism, and ‘extrinsic goals’ associatedwi@ame, fortune and glamour, which
have been found to be linked to diminished welhbdiEckersley 2001a). Greater
tolerance of ‘materially self-interested’ attitudess been associated with higher crime
rates in a cross-national study.

» Growing obesity has become a serious public hgatiblem in developed countries,
including Australia, and, increasingly, in develupicountries (Eckersley 2001b).
Obesity contributes to the economy in many wayes etkcess food people eat; the
marketing and advertising to encourage this ovasamption; the diet programs and
liposuction procedures to deal with the consequ&rtbe health campaigns to try to
counter the trends; the demand on health servieagex! by the disease and illness
obesity causes; the necessary ‘upsizing’ of pwgating (already under way in the US) to
cater for bigger backsides. At each stage offtosess, the consumer may well be
making a rational choice to maximise his or hditytor satisfaction, as economists are
wont to argue, and the market (and governmentpretipg to consumer demand. Taken
together, however, this sequence of events repiedéninished quality of life, a clear
case where ‘more’ does not mean ‘better’

The Swedish economist Stephen Linder pointed oi®#0 that as income and therefore the
value of one's time increases, it becomes lessessdrational’ to spend it on anything
besides making money - or on spending it conspsiyolCiting Spender, the American
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1999) statés is true of addiction in general,
material rewards at first enrich the quality oélifBecause of this we tend to conclude that
more must be better. But life is rarely linearmost cases, what is good in small quantities
becomes commonplace and then harmful in largersdose

Beyond growth — an emerging consensus?

A new report by the World BankQuality of Growth stresses the importance of ‘the sources
and patterns of growth to development outcomeso(iidss et al. 2000). It questions why
policy-makers continue ‘to rely so heavily, andeoftsolely, on the pace of GDP growth as
the measure of progress’. The report emphasise<facial areas that complement and
shape growth: improving access to education, ptiogethe environment, managing global
risks and improving the quality of governance. Tdw includes making institutions less
corrupt, more transparent, and accountable to ardipeople.

At the news conference to launch the report, analist fromThe Economishoted that if the
report was saying that GDP did not cover all agpethuman welfare, this was obvious and
nothing new; if was saying that there were circamsés where growth in GDP should be
sacrificed for other things, then this was radidadth the World Bank's chief economist,



Nick Stern, and vice president and lead authohefréport, Vinod Thomas, said that, in short,
yes, this (the latter) was what the report wasiagguThomas says that: ‘Just as the quality of
people’s diet, and not just the quantity of fooeytkeat, influences their health and life
expectancy, the way in which growth is generatetidistributed has profound implications
for people and their quality of life’.

In essence, then, a fundamental problem with groaghit is currently measured and derived,
is that it is failing in its core objective of makj life better and people happier, at least in
nations that are already wealthy. On the contfgogd’ economic numbers are being met
with persistent public disquiet. This should netibterpreted as an attack on economic and
technological development as such, but as a cetafuhe ends towards which it is being
directed, and the manner in which it is being pedsu

A key issue here is the narrow focus on the ragp@ivth, rather than its content. At present,
government policies give priority to the rate, lm#ve the content largely to the market and
consumer choice. Most economic growth is derivedhfincreased personal consumption,
despite the evidence of its personal, social ant¢t@mmental costs. We need, individually
and collectively, to be more discerning about wédainomic activities we encourage and
discourage. While such suggestions are often disguias ‘social engineering’, this criticism
ignores the extent to which our lifestyle is alnebeing ‘engineered’, through marketing,
advertising and the mass media, to meet the reqgaints of the economy.

These issues need to be incorporated into awedt@nschauuriga new view of the world, a
new framework of ideas within which to make choiaes decisions, personally and
politically, as citizens and consumers, parents@oéessionals. My sense is that if we
removed growth — becoming ever richer, regardiésghere and how - as the centrepiece of
our worldview, things would fall into place, thengtons would be resolved, a sense of
coherence and balance would be restored.

This sounds much simpler than it is. There isgehaocial inertia that resists this change. As
| indicated at the beginning of the paper, worldsdend to be ‘transparent’ or ‘invisible’ to
those who hold them because of the deeply intesedlassumptions on which they are based.
And if individuals find change difficult, institudhs find it even harder, running along grooves
cut deep by past ways of doing things.

Both the necessity and ability to change becomaretdaf we look at other times of social
upheaval. The great social and political movemefitee 19 century shattered many
assumptions of what was ‘normal’ at that time: reent epidemics of typhoid and cholera,
child labour, the buying and selling of human litee appalling working conditions in ‘dark,
Satanic mills’. For much of the 2@entury some GDP growth was traded off for a gfort
working week and a shorter working life: higher lijyeof life meant lower growth.

One technique for creating scenarios of the futite express key variables as dichotomies
or polarities, and to construct scenarios arouredeh Two such contrasting scenarios, based
on inner- and outer-oriented values, meanings atisffactions, might be called ‘cheap thrills’
and ‘inner harmony’. They occurred to me whenadamily holiday to Queensland, we
spent a day at Dreamworld and, about a week latdked along a bush road to visit
Chenrezig, a Buddhist retreat in the hills inlarahi the Sunshine Coast. (They also reflect,
incidentally, two of the three responses to théohisal spikes | described earlier.)



Bear in mind that scenarios are extremes, or ‘pexpressions of plausible realities - I'm not
suggesting we will all either live our lives in the parks, or become Buddhist monks.
Dreamworld — like all theme and amusement parksinoa etc - is a good metaphor for the
current pre-occupations of modern Western societies quest for more and new experiences
that offer pleasure, fun, excitement. Chenrezigth Ws sign requesting no drugs, sex or
killing (of anything), its tranquility, and the BdHist recognition that suffering is rooted in
unceasing desire for more - is about somethingedntilifferent: developing a whole new
(from a modern Western perspective) awarenessreebues and our relationship with nature.

‘Cheap thrills’ and ‘inner harmony’ reflect growirand conflicting trends, an increasing
tension between our professed values — a desigrfpler, less materialistic, less fraught
lives — and our lived lifestyle — one encourage@neimposed, by our consumer economy and
culture. ‘Cheap thrills’ does nothing to addréss issues I've discussed. In fact, its appeal
lies in allowing us to turn away from these issulegelebrating the power of technology to
distract and amuse. As Woody Allen once said, tdamder-estimate the power of

distraction to keep our minds off the truth of situation’. ‘Inner harmony’, on the other
hand, reflects an emerging global consciousnesgiommental sensitivity and spiritual
awareness — a transformation of the dominant eshglustrialised nations in recent
centuries.

Conclusion

My analysis might seem a very long way from th@éssmost public administrators grapple
with: politics, policies, programs, budgets, eBut public policy should ultimately be about
trying to make life better, in the broadest setel@ng account of both current realities and
future probabilities. Ultimately, how we perceiwer challenges, and how we respond to
them, depend on our worldview: how we see the wanld our place in it, and so how we
should live and for what we should strive. Theiess| have raised should inform the reasons
behind what administrators do, subtly but deeply.

My paper has highlighted the role of indicatorshis whole process. And here, there is a lot
already happening, with growing interest and aistigt all levels of government in
developing a broader array of measures or indisaibquality of life that better reflect
community perceptions, aspirations and prioriti€eese are clearly changing. The tracking
of these changes needs to be made more formastamsgtic. Measures are important to
policy because policies are intended to influeheemeasures. Bad indicators result in bad
policies.

Local governments are probably leading the pusstablish sets of sustainability or quality
of life indicators. Mike Salvaris, a leading resdeer in this area, noted in a paper to a
conference on social indicators for local commesiin Sydney in 2000 that the critical
lesson from US projects was that ‘the prodeske product’ (Salvaris 2000). Successful
projects should aim to create lasting changeslimegaand capacities, in the community and
in government agencies. States are also movingptrt performance across a wider policy
front. And at the national level, the AustralianrBau of Statistics is working on an
experimental publicatigrMeasuring Australia’s Progressvhich will report on national
performance according to about 15 headline indissad a range of background indicators.

Indicators development is part of the task of opgnip the debate and discussion about
public administration to address questions abaaitrtiplications of shifting our policy focus



from ‘going for growth’ to ‘going beyond growth’Should it be done? Can it be done? How
can it done? To what extent can public policy Itas process? What cultural, institutional
or other changes would be involved?

These are crucial questions for public administratind public policy in Australia.
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