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The six articles that follow are contributions from eight people 

born after 1985. They represent a response to the invitation we 

published in the August 2019 issue of Policy Quarterly (Coleman 

and Karacaoglu, 2019). We hope that what follows is a valuable 

contribution to various intergenerational conversations that are 

taking place in New Zealand and around the world.

Listening to  
Voices of the Future 
contributions from  
people born after 1985

Andrew Coleman is a senior lecturer in the Economics Department of Otago University.  
Girol Karacaoglu is the Head of the School of Government at Victoria University of Wellington.

The purpose of this exercise was to let 
the contributors say what they wanted to 
say. Our feedback on the draft versions 
of these contributions was simply aimed 
at suggesting more effective ways of 
communicating with people of our age 
group. They were designed to encourage 
the contributors to be more direct, and to 
support their arguments and suggestions 
with plenty of examples, with a view to 
enhancing their impact. By way of setting 
the background and context for this 

exercise, we reproduce below two sections 
from our original invitation: ‘Exploration’ 
and ‘The invitation’. 

Exploration

We wish to explore whether a society can 
design and implement public policies in 
an alternative way as its preferences evolve. 
One possibility is to find processes that 
enhance the voice of young people in the 
policy development process. Society may 
still apply a single policy for all people, but 

this policy will better reflect the preferences 
of young people. This type of approach 
is reflected, for example, in efforts to 
encourage higher voter participation by 
young people in national elections. 

A different possibility that we wish to 
consider is a system of cohort-specific 
policies – policies that are designed to be 
different for one generation than for 
another. (In this context, a ‘cohort’ refers 
to a group of people born in a particular 
year, while a ‘generation’ is a related 
collection of cohorts. A person born in 
1985 belongs to the 1985 cohort, the 1980s 
generation and generation Y.) Cohort-
specific policies enable a country to adopt 
different policies for different cohorts, so 
that policies better reflect each generation’s 
changing preferences and changing 
circumstances. 

Consider, for example, education. 
Traditionally, older generations have paid 
for the education of younger generations, 
but younger generations have received a 
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disproportionately large fraction of the 
return on these investments. As education 
became more valuable, and more was 
demanded, older generations found they 
were paying more and more relative to the 
amount spent on their own education. 

New Zealand has already adopted a 
cohort-based policy to help deal with this 
issue: cohorts born after 1970 have been 
expected to take out student loans to pay 
part of the costs of the higher education 
expenses they incurred, to reduce the taxes 
paid by cohorts born before 1970. But 
future cohorts may want a different 
solution; they might want free education 

funded by higher cohort-specific taxes, for 
example, or they might want higher student 
loans to pay for a better quality of education. 
A cohort-based policy would enable each 
cohort to choose the mix it wanted, while 
reducing the impact on other generations. 

Retirement income policy is another 
example. New Zealand’s pay-as-you-go 
scheme requires working-age people to pay 
taxes that are transferred to older people. 
Younger people may wish to change the 
current system, not just because the 
benefits they can expect to receive are lower 
than the costs they expect to pay, but 
because the form of the system may not be 
suited to their circumstances. Young people 
may want a system of personal retirement 
accounts because it enables them to receive 
a pension if they spend a lot of their time 
working abroad, or because it provides 
them with a larger pension for the 
contributions they make. New Zealand’s 
current system makes change difficult as 
young people cannot reduce the amount 
they pay without reducing the amount 

older generations receive. But it may be 
possible to design and adopt a set of 
retirement policies that are different for 
different cohorts, enabling change to occur 
now, and enabling change to occur in the 
future should future cohorts want 
something different again. People born 
after 1980 could have a compulsory 
retirement saving scheme and low income 
taxes, for example, while those born before 
1980 could retain the current system.

Other examples exist. Younger 
generations may want to live in cities amply 
supplied by busways, walkways and 
cycleways, for example. Older generations 

have had a preference for living in suburbs 
and driving cars. The architectural and 
environmental effects of these preferences 
will be borne by today’s younger 
generations as the use of land for roads and 
parking places prevents the expansion of 
other forms of transport. Some policies try 
to address these issues at the margin, by 
altering the incentives to use (say) bicycles 
and petrol-fuelled cars. However, young 
and future generations may want more 
radical solutions – for example, completely 
redesigned cities that enable people to live 
and work in close proximity so that there 
is far less need to travel. Is it possible to 
adopt cohort-based policies to reshape the 
cities of the future so they reflect what 
young people want? You can imagine a 
policy that prohibits people born after 
1980 from owning petrol-fuelled cars, for 
example, but would it work?

We do not pretend to know what young 
people want. However, it seems clear that 
three conditions are necessary for cohort-
based policies to be an effective method of 

enabling change. First, different cohorts 
must want different things. Second, it must 
be feasible to have different policies for 
different cohorts. A solution requiring 
people born after 1980 to drive on the left 
and people born before 1980 to drive on 
the right obviously would not meet this 
criterion. Third, some additional 
intergenerational transfers may be 
necessary to reach a practical political 
solution if cohort-based policies make 
some generations better off and others 
worse off. If these conditions hold, cohort-
based policies may be possible to better 
enable society to change in the face of 
changing circumstances or changing 
preferences. Moreover, not only will 
cohort-based policies enable current 
cohorts to obtain policies that they want, 
but a great advantage of such policies is 
that they more easily accommodate 
continuous change as future generations 
make their own policy modifications. 

The invitation 

We would like to know if there is any 
demand for cohort-based or generation-
based policies among young people. As 
a first step, we would like to know what 
young people want. Are there issues where 
their views are distinctly different than 
those of older people? Are there policies 
that they would really like changed to 
enable them to better live the lives they 
wish to live? Are there current policies 
that they think are antithetical to their 
interests? Are there cohort-based policies 
that might enable their children to make 
different choices from their own?

We are seeking essays from people born 
after 1985, coming from all kinds of 
background, to be published in Policy 
Quarterly. We are looking for examples of 
major systemic changes involving public 
policy that will have significant effects on 
their lives now and in the future. 

To make a meaningful contribution to 
this intergenerational conversation, these 
examples need to involve policies where 
young people want very different options 
from the ones currently on offer and could 
be amenable to distinctive policies for 
current cohorts.

We are looking for thoughtful and 
structured contributions relating to 
specific examples that describe the changes 
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that are desired, and the ways a new set of 
policies might enable these changes. Some 
thought should be given to how a feasible 
transition might be arranged and, if the 
policy imposes big changes on older 
cohorts, how the new policy options might 
be negotiated, funded and managed. Would 
you be willing to pay higher taxes, now or 
in the future, to adopt the policy? A possible 
test you could consider is whether you 
could imagine holding a referendum, or set 
of referenda, among people born after 1985 

on a policy that applied only to people 
born after 1985. The policies can be about 
anything; indeed, our hope is that you 
come up with some issues that we do not 
normally think about. 

An analogy may be helpful. Suppose 
your parents took you to a restaurant and 
said that as they were paying they would 
order for you. Would you eat differently if 
you could choose your own meal? How 
would you order if you could choose your 
own meal but also had to foot a big chunk 

of the bill? We are interested in whether 
there are policies that you would definitely 
like to be different from those chosen by 
your parents’ generation, and maybe how 
you might arrange to split the bill.
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Sally Hett

Trust local knowledge:  
citizens are experts in  
their own lives
I was excited. When I started working I was excited about the social 

impact mandate inherent in the public sector – how good! Then, as 

my work led me into the depths of the public sector’s limitations, 

I was swallowed by despair. As an advisor on the Government 

Inquiry into Mental Health and Addiction I was a sponge to the 

pain of the country. I heard the pain in young people, solo mothers, 

whänau, refugees of not being heard, seen or supported. The reality 

of slow, siloed, under-resourced and overly risk-averse agencies 

was undeniable.

Climate, technological and demographic 
changes are driving inevitable and much-
needed systems change. The current 
siloed, slow and risk-averse public sector 
is not effectively addressing the complex 
problems we are facing. It is human 
nature to value someone’s opinions and 
knowledge when you trust them. I see 
trust as the missing piece in authentically 
involving citizens in decision making, 
at both Cabinet and national and local 
government levels. The ultimate reflection 
of trust being reciprocated within agencies 

and with the public will be when we have 
devolved some power closer to where 
communities affected by decisions live, 
work and play; and when participatory 
problem solving becomes the norm.

Under the hood

If you look under the hood of agencies, 
people are working extremely hard and 
care deeply about serving New Zealanders. 
However, the political and bureaucratic 
demands of business as usual leave little 
time for doing the do – not news to many 

who are reading this! The blend of media 
scrutiny, putting out fires, competing 
priorities, accountability requirements, 
and relationships with staff, other 
agencies or politicians would put pressure 
on anyone. All of this is exacerbated by 
shifting government priorities every three 
years. I am exhausted thinking about it. 

Young policymakers are thinking, ‘hold 
up, is this my work environment?’ Young 
people generally are thinking, ‘hold up, are 
those policies meant to serve me?’

I do not believe the New Zealand public 
sector is where it could be. Nor do many 
public servants and leaders working every 
day to improve it. The upshot of this is 
compromising what is delivered to citizens, 
resulting in needs not being met. The effect 
on policy development has been summed 
up as follows: 

[Policymakers] design some rational 
solution, it goes through the political 
meat grinder, whatever emerges is 
implemented (often poorly), unintended 
consequences occur, and then – whether 
it works or not – it gets locked in for a 
long time. (Beinhocker, 2016)

A key piece missing in policy design is 
connecting with those most affected. 
Currently the problem is identified and 


