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FOREWORD
The democratic institutions that govern our lives today have not been designed 
specifically to foster collective intelligence. They have been developed 
primarily to resist tyranny, foster human rights, and promote the government 
by, with and for the people. But they have not been designed with the specific 
objective of tapping into society’s collective wisdom to produce the best 
possible solutions to its problems.

If Covid has taught us anything, it’s to expect the unexpected. More than ever, 
policy makers around the world need to become more agile and mobilise 
smart answers to ever more complex questions. 

This is why this series of seven papers produced by the founders and original 
members of the Civic Hall Brussels explores how we could engineer our 
public interactions and institutions to catalyse real innovations, in time, at 
every governance level where they emerge and are needed. 

We call this approach “the State as Catalyst”. Like the chemical substance 
without which a useful reaction doesn’t happen.

This is also why we invite all those interested in joining the CHB community to 
join this thought process and co-write the papers.

Brussels can be such a Catalyst. It is a policy hub that impacts the lives of 
millions of people at local, regional, national and EU level.

Brussels also needs a “Space as Catalyst”. While Paris, New York, Toronto and 
many other world capitals have their Civic Halls, this was not yet the case, 
until we and our community decided to initiate it.

Current circumstances invite us to think of an ecosystem more than a space 
at this point in time. However, with this set of policy papers and the Manifesto 
that goes with it, we hope to provide intellectual leadership and start fulfilling 
our mission, which is to bring the best of political innovators in service to 
policy makers, in Brussels and beyond.

Jean de Renesse,                                  
Co-Founder - Civic Hall Brussels, 
Partner - Dreamocracy
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ABSTRACT
A “State as Catalyst”, as proposed in the first paper, needs to address 
social, emerging, and dynamic complexity with (1) renewed expertise, 
(2) better creative thinking skills, and (3) by cultivating the motivation of 
citizens and all stakeholders to contribute to innovative policy solutions. 
These three key ingredients are required to enable and foster collective 
intelligence at the community level. A “State as Catalyst” is organised 
to be in service to this mission. In this paper, we examine whether 
recent governance developments indicate that such a “catalyst” model 
is emerging and conclude that while there are many encouraging steps 
in that direction, they don’t yet form a coherent whole. We will suggest 
how this could be done in ensuing papers.

This is the second in a series of 7 papers produced for the Civic Hall 
Brussels community.

1.  Age of Stupid: How to (Not) Kill Creativity in Government

2.  Age of Smart: Is the State Equipped for Troubled Times?

3.  The State as Catalyst: When Public Authorities Facilitate 
Innovation

4.  Society’s Chief Innovation Officer: What the State as Catalyst 
Might Look Like

5.  Liberté, Égalité, Créativité! Civic Hall Brussels’ Manifesto for 
21st-century democracy

6.  Concrete Hacks to Enable the State as Catalyst

7.  Ecosystems and Space as Catalyst

We invite comments on this paper and the other papers in the State as 
Catalyst series. If you wish to comment or are interested in coauthoring 
one of the forthcoming papers, do contact us at info@dreamocracy.eu

Summer 2021
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About Dreamocracy 

Dreamocracy is a consultancy that fosters collective intelligence and 
creativity for the common good through analysis, advice to organisations, 
and innovative stakeholder management processes. Through our methods 
and processes, we help diverse groups form stronger communities by 
better understanding their shared interests and by finding novel solutions to 
maximize those shared interests.

About Citizen Lab

CitizenLab is a digital democracy platform that facilitates communication 
and co-creation between cities and their communities. Residents can post, 
discuss, and upvote their own ideas, or choose to vote, prioritize, and fund 
projects and programmes that their city is considering. Over 300+ cities in 
18+ countries use CitizenLab to engage, consult, and deliberate with their 
residents and collectively move towards decisions.

About Civic Hall Brussels

The mission of Civic Hall Brussels is to support ambitious public managers, 
corporations, civil society organizations, and in general all those committed 
to better address today’s greatest policy challenges through policy innovation 
and thus to ensure democracy’s health and future. We aim to do so across 
all governance levels represented in Brussels, equipping them with the best 
collective intelligence technologies, delivered by the top thinkers and service 
providers, supported by the facilities of a dedicated space, and different types 
of events and workshops.
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Is the State expanding its 
ability to foster systematic 
innovation? 

As argued in our previous paper, “Age 
of Stupid: How to (Not) Kill Creativity in 
Government”, it is high time that we become 
smarter, together, and that we reinvent 
democratic institutions to accelerate 
positive change. Our proposed framework 
includes thinking of public authorities at 
all levels of governance - “the State” - as 
catalysts for social, political, policy, and 
democratic innovation. Of course, that will 
require the State to muster more diverse 
expertise, rely on a range of creative thinking 
skills, and tap into various stakeholders’ 
intrinsic motivations. In this light, this paper 
asks: are public authorities expanding their 
ability to tackle complexity, and if not how 
can they?

We recognise that it is not enough to 
simply put forward a framework and hope 
it gets adapted by public authorities. 
Unlike a smaller organisation, such as the 
corporations analyzed by Amabile, the 
State, in conjunction with its population, 
is a vast, multilayered, living organism. 
Reforming it will require clarity about the 
ecosystem of institutions, stakeholders, and 
processes that can foster such sustainable 
and innovative policy and social change. 

Faced with innumerable challenges, 
decision makers are developing new 
approaches to governance around the 
world. Do these amount today to a “State as 
Catalyst” that places collective intelligence 
at the heart of its priorities? Examining this 
question now, we’ll see that many efforts are 
already under way. The issue is how to bring 
such efforts into a coherent whole and bring 
them to scale.

© Scott Evans, Unsplash

https://hbr.org/1998/09/how-to-kill-creativity
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population, is a vast,
multilayered, living
organism.
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Many efforts to bring in more 
diverse expertise 

There has been a visible wave of attempts to 
make democracy more participatory and 
deliberative since the 1990’s. This trend has 
recently accelerated, with key milestones 
including participatory budgeting initiatives 
around the world, Ireland’s Citizens’ 
Assembly, France’s Grand Débat National, 
Iceland’s crowdsourced constitution, long-
form deliberations in Canada and Australia,1 
and the permanent citizens’ assembly of 
Belgium’s German-speaking community.2 

Such endeavours come on top of a 
wide range of official citizen consultation 
processes, in particular at the local level. 
While their quality and impact vary, we see 
efforts in many places to involve citizens 
meaningfully: sometimes in setting the 
agenda, choosing between options, or 
making decisions. In fact, in many countries 
the trend is to go up Sharon Arnstein’s 
participation ladder3.

There is strong evidence that, when done 
well, deliberative forums encourage 
collaboration among citizens and can 
change their perception of politics. “Citizens 
who had thought of politics as useless and 
corrupt develop a new view of public life, 
one in which they can see themselves. In 
processes like these, trust among citizens, 
and between citizens and government, is 
given space to take hold,” notes Lex Paulson 
of the School of Collective Intelligence.4

This   trend   is   further   bolstered   by   digital  
 technologies   that   help   tap   into   more   diverse  
 sources   of expertise.5 As we’ve seen, civic-, 
gov-, legal-, pol- and reg-tech can lead to more 
inclusive, balanced, and truly deliberative 
approaches. The vTaiwan platform is often 
presented as a model in this regard. We are 
probably only at the dawn of an era in which 
such tools will get more elaborate in helping 
large numbers of people have a productive 
conversation. The emergence of citizen data 
scientist models enable the public to gather 
data that lends itself to more inclusive and 
balanced collection, and open data tools 
also help co-develop solutions, share data 
for others to seize, and develop new services. 
This has been dubbed in France the “State 
as a platform”, which falls short of a State 
that enables social and political innovation 
systemically. 

Over recent years, governments have also 
tried to make lobbying more transparent. 
While much can still be done to improve 
current processes, the European Union has 
certainly made significant efforts on this 
front.

 

© Convention Citoyenne pour le Climat, Wikipedia

https://info.vtaiwan.tw/
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We have also seen decentralisation 
and devolution strategies over the past 
decades. These have been most evident in 
countries such as Spain, Belgium, France, 
and the UK. They have been motivated by 
regionalist calls for independence and/
or the desire to make the State more 
efficient through less centralized. The result 
however, according to French historian and 
philosopher Marcel Gauchet, has been the 
dilution of power and the proliferation of 
independent administrative authorities.6 

Some countries, in particular Belgium, now 
suffer from a high level of fragmentation. 
Such efforts show the importance of a proper 
division of labour between a central spine 
that sets the overall direction and provides 
support to entities at a local level, and the 
regions and cities that have the necessary 
autonomy to innovate within a coherent 
whole.

Overall, we see that public authorities can 
now tap into an ever greater variety of 
input from citizens, civil society, the private 
sector, and public entities at different levels 
of governance. This can certainly help fill the 
aforementioned need for more diversified 
expertise, but nonetheless generates its own 
challenges in terms of information overload 
and coordination.

© Wikimedia CC, European Parliament
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The emergence of an inspiring variety of new 
creative thinking skills and tools

Our public authorities’ toolbox  has been greatly enriched in recent years thanks to insights 
from neurosciences, behavioural economics, and design thinking. This has, in turn, enabled 
skills that widen the range of policy and administrative interventions. Many public authorities 
have internalised such capacities. In recent years we’ve also witnessed flourishing collective 
intelligence methods and techniques, each of which have proven their effectiveness at different 
phases of a policy-making cycle. For the purposes of this paper, we’ve divided these phases as 
follows: 

As suggested in the table on the following pages, there is a great variety of recent approaches. 
These tools and methods give governments new means to gather data, bring citizens into 
dialogue with public actors, produce solutions, encourage collaborative implementation, and 
help pool often-siloed knowledge within government.7

1.  Agenda-setting & 
identifying a public 
challenge

3.  Selecting options, 
aggregating preferences, 
and decision-making

5.  Implementing, testing, 
and scaling the 
solution(s)

2.  Creating solutions to 
address the identified 
challenge 

4.  Argumentation & 
acceptance

6.  Capitalising on 
knowledge, evaluation,   
and learning
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toolbox has been
greatly enriched in
recent years thanks to
insights from
neurosciences,
behavioral economics,
and design thinking.
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 BOX  
How collective intelligence methods contribute 
to the 6 phases of the policy cycle 
This is a non-exhaustive list for illustration purposes only, considering the amazing diversity of 
new skills and experiments recently witnessed.

Phase Tasks Tools and methods 
(types)

Examples

1. Agenda-
setting & 
identifying 
a public 
challenge

 z Define problems
 z Gather data 
 z Identify needs
 z Raise new issues
 z Explore root 

causes
 z Track a crisis
 z Crowd diagnosis
 z Make sense of / 

plan for the future, 
produce scenarios

 z Civic-, gov-tech to 
identify and discuss 
issues

 z Crowdmapping 
platforms

 z Prediction markets
 z e-petitions
 z Surveys (off-/online)
 z Future studies (e.g. 

Future casting; TSP;
 z Delphi method…)
 z Collaborative 

mapping

 z Avaaz.org
 z Winton Climate 

Prediction Market 
(closed)

 z Alerta Democratica
 z City of Lancaster 

crowdmapping

2. Creating 
solutions

 z Seek inspiration, 
research, 
benchmark 
solutions

 z Ideate
 z Crowdsource 

ideas

 z Open data / 
government

 z e-petitions
 z Participatory 

Budgeting
 z Collaborative 

platforms
 z Design thinking (e.g. 

living labs…)
 z Public challenges
 z Ideation techniques 

(e.g. design sprints, 
brainwriting, 
walkshop…)

 z Policy labs
 z Think tanks

 z vTaiwan
 z Challenge.gov
 z Irish Citizens’ 

assembly
 z Forest Citizen 

Council
 z Madagascar Agora 

of Landscapes and 
Forests

 z City of Ghent 
participatory 
budgeting

 z Liberté Living Lab

https://avaaz.org/page/en/
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2017AGUFMNH52A..03R/abstract#:~:text=Winton%2C%20a%20global%20investment%20firm,several%20decades%20in%20the%20future.
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2017AGUFMNH52A..03R/abstract#:~:text=Winton%2C%20a%20global%20investment%20firm,several%20decades%20in%20the%20future.
http://alertademocratica.org/
https://engage.cityoflancasterpa.com/en/projects/duke-street-mobility/1
https://info.vtaiwan.tw/
https://www.challenge.gov/
https://www.citizensassembly.ie/en/
https://www.citizensassembly.ie/en/
https://www.1190.co/
https://www.1190.co/
https://www.dreamocracy.eu/project/madagascar-agora-forest/
https://www.dreamocracy.eu/project/madagascar-agora-forest/
https://www.dreamocracy.eu/project/madagascar-agora-forest/
https://participatie.stad.gent/nl-BE/folders/wijkbudget-gent-tijd-voor-jouw-plan-voor-de-wijk
https://www.liberte.paris/
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Phase Tasks Tools and methods 
(types)

Examples

3. Selecting 
options

 z Deliberate options, 
argue pros & cons

 z Prioritise
 z Filter proposals
 z Match needs and 

resources
 z Aggregate 

and express 
preferences

 z Decide 

 z Mini-public 
deliberations 
(Citizens’ Assemblies, 
Deliberative Polls, 
planning cells...)

 z Focus group
 z Opinion survey
 z Data collaboratives

 z CoronaMap, Taiwan
 z Tomorrow’s 

Europe, EU-wide 
Deliberative Poll

 z London Borough 
of Newham 
community 
assemblies

4.                       
Argumenta-
tion & accep-
tance

 z Inform of 
decisions

 z Explain
 z Educate, increase 

awareness
 z Engage in 

implementation

 z Transformative 
Scenario Planning

 z Door-to-door 
canvassing

 z Frag den Staat
 z Diskutier mit mir
 z Citizen Council
 z PlayDecide card 

game
 z Bermuda 

consultation 

5. Implemen-
ting, testing 
& scaling the 
solution(s)

 z Implement policy
 z Peer-to-peer 

education 
 z Mobilise
 z Mutual aid
 z Match skills
 z Monitoring, 

oversight and 
accountability

 z Agile

 z Nudging
 z Hashtag campaigns
 z Mutual aid networks
 z Pol-tech
 z Legal-tech

 z synAthina (Athens)
 z #StaySafeAfrica
 z Climate Watch 

(Helsinki)
 z Digital regulatory 

sandbox (UK)
 z Center of 

Expertise in Agile 
and Innovative 
Procurement 
(Canada)

 z Territoires 
Hautement 
Citoyens

6. 
Capitalising 
on 
knowledge, 
evaluation & 
learning

 z Memory
 z Capture best 

practices
 z Evaluation and 

feedback
 z ’Collective 

wisdom’ 

 z Wikis
 z Communities of 

practice
 z Research, training

 z What Works 
Network

 z Youth Justice 
Resource Hub

 z Kokeilun Paikka
 z Intellipedia
 z Presidential 

Hackathon
 z Lab at OPM
 z Les Interconnectés

https://list.data4covid19.org/projects/corona-map
https://cdd.stanford.edu/2007/tomorrows-europe-the-first-eu-wide-deliberative-poll/
https://cdd.stanford.edu/2007/tomorrows-europe-the-first-eu-wide-deliberative-poll/
https://cdd.stanford.edu/2007/tomorrows-europe-the-first-eu-wide-deliberative-poll/
https://newhamco-create.co.uk/en/folders/assemblies
https://newhamco-create.co.uk/en/folders/assemblies
http://www.fragdenstaat.de/
https://www.diskutiermitmir.de/
https://deutschlands-rolle.buergerrat.de/
https://playdecide.eu
https://forum.gov.bm/en/projects/a-regulated-cannabis-scheme-for-bermuda-1/1
https://www.synathina.gr/en/
https://www.speakupafrica.org/program/stay-safe-africa/
https://ilmastovahti.hel.fi/
https://www.fca.org.uk/firms/innovation/digital-sandbox
https://www.fca.org.uk/firms/innovation/digital-sandbox
https://www.canada.ca/en/shared-services/campaigns/stories/agile-innovative-procurement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/shared-services/campaigns/stories/agile-innovative-procurement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/shared-services/campaigns/stories/agile-innovative-procurement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/shared-services/campaigns/stories/agile-innovative-procurement.html
http://www.territoires-hautement-citoyens.fr
http://www.territoires-hautement-citoyens.fr
http://www.territoires-hautement-citoyens.fr
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://yjresourcehub.uk/
https://yjresourcehub.uk/
https://www.kokeilunpaikka.fi/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intellipedia
https://presidential-hackathon.taiwan.gov.tw/
https://presidential-hackathon.taiwan.gov.tw/
https://lab.opm.gov/about-us/
https://www.interconnectes.com/
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The final phase of knowledge 
capitalisation is particularly 
important to enable a 
“learning state”. 

 z A great example of this is the UK’s What 
Works Network that “uses evidence 
to make better decisions to improve 
public services.” The initiative “supports 
government to make policy in a 
fundamentally different way: deliberately 
testing variations in approach, vigorously 
evaluating, and stopping things that don’t 
work.”8 

 z The Finnish digital platform Kokeilun Paikka 
(“Place to Experiment”), supports the 
Finnish government’s goal of practising  
an experimental culture to find innovative 
ways to develop public services; market 
innovations; collect feedback, advice, 
and funding sources for innovators; and 
connect reformers with government, and 
vice versa. Ultimately, the goal is to shift 
the method of developing services via top-
down, dictated processes to a method 
that is co-created – in some cases even 
crowdsourced or crowdfunded – and to 
thereby help redefine citizen-government 
relations. Recently, the platform has taken 
on a new task, with the aim of ensuring 
that learning is no longer “coincidental 
and ad-hoc.” It seeks, in particular, to 
connect innovators directly to sources of 
capacity building and funding.9

 z The World Bank has developed and 
shared its considerable expertise in 
terms of knowledge management. 
Through its Development Economics 
Center’s Knowledge Management unit 
(DECKM) in particular, it has captured 
the considerable know-how gained over 
the years on how to foster development 
to share it across countries. This takes 
the form of many publications, exchange 
activities, sharing data, creating an Open 
Learning Campus, etc. It has thus also 
theorised how best to share best policy 
practices across venues.10

We also see examples where the State 
supports or creates organisations through 
which innovation can arise, or rewards 
innovation with financial resources, publicity, 
and other incentives. Examples of this in 
practice include New York City supporting 
the Civic Hall, the UK’s NESTA foundation, 
and Denmark’s former MindLab. By adopting 
this approach, the State can both accelerate 
innovation and foster sustainable change 
via proofs of concept that encourage public 
acceptance.

In France, a law introduced in 2003, and 
reviewed in 2021, has formally allowed public 
sector experimentation. Experiments range 
from the trivial, such as allowing cities to 
test advertisements painted on sidewalks, to 
more sustainable innovations: between 2017 
and 2019, over 100 experiments have been 
conducted, including on the use of cameras 
by municipal police forces, on social tariffs 
for water consumption, and successful 
solutions to long-term unemployment. In 
other instances, the State might also co-opt 
bodies that foster new forms of dialogue 
and thinking, such as Germany’s Agora 
Energiewende, initiated by the philanthropic 
sector and described in detail in the next 
section.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://www.kokeilunpaikka.fi/
https://www.civichall.brussels/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/
https://apolitical.co/solution-articles/en/how-denmark-lost-its-mindlab-the-inside-story
https://www.tzcld.fr/
https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/
https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/
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At the EU level, since 2013 the European Commission similarly put in place a number of 
activities to support social innovation. They’ve done so namely through: 

 z Networking with the Social Innovation 
Community portal.

 z A yearly European Social Innovation 
Competition, the RegioStars Awards, 
and the Social Innovation Tournament 
to source and support new solutions to 
societal challenges.

 z Direct funding to support social innovation 
through various funds, including seed 
funding through the Social Challenges 
Platform.

 z Social enterprise ecosystems.

 z The collection and dissemination of 
evidence about the benefits of social 
innovation and methodologies.

 z EU-wide networks of incubators such as 
Transition and Benisi.

 z The exploration of new ideas, applications 
or fields for social innovation – see for 
instance this Paper on social innovation 
and open manufacturing (2015) and this 
Paper on Collaborative economy with a 
social purpose (2016).

As Lex Paulson points out, these new methods and tools can be launched or bolstered by 
technology, but in some instances may not require it: “New technologies, from crowdsourcing 
apps to prediction markets, have propelled many of these initiatives, but so too have low-tech 
methods like generative dialogue and door-to-door community surveys.” 

© RegioStars Awards

http://www.siceurope.eu/
http://www.siceurope.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/policy/social/competition_en
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/policy/social/competition_en
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/regio-stars-awards/
https://institute.eib.org/whatwedo/social/social-innovation-tournament/
https://www.aster.it/en/schip-social-challenges-innovation-platform
https://www.aster.it/en/schip-social-challenges-innovation-platform
http://transitionproject.eu/
http://www.benisi.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/eip/ageing/library/making-good-our-future-exploring-new-boundaries-open-social-innovation-manufacturing_en.html
https://ec.europa.eu/eip/ageing/library/making-good-our-future-exploring-new-boundaries-open-social-innovation-manufacturing_en.html
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New technologies,
from crowdsourcing 
apps to prediction 
markets, have 
propelled, but so 
too have low-tech 
methods like 
generative dialogue 
and door- to-door
community surveys.
Lex Paulson
Director, School of Collective Intelligence.



18 State as Catalyst - Part 2/7 - Age of Smart

Despite an increasingly robust 
toolbox, public authorities 
are often still faced with 
complexities, notably:

 z We struggle to address dynamic 
complexity, despite many countries have 
“planning” and “future studies” bodies. 
Many governments fail to think long-
term, both in analysing challenges and in 
implementing sustainable solutions. The 
example of Sweden’s attempt between 
2014 and 2016 to position a Minister for 
Strategic Development working across 
silos and with a long-term perspective 
shows how even well-intentioned efforts 
can hit a wall. The Center for Public 
Impact gives a detailed account of how 
other ministers, failing sufficient support 
from the Prime Minister, fought to defend 
their turf and found it difficult to prioritize 
long-term issues.11 Our temporal horizon 
is very often too limited.

 z We fail to tap into cognitive diversity to 
address social complexity. Solutions too 
often rely on simplistic, heuristic models. 
We don’t involve diverse enough groups 
of stakeholders, thus ultimately failing to 
build robust, responsive policies.

 z We don’t think systematically to address 
emerging complexity. All too often, we 
don’t address issues as we should, because 
we don’t consider their full complexity, 
examine their root causes, nor take into 

consideration their various impacts. As a 
result, solutions become too siloed and 
simplistic, and therefore fail to solve the 
problem at hand while also generating 
collateral damage in other venues and 
other issue areas. This is further hindered 
by the fact that our policy-making toolbox 
is too simple, as it is largely governed by 
macro- and micro-economics. In order 
to understand the challenges we face in 
their full complexity, and to enable smart 
intervention, the State needs to play an 
active role in initiating and sustaining new 
modes of governance that incentivize 
collective thinking and co-creation across 
silos. A key role of public authorities and 
training institutes for civil servants is also 
to equip officials with a greater variety of 
heuristics and cognitive tools. 

Complexity   and   the   Art   of  
 Public   Policy     

In   this   essay,   Kupers   and   Colander  
 argue   that   “ complexity   science—made  
 possible   by   modern   analytical   and  
 computational   advances—is   changing  
 the   way   we   think   about   social   systems  
 and social   theory.   Unfortunately,  
 economists’   policy   models   have   not  
 kept   up   and   are   stuck   in   either   a  
 market   fundamentalist   or   government  
 control   narrative.   While   these   standard  
 narratives   are   useful   in   some   cases,  
 they   are   damaging   in   others,   directing  
 thinking   away   from   creative,   innovative  
 policy   solutions .”   They   argue   that   a  
 central   role   for   government   in   this  
 complexity   framework   is   to   foster   an  
 ecostructure    through   which   diverse  
 forms   of   social entrepreneurship   can  
 emerge   and   blossom.   
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Complexity is no longer a bad word

The role and “surface” of public authorities along the three desired dimensions has arguably 
been growing over time.

 z First, when considering democracies 
emerging across the world in the 19th 
century and early 20th century, we 
find a State that (a) was composed of an 
elitist, closed circle of decision makers; 
(b) that managed a relatively small set of 
issues and nodes in the system; and that 
(c) could sometimes project itself quite 
well into the future. Think about how the 
UK drove its colonial expansion, how the 
USA handled its exploration of the Moon, 
or how France developed its nuclear 
industry.

 z Then, throughout the 20th century and in 
particular after WW2, we see 

 − an increase in the range of stakeholders 
involved, but in a largely bilateral and 
top-down fashion, with 

 − increasing capacity to manage 
complexity, but limited to certain tools, 
notably economics; 

 − as well as attempts to plan ahead, 
but rarely in a participatory and agile 
fashion, with the ability to adapt to 
different scenarios and operate within 
a wide set of parameters by increasing 
the diversity of perspectives.12

 z Today, the state needs to grow in all three 
directions and is starting to do so, as we 
will see in the examples shared in the next 
paper. 

© Iceland National Forum 2010
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Growing towards the free movement of 
policial innovations - How the role of the state 
has evolved over time and needs to evolve 
further
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Political arts and connecting with people’s 
hearts

Some efforts have been made in recent 
years to accommodate or even cultivate 
“new power values,” as analysed by Jeremy 
Heimans, co-founder of Avaaz.13 Heimans 
identifies the change in the nature of 
sovereignty, of power and control, in a world 
where “old power” (centralised, not shared) 
co-exists with “new power” (distributed, in 
flux, impermanent), combined with “new 
power values” based on collaboration and 
empowerment. 

New canvassing approaches, door-to-door 
qualitative surveys, and other campaigning 
approaches derived from the community 
organising ecosystem have proven that we 
can create a movement for radical change 
based on people’s deeper values, giving 
them the infrastructure to campaign without 
being prescriptive as to the exact policies.14 

One   example   of   new   power   in   action  
 includes   bottom-up   proposals.   Such   a  
 process   encourages   citizens   to   give   input  
 and   then   organises   government   policy   based  
 on   what   its   people   are   saying.   For   instance,  
 in   Denmark    Kommuneqarfik   Sermersooq   
 hosted   a   project   on   their   online   platform  to  
 rethink   power   dynamics   alongside   citizens  
 by   exploring   sensitive   topics   such   as  
 decolonisation,   and   by   asking   its   citizens   to  
 drive   what   they   wanted   to   discuss.     

Governments are also adapting these 
community organising approaches to the 
21st century with some using more digital 
and hybrid tactics, such as utilising QR codes 
on printed posters to drive residents to their 
online engagement platform or offering both 
paper and digital surveys on local topics to 
unite residents across the digital divide.15   

This was evidenced by Barack Obama’s 
2008 campaign, the Danish Alternative’s 
very promising start (with a political agenda 
informed by only 6 core values), Emmanuel 
Macron’s 2017 election campaign, and the 
ongoing process for reinvention developed 
by Dreamocracy for Belgian cdH party. 
Yet, we also saw how the continuity of the 
community organising from their campaigns 
didn’t extend to Obama’s and Macron’s style 
of governing. 

Heimans therefore concludes that our rulers 
need to “become bilingual,” learning to 
overcome their tendency to be mono-lingual 
- their native language being “old power” 
and “old power values” - by learning to use 
both approaches. 

More generally, we pay nowhere near enough 
attention to all the factors that psychologists, 
political communication scholars, specialists 
of business leadership, cultural theorists, 
linguists, and rhetoricians say go into 
persuasion and the changing of minds: 
the staging and performance of events; the 
framing of issues and arguments; the way 
that the meaning of events is constructed 
by leaders; background discourses; and 
power relations. This is what John Parkinson, 
Professor of Social and Political Philosophy 
in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences 
at Maastricht University, refers to as “the 
political arts.”16

https://alternativet.dk/en
https://www.ilferabeaudemain.team/
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Conclusion: Despite progress, 
current developments do not yet 
amount to a “State as Catalyst” 

Many new approaches push the State 
further along one or more of the three 
axes described earlier. Careful devolution 
of power to the regions can possibly 
increase the state’s ability to address 
social complexity. More deliberative and 
participatory forms of democracy, if done 
well and with the right objectives in mind, 
can stretch public authorities’ capabilities in 
all three directions. New methods, skills, and 
disciplines increase our collective ability to 
address complexity. 

Yet, we have not seen governance systems 
to date that seek to address all three 
dimensions of collective intelligence as a 
central mission, designed to ensure a healthy 
future for democracy, greater effectiveness 
of public policies, and increased legitimacy 
of decision-making process. None of the 
recent governance trends mentioned above 
create the dense capillary knowledge 
management system connecting different 
parts of the body politic and allowing political 
innovations to circulate. In fact, some of 
these trends increase public authorities’ 
short-termist perspective and narrow down 
their geographic scope. 

Overall, we have “intelligence lite” liberal 
democracy competing for legitimacy 
with centralized, authoritarian rule, now 
equipped with artificial intelligence. 

The battle could easily be lost, especially 
if we remain caught in false dichotomies 
that slow us down, opposing the so-called 
“interventionist” and “non-interventionist” 
state, when the solution, as we suggest, 
may lie in a much more granular mode of 
governance that connects the micro and 
the macro and fosters innovation wherever 
it emerges for the benefit of all. 

Having clarified the challenge, the next key 
question we will explore in the following 
paper is: how can the State be structurally 
designed to foster innovation?

© European Union 2014 - European Parliament - Mini Parliament
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Age of Smart: Is the State 
Equipped for Troubled Times?

This policy paper and the other papers in the State as Catalyst series are meant as a draft 
for collaborative thinking and writing within the Civic Hall Brussels community: State as 
Catalyst / When Collective Intelligence is Placed at the Heart of Democracy 

The paper series will be brought together and published as a collaborative Civic Hall 
Brussels book at the end of November 2021 on the occasion of the first Brussels Public 
Innovation Week. 

If your organisation is interested in joining the thought process and the intellectual 
advocacy effort, the forthcoming papers will be written collaboratively. You may access 
the drafts as they currently stand and comment on them via the following links:

#3 - The State as Catalyst: When Public Authorities Facilitate Innovation
#4 - Society’s Chief Innovation Officer: What the State as Catalyst Might Look Like
#5 - Liberté, Égalité, Créativité! Civic Hall Brussels’ Manifesto for 21st century democracy
#6 - Concrete Hacks to Enable the State as Catalyst

You may also send your comments on the published papers by writing to                   
stephen.boucher@dreamocracy.eu

Get in touch, and let’s set together the intellectual foundations of Civic Hall Brussls. 
Thanks for contributing, stay tuned!
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