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

State as 
Catalyst

Part 1/7



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
As the Covid-19 crisis has demonstrated, complex times call for new 
governance approaches. In this paper, we review what’s required to 
enable the State - public authorities at all levels of governance - to 
promote social, political, policy and democratic innovation. The 
resulting “State as Catalyst” approach will help turn our back on the 
“Age of Stupid”, in which creativity is killed, to help an “Age of Smart” 
emerge, in which collective intelligence is harnessed to address public 
challenges. This requires the efficient combination by the State of three 
factors: expertise, creative thinking skills and motivation, as well as the 
ability to tackle complexity in its various dimensions: social, emerging 
and dynamic.

This is the first 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 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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Introduction:
Water, Water everywhere,
Nor any drop to drink

Everywhere, solutions to public problems 
emerge, demonstrating that complex 
societal problems are eminently solvable. 
People find solutions that are novel, cost-
efficient and effective, that other citizens 
support, that generate collateral benefits as 
opposed to damage, and that are timely and 
integrate the long-term perspective. 

In other words, examples of collective 
creativity and innovation in public matters 
abound around the world. 

There is such enthusiasm for policy, social, 
political and democratic innovations that 
a number of policy centres have now 
specialised  in giving them publicity and 
spreading the lessons to be drawn from 
them. 

 z The Innovation in Politics Institute1 has 
made it its core mission since 2016 to 
celebrate political innovations in Europe 
every year.2 

 z Harvard’s Ash Center has held yearly 
Innovations in American Government 
Awards since 1985. 

 z There’s an annual creative bureaucracy 
award.3 

 z The online platform Apolitical4 shares 
examples of political innovations on a 
daily basis.

 z UK innovation agency Nesta5 and the 
What Works network6 are keen observers 
that qualify certain British policies as 
innovative or not based on their frequent 
evaluations. 

 z The OECD launched its Observatory of 
Public Sector Innovation7 in 2012 with 
the mission to “provide access to a 
systematised collection of innovative 
country practices.”8 

© Innovation in Politics Institute’s Award Ceremony
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While solutions sprout everywhere, 
solutions hit a wall a short distance away 
or in similar contexts. For instance: 

 z The OECD’s PISA score assessing 
academic results is much better each 
year in Flanders than those of its Southern 
neighbour, Wallonia, in the Belgian 
federation. 

 z Gdansk’s Immigrant Integration Model 
stands in stark contrast with the rest of 
Poland’s immigration policy.9 

 z It took 25 years to learn from a local 
French experiment to fight long-term 
unemployment and deploy it nation-
wide.10 

 z Under relatively similar conditions, 
waste management in Morocco achieves 
very low  recycling rates, while in the 
Philippines successful solutions have 
been implemented. 

Overall, we seem to be too slow collectively 
in spreading best practices and policies 
from one community to another. In 
contrast with a visible abundance of good 
ideas, what stands out is the dominance 
of local innovations and the relative lack of 
dissemination of best practices across silos 
and borders. Around the world, large-scale 
state inefficiency coexists with isolated 
pockets of enlightened innovation.

Beyond the divide between proponents 
of more or less state intervention, the 
State, understood here as the “political 
organisation of human relations”, as 
pragmatist philosopher John Dewey put 
it,11 or, more specifically, as the overall set 
of local, national, and international public 
authorities and decision making processes, 
appears to be omnipresent in our lives but 
not to live up to people’s expectations.12 
Public authorities in fact seem to stand in 
the way of innovation more often than not.

© Territoires Zéro Chômeur de Longue Durée (TZCLD), France
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The backdrop to this is the increasing 
competition between democracy and other 
forms of government. There have been 
signs for years that some countries could 
slip away from democracy.13 According to 
Harvard political scientist Yascha Mounk, 
the indicators of democratic health have 
all turned red in recent years.14 

Much like a medical test, Mounk’s analysis 
combines three criteria: How much do 
citizens value democracy in their own 
country? Are they open to undemocratic 
forms of government? Are “anti-system” 
parties and movements gaining ground? 
They announce a possible “deconsolidation,” 
even in countries that are in principle as 
democratically sound as Sweden or Great 
Britain. 

As we’ve seen with Venezuela or Hungary 
recently, the slow erosion of democratic 
health documented over the last 15 years can 
suddenly lead to much faster deterioration.

This trend has been exacerbated by the 
Covid crisis, and in fact competing regimes 
take the liberty to stress this, as did a recent 
article in China’s Global Times arguing that 
an “Overloaded West faces [a] crisis of 
democracy”.15 

The article concludes, as surely many other 
people do in China and elsewhere, that “the 
powerful role of government in allocating 
resources is now clearly indispensable. 
Governments should make and implement 
orders.” Is this what we believe will help the 
State innovate in the face of future crises and 
challenges and restore trust in government?

More generally, why does the success of 
some public actors not enable others to reach 
the same results? What stands in the way of 
public innovation for the common good? Or, 
paraphrasing the words of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge’s ancient mariner quoted in the 
title of this introduction above, how come 
we are surrounded by creativity, yet seem 
to have so little innovation in politics? 

We believe that the situation calls for a 
profound reorganisation of the State to 
enable it to tap into collective intelligence 
and thus accelerate the spread of 
social, democratic, political and policy 
innovations. 

This is how we can reinvent democracy and 
make it stronger. We call such a renewed 
governance approach “The State as 
Catalyst”, suggesting that the State can be 
redesigned to catalyse innovations wherever 
they occur for the benefit of all.

This and the following papers explore 
how such a “State as Catalyst” might be 
organised.

© Shany Kasysyaf, Pixabay
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The task of 
democracy is forever 
that of creation of 
a freer and more 
humane experience in 
which all share and to 
which all contribute.
John Dewey
in Creative Democracy: The Task Before Us (1939)
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How to not kill creativity 
in government

Governments around the world are starting 
to realize that collective intelligence can 
provide faster, more creative, and more 
accurate solutions as well as reinject trust in 
governance systems. Yet, we seem to live in 
“The Age of Stupid” as a 2009 documentary 
about climate change suggested:16 we have 
all the facts and the science, and we see 
many solutions being experimented as well 
as tools necessary to address our problems, 
even one as complex as climate change. 
Yet we struggle to identify, test and spread 
possible solutions in a timely fashion. 

In the words of Harvard management 
specialist Teresa Amabile17, we’re very good 
at “killing creativity.” Public authorities in the 
eyes of many seem particularly good at this. 

Geoff Mulgan, in Big Mind: How Collective 
Intelligence Can Change Our World, asks a 
similar question: “How could democracy be 
organised differently if it wanted to make 
the most of the ideas, expertise and needs 
of citizens? (...) Or again, how could a city 
administration, or national government, 
think more successfully about solving 
problems like traffic congestion, housing 
shortages, or crime, amplifying the 
capabilities of its people rather than 
dumbing them down?”18 

© August de Richelieu Pexels
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How could a city
administration,
or national government,
think more successfully
about solving problems
like traffic congestion,
housing shortages, or
crime, amplifying the
capabilities of its
people rather than
dumbing them down?
Geoff Mulgan
Professor of Collective Intelligence,
Public Policy and Social Innovation, 
University College London 
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 BOX  
Collective intelligence, innovation and creativity

Collective intelligence is “the result of 
individuals acting together in ways that seem 
intelligent,” according to Thomas Malone, 
founding director of the MIT’s Center for 
Collective Intelligence, who stresses that 
the use of the word “seem”, as “the role of 
the observer is especially critical in judging 
intelligence, because this is always, to some 
degree, a subjective judgment.”19 

An interesting notion related to the 
combination of the two words is highlighted 
by Geoff Mulgan: “The word collective derives 
from colligere. This joins col, “together,” and 
legere, “choose.” The collective is who we 
choose to be with, who we trust to share 
our lives with. So collective intelligence is 
in two senses a concept about choice: who 
we choose to be with and how we choose 
to act.

The phrase has been used in recent years 
primarily to refer to groups that combine 
together online. But it should more logically 
be used to describe any kind of large-
scale intelligence that involves collectives 
choosing to be, think, and act together. 
That makes it an ethical as well as technical 
term.”20

Innovation is the act of carrying out answers 
to problems, such answers being perceived 
as being new and useful. 

Innovation is fostered by creativity, which 
is the ability of individuals and groups to 
produce answers that are perceived by 
observers as being original and useful. 

Creative abilities are the means for 
innovation, which is the end-product 
that can take many forms: new services, 
products, processes… 

We can therefore organise these three 
concepts in the following logical sequence, 
one triggering - as well as necessary to - the 
next. 

> >
Collective 

intelligence
Collective    
creativity

Collective 
innovation
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In this article, we talk about a variety of innovations for the common good: 

 z Social innovations are new ideas - 
products, services or models - addressing 
unmet social needs more effectively. 
As the European Parliament research 
service points out, “Its inherent principle 
of empowering people is clearly related 
to the idea of collective intelligence. 
With technological development, this 
empowerment becomes stronger, which 
makes it easier for citizens to participate 
in collective problem solving through co-
creating, co-designing, and co-evaluating 
social goods and services.”21

 z Political innovations are new solutions 
in political institutions, processes and 
outputs - policies, ways of doing politics, 
etc. - developed by elected officials. As 
argues political scientist Eva Sørensen, 
“researchers have so far mainly theorised, 
studied and analysed issues related to 
innovations in public services and public 
delivery. Few have paid attention to 
the fact that public service innovation 
takes place in a political context, and 
that innovations in polity, politics and 
policy are fundamental aspects of public 
innovation. A comprehensive research 
agenda on public innovation should 
therefore include studies of political 
innovation.”22

 z Policy innovations are, more specifically, 
new and improved policies developed 
by public institutions to address societal 
issues.

 z Democratic innovations improve public 
decision-making systems and make them 
more democratic.

In this article, “innovations” refer to this 
full range of innovations aimed at societal 
needs.
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A review of political innovations suggests that they have 9 characteristics in common.23 

A political innovation is:

1. Original

This is integral to the definition, although 
originality is relative. A solution may be 
new in a certain context, yet may have 
been tried elsewhere in the past. And 
originality is of course far from sufficient.

3. Efficient

If it’s new and impactful, but is more 
costly (financially or otherwise) than 
previous approaches, a solution may 
not be deemed innovative.

2. Useful

Over time, any “new” solution will only 
be acknowledged as “creative” if it is 
superior to others in solving the problem 
at hand.

4. Timely

Being right too late is pointless. A 
creative political system addresses 
issues with better and more efficient 
solutions in time. 

7. Optimal

Innovations approach a social optimum, 
rather than increase inequity.

5. Agile

Because some new solutions may have 
come too early and need to be adapted 
over time to fit new circumstances.

9. Well received

The best solution in the world will be 
pointless if it is not understood and if 
it is ultimately rejected by the relevant 
stakeholders.

8. Persistent in its benefits

Shortsighted quick fixes are not 
innovations. A political innovation 
solves problems now without sacrificing 
the long-term.

6. Transversal, holistic                    
       and sustainable

An innovation will minimise collateral 
damage and maximise collateral 
benefits, notably for the environment, 
as opposed to linear thinking that 
addresses one issue but creates 
problems elsewhere. For counter 
examples, think of propositions such as 
“Too many immigrants? Build a wall!” or 
“High unemployment? Keep coal power 
plants open!”.
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In order to encourage innovation, Teresa 
Amabile identified three core factors of 
group creativity.24 We will follow the same 
framework for public action. 

 z The first factor is expertise. We will 
contend that public institutions, while 
imperfect, usually invest a lot in both 
technical and procedural expertise. That 
tends in fact to be public administration’s 
forte, mastering plenty of data about 
what’s happening and rules and processes 
to execute public policies. But is it always 
the right sort of expertise?

 z The second is creative thinking skills, 
i.e. the ability to approach problems 
flexibly and imaginatively. As the name 
of the recent “creative bureaucracy 
festival” provocatively suggests, or as 
the surprised reactions to our handbook 
of political creativity indicate25, creativity 
and public affairs are not perceived to 
coexist naturally in today’s world. 

 z The third factor is the ability to 
motivate people to work at their best 
and contribute to the group’s overall 
creativity. Motivation, Amabile argues, 
is the ingredient that is hardest to 
cultivate in organisations. No need for a 
long exposé to also realise how public 
authorities today struggle on this front. 

In a complex world, we also understand that 
deploying all three skills at the same time 
gets harder by the day, not least for public 
officials. 

Our world indeed keeps getting more 
“VUCA”: volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous.26 The task is hard yet vital, so 
let’s review in greater depth these three 
factors in order to understand how we can 
help foster public administration’s creativity 
in a complex world.

© Google VoiceTube Conference, Teresa Amabile



Creativity is 
the generation and 
initial development 
of new, useful ideas. 
Innovation is their 
successful 
implementation in 
an organisation. 
Teresa Amabile
Professor, Harvard Business         
School
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Today’s complex challenges certainly 
require a lot more expertise. However, not 
any type nor certainly just “more of the same 
experts.” As Yale professor and epistemic 
democracy specialist Hélène Landemore 
points out, a small group of officials with 
similar characteristics can produce smart 
decisions, but over time is more prone to 
mistakes than a larger, more diverse group.27 

According to John Dewey, in order to raise 
collective intelligence, the key is not so 
much to raise individual intelligence as 
to improve “embodied intelligence”, or 
the level upon which the intelligence of 
all operates. He therefore points out that 
“[a] more intelligent state of social affairs 
[...] would raise the level upon which the 
intelligence of all operates. 

Three core factors 
of group creativity

Factor n°1: Diversify expertise 
through collective intelligence

© Cottonbro, Pexels
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The height of this level is much more important 
for judgment of public concerns than are 
differences in intelligence quotients.”28 This 
can be achieved through the improvement 
of the methods and conditions of debate, 
discussion and persuasion. 

Studies have since confirmed that increasing 
the IQ level of a whole group is not easy, nor 
in fact very effective.29 A more effective - and 
easier - strategy consists in increasing its 
cognitive diversity. 

“Without simplifying too much, one can 
say that the phenomenon of collective 
intelligence is a function of two factors,” 
writes Landemore. “One factor is the ability 
or sophistication of the individual members 
of the group, which can be expressed by an 
average ability, let’s call it their “IQ.” (...) 

The other factor is ‘cognitive diversity’,” 
which she writes “denotes a diversity of 
perspectives (the way of representing 
situations and problems), diversity of 
interpretations (the way of categorising 
or partitioning perspectives), diversity of 
heuristics (the way of generating solutions 
to problems), and diversity of predictive 
models (the way of inferring cause and effect).”  
 

This is based notably on the work of political 
scientist and economist Scott Page.30 
Showing the critical importance of diversity 
in groups is in fact “one of the signal 
contributions of collective intelligence 
studies,” points out Lex Paulson, director 
of the School of Collective Intelligence, 
especially as Page has demonstrated the 
existence of a  “diversity bonus” : as problems 
grow in complexity, a diversity of cognitive 
skills may produce greater benefits to overall 
performance than the sum of individual 
abilities.31 

Scott Page and Lu Hong have even 
established the “diversity trumps ability 
theorem” according to which “what 
matters more for problem- solving of the 
kind involved in a jury situation is how 
diversely thinking the group is, rather than 
how smart the individuals in the group 
are.32
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Following Amabile’s framework, public 
officials’ creative - i.e. lateral - skills should 
be reinforced in order to turn their expertise 
into novel and useful solutions. It is indeed 
not sufficient to have lots of diverse expertise 
at hand. One needs the methodologies that 
will make best use of it, to transform that ore 
into solid precious metal.

There is in fact currently a lot of interest 
in how to adapt collective intelligence 
methodologies, processes and tools to 
increase the public sector’s ability to 
innovate, as witnessed by several important 
recent books, not least for instance Nesta’s 
Collective Intelligence Design Playbook 
that promises to provide “tools, tactics 
and methods to harness the power of 
people, data and technology to solve global 
challenges.”33

Besides the rich and expanding toolbox of 
collective intelligence tools, on- and offline, 
the core creative thinking tools at our disposal 
are provided by democracy itself, if done 
well. Hélène Landemore notably defends the 
idea that “democracy is actually the better 
decision-making procedure overall, thanks to 
the phenomenon of collective intelligence,” 
as democracy fosters not only cognitive 
diversity, inclusion - involving a greater 
number of participants -, deliberation, and 
majority rule.34 

Looking more closely at deliberation, we 
know from quality deliberative experiments 
that it requires quality information to 
begin with, as well as substantive balance 
provided by the diversity of the participants 
and by giving the opportunity for arguments 
offered by one side to be answered by 
considerations offered by those who 
hold other perspectives, as points out 
James Fishkin of Stanford, who developed 
Deliberative Polling, which is considered 
“the gold standard of existing attempts at 
measuring what an informed public opinion 
would look like.”35 

Deliberation is also helped by proper 
facilitation, as, Fishkin goes on, it requires 
conscientiousness - “the extent to which 
participants sincerely weigh the merits of 
the arguments” - and equal consideration 
- “the extent to which arguments offered by 
all participants are considered on the merits 
regardless of which participants offer them.”

Factor n°2: Develop collective creative 
thinking skills and master complexity
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The OECD’s recent  Catching the Deliberative 
Wave  report also explored the key factors of 
quality deliberation, which include: 

 z Rigorous recruitment of an inclusive, 
diverse and representative sample of 
citizens.

 z A clearly defined task that is linked to a 
public problem.

 z Enough time.

 z Balance of positions by providing a 
wide range of accurate, relevant, and 
accessible evidence and expertise.

 z Easily accessible information about the 
process.

 z Quality group deliberation thanks to 
careful and active listening, weighing 
and considering multiple perspectives, 
every participant having an opportunity 
to speak, a mix of formats, and skilled 
facilitation

 z Smart combination of off- and online 
debates, careful aggregation of inputs

 z commitment by the commissioning 
authority to responding to or acting on 
recommendations in a timely manner.

 z Institutional follow-up and evaluation.36

 z The process should be run by an arm’s 
length co-ordinating team.

 z Respect for participants’ privacy.

There’s still a lot to learn, but we already 
have at our disposal a wealth of collective 
intelligence and deliberation methods and 
know-how to tap into society’s expertise.

However, in a complex world, populists 
and demagogues favor shortcuts between 
causes and consequences, problems and 
solutions, that may distract the public from 
examining genuine innovations, as defined 
above. We therefore need to equip ourselves 
to apprehend and deal with the world’s full 
complexity and be more convincing than 
demagogues at the same time. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, a Supreme Court 
justice during the early years of the 20th 
century, saw the challenge this way: “For the 
simplicity that lies this side of complexity, I 
would not give a fig, but for the simplicity 
that lies on the other side of complexity, 
I would give my life.” Some refer to this as 
simplexity.37  

We too believe that politics in a VUCA world 
requires innovation that is informed by 
“simplicity on the other side of complexity”. 
It is therefore crucial to understand what 
complexity entails for policy makers.
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For the simplicity 
that lies this side of 
complexity, I would 
not give a fig, but for 
the simplicity that 
lies on the other side           
of complexity, I 
would give my life. 
Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.
Former Associate Justice of the
Supreme Court of the United
States
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Embracing complexity
Otto Scharmer, Senior Lecturer in the MIT 
Management Sloan School and co-founder 
of the Presencing Institute, has made it his 
mission to help groups address complexity, 
including public administrations.38 In 
Theory U: Leading from the Future as it 
Emerges, he acknowledges that “leaders 
in all organisations and institutions face 
new levels of complexity and change,” and 
breaks down the complexity we face into 
three types of complexity:39

[a] Dynamic complexity

[b] Social complexity  

[c] Emerging complexity

[a] Dynamic complexity                                        

Dynamic complexity “means that there is a 
systematic distance or delay between cause 
and effect in space or time.” The dynamic 
complexities of climate change are a clear 
example. 

Focusing on this, New Zealand professor 
of public policy Jonathan Boston has 
researched public authorities’ “presentist 
bias.”40 Its roots, he argues, are to be 
found in human factors (e.g. short-term 
time preferences, bounded rationality, 
cognitive biases, moral disengagement...), 
institutional factors (election cycle, political 
convergence, volatility, polarisation, low 
inclusion...) and contextual factors (general 
uncertainty, policy complexity, and political 
uncertainty that make it difficult to plan and 
act for the future).

In order to address this presentist bias, 
the State needs to be able to manage the 
short-, medium- and long-term dimensions 
of issues. More specifically, this requires, 
argues Boston:

 z Changing the motives of policy-makers 
(i.e. values, norms, preferences, and 
priorities) and to activate future-oriented 
interests and concerns (i.e. internal 
drivers);

 z Incentivising policy-makers to 
give greater weight to long-term 
considerations (e.g. via changes to 
public preferences, political culture, 
the balance of political forces, 
accountability mechanisms, outcome-
based performance measures, etc.) – i.e. 
external drivers;

 z Enhancing the capacity of policy-makers 
to plan for the long-term and exercise 
foresight (e.g. using better information, 
analytical resources, horizon scanning, 
and more holistic policy frameworks);

 z Constraining the formal decision-rights 
and discretionary powers of policy-
makers, especially in relation to issues 
with significant long-term impacts (e.g. 
through constitutional rules, procedural 
rules, and substantive policy rules);

 z Insulating policy-makers from short-
term political pressures; 

 z Establishing new coordinating 
mechanisms to enable decisions that 
would otherwise not be possible (e.g. 
via new and/or stronger international 
agencies and instruments).
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[b] Social complexity 

Social complexity “is a product of 
diverse interests and worldviews among 
stakeholders”. To address it, “the greater 
the social complexity, the more important 
it is that a multi-stakeholder approach to 
real problem solving that includes all of the 
relevant stakeholders’ voices be employed.”

To embrace social complexity, public 
authorities need to make sense and benefit 
from different cultures, worldviews and 
strategic interests across institutions. 
In order to do so, participatory and 
deliberative democracy, if done well, can 
help. Done well, because, as stresses Hélène 
Landemore, this requires far more than “just” 
the wide inclusion of citizens and relevant 
stakeholders to policy making, it also requires 
the maximisation of cognitive diversity 
and proper deliberation mechanisms.41  
 
Deliberation, in turn, needs to meet the five 
conditions indicated above, as stressed 
by Stanford professor James Fishkin: 
Information; Substantive balance; Diversity; 
Conscientiousness; Equal consideration.42

[c] Emerging complexity 

Emerging complexity “is characterised by 
disruptive change”, according to Scharmer. 
It is characterised by the fact that: “The 
solution to the problem is unknown; the 
problem statement itself keeps changing; 
who the key stakeholders are is not clear.” 
So “the greater the emerging complexity, 
the less we can rely on past experiences.” 
Furthermore, as we unfold new solutions, the 
problem and the diagnosis keep evolving. 
This calls for a new and agile approach, 
“one that builds on sensing, presencing, and 
prototyping emerging opportunities.”

To address such complexity, Scharmer 
suggests what he calls “presencing” that 
“allows people to reconnect with their true 
Self, with others and with the planet, as well 
as to operate not from inherited views of the 
world, but from an open heart, open will and 
open mind view of the world, with empathy 
considering others’ perspective and from 
the perspective of the emerging future that 
meets our deepest aspirations.” 

Today, notes Geoff Mulgan, “Many 
organisations tacke high-dimension 
problems with low-dimension tools. If 
you’re powerful enough, you don’t need to 
bother with involving other, less powerful 
organisations in making decisions. If your 
discipline has sufficient legitimacy, it can 
ignore the other disciplines that might have 
something to say. Yet the end results are 
worse.”43 This seems to be the case all too 
often for public authorities.
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Addressing these three dimensions of 
complexity with three types of intelligence 
is therefore crucial to ensure that the State is 
“smart” and enables collective intelligence 
for the common good. It surely is harder than 
producing media soundbites. As Mulgan 
stresses, “The more dimensional the 
choice, the more work has to be done, and 
the more resources have to be expended 
to arrive at a good choice.”44 

So, in order to be less “stupid” in a VUCA 
world, the State needs to make sense of 
these three types of complexity. Part of the 
answer can come from bottom-up creativity. 
While creativity is a form of intelligence, it 
indeed requires more than the mobilisation 
of people’s brains. 

It draws upon people’s emotions, requires 
cooperation in groups, and is geared towards 
action and results.45 A creative group seeking 
solutions to public matters thus displays the 
following qualities: it successfully overcomes 
constraints, complexity, dissent and error 
that traditionally limit its creativity.46

Another part of the answer comes from 
enriching our policy toolbox with a 
wide range of social science disciplines 
complementing the limited understanding 
that economic tools provide, according 
to economists Roland Kupers and David 
Colander, in Complexity and the Art of Policy 
Making: Solving Society’s Problems From the 
Bottom Up.47 

Having clarified the key parameters of 
key creative skills required to face today’s 
complex challenges, we can revert to the 
third factor identified by Amabile: motivation.
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Emerging complexity is
characterized by
disruptive change: the
solution to the problem
is unknown; the
problem statement
itself keeps changing;
who the key
stakeholders are is not
clear.
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Teresa Amabile observed that, whereas 
increasing expertise and developing creative 
thinking skills takes considerable time and 
effort, “research has shown that intrinsic 
motivation can be increased considerably 
by even subtle changes in an organisation’s 
environment,” and that “when it comes to 
pulling levers,” managers “should know that 
those that affect intrinsic motivation will 
yield more immediate results.”48 

The key factors of intrinsic motivation 
emerging from Amabile’s research seem 
validated by our own observations of 
catalytic environments, as we will see 
further down from various case studies. 
They include: 

 z Setting the right challenge, not too easy, 
not too hard.

 z Giving team members autonomy, with 
well-defined and challenging goals, and 
freedom in the means to reach those 
goals.

 z Providing team members with sufficient 
resources.

 z Designing adequate work-group 
features, such as diversity of perspectives 
and backgrounds.

 z Offering supervisory encouragement 
(praise, valuing failures as opportunities 
to learn…).

 z Providing organisational support (e.g. 
adequate mechanisms to solve tensions). 

Arguably, people’s willingness to get 
involved in public matters, in addressing 
societal and political challenges, alongside 
or with public authorities, is affected by a 
number of negative influences, not least 
people’s distrust in government, when 
considering the democratic regimes we’re 
keen to support.

Evidence of widespread dissatisfaction with 
democracy is clear. In France for instance, 
no less than 17% of the population is tempted 
by a military regime. In a recent survey, 41% 
of French citizens declared that they were 
in favor of some form of authoritarian rule, 
even if that meant less democratic control.49 

And, of course, there’s the recent success 
we’ve seen of populist parties at the ballot 
box in countries as diverse as Spain, 
Denmark, and Germany. The appeal of 
undemocratic alternatives - autocracy, 
the rule of experts, military rule — and 
distrust towards democracy is a worldwide 
phenomenon. 

Factor n°3: Build intrinsic motivation to 
innovate in politics by attending to three types 
of legitimacy
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In the face of competition from “illiberal 
democrats” and China’s active counter-
propaganda, we argue that legitimacy 
must be regained on three fronts: process, 
impact and emotions.50

 z Citizen participation must enhance the  
legitimacy of the process  of aggregating 
public preferences and decision-making. 
Such “process legitimacy” or “throughput 
legitimacy”, was a key concern in the 
French national debate: who participates? 
How are decisions made? How transparent 
are the algorithms? And who chooses the 
questions? Many comments in the media 
testify, in this regard, to the maturity of 
“deliberative democracy.”

 z Not everyone cares about participation  
per se , but most citizens expect their 
problems to be solved. As Pew’s research 
shows, dissatisfaction with democracy is 
also related to economic frustration. This 
relates to what in political science jargon 
is called “ output legitimacy”: the need to 
demonstrate tangible impact. However, 
there is no guarantee that a citizens’ 
assembly, say, will lead to better political 
decisions, no matter how interesting 
the deliberation proves. Participatory 
processes and more effective policy 
making must be mutually reinforcing. 
To this end, we must harness the full 
gamut of collective intelligence tools and 
methodologies that help groups come up 
with better solutions.

 z We need to enhance what we propose 
to call the “ emotions legitimacy ” of 
democracy. Even if the above criteria 
are met, citizens may not feel that their 
fears, injustices or aspirations have been 
heard. The Yellow Vests made this clear. 
“Emotions legitimacy” could be described 
as the process - and the ensuing result - 
whereby citizens feel that their feelings 
are acknowledged and assuaged. 
These can be negative feelings - of 
disenfranchisement, disconnection with 
representatives, frustration, anger, fear -, 
but also positive ones - hope, appetite for 
change, or energy for new approaches - 
witnessed in many recent campaigns and 
citizen movements around the world.51

© Ev, Unsplash
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Emotions intelligence is what populists do 
best when mainstream politicians seem 
out of touch. Through their “common 
sense” way of talking, their rejection of “the 
system”, and by nurturing people’s anxieties 
and frustrations, they know how to give the 
excluded a renewed sense of dignity. By 
putting the blame on a few, they make many 
others feel close.

Likewise, pent-up emotions can have 
grave consequences on the polity. Recent 
research by the IMF shows the link between 
epidemics and social unrest, suggesting 
that, if not properly addressed, feelings 
of unfair treatment, a perception of 
government indifference, incompetence, 
or corruption, and inequality in the face of 
the pandemic may well increase the risk 
of significant social unrest in the years to 
come, typically in the two years following a 
severe epidemic.52

In order to gain greater emotions 
legitimacy, democracy and citizen 
participation must be founded on the deep 
and positive aspirations of the population 
and have deeper listening capacity, 
with the heart, not just with the mind. En 
Marche, Podemos or Barack Obama did this 
well in their electoral campaigns. But such 
emotions intelligence can no longer be 
confined to the campaign trail.
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Trust Process 
legitimacy 

Output 
legitimacy 

Emotions 
legitimacy

People consent to 
decisions because 
that decision-
making process has 
been transparent, 
fair and inclusive

People consent to 
decisions, because 
they see that they 
have a visible and 
positive impact on 
their lives in line 
with their overall 
preferences

People consent 
to decisions 
because these 
take into account 
and assuage their 
deeper desires, 
hopes and feelings, 
be they negative or 
positive

Populists
Pretend to be 
close to the people 
by rejecting “the 
system”

Propose simplistic, 
“common sense” 
and “radical” 
solutions that sound 
effective

Listen to and vent 
people’s negative 
emotions in their 
style and language

Mainstream 
policitians

Fail to develop 
sufficiently 
ionclusive, 
deliberate, 
empowerint 
approaches 
throughout the 
policy cycle

Don’t invest in 
innovation, failing 
to provide credible 
answers to pressing 
challenges

Remain aloof, seen 
as out of touch, 
don’t elicit or offer 
positive vision of the 
future

Collective 
Intelligence 
“done well”

Involves and listens 
to relevant people 
and stakeholders 
bringing decisions 
closer to an 
accepted concept of 
what constitutes the 
general interest

Propose solutions 
that have greater 
impact by involving 
them in their co-
construction “on 
the other side of 
complexity”

Mobilizes people’s 
hearts, minds and 
hands, restoring or 
enhancing people’s 
sense of dignity and 
belonging

 BOX  
The Trust Equation

= + +
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Paraphrasing Supreme Court justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, democracy 
needs to strive for governance 
approaches on the “other side of 
complexity” that mobilise common 
intelligence for better outcomes. 
That, in turn, as summarised in the 
table below, requires:

1. Welcoming dynamic, social and 
emerging complexity with methods 
that address not just the minds but 
the hearts of the people ;

2. Adopting an inclusive approach 
to policy-making, seeking 
cognitive diversity from a variety 
of stakeholders and citizens, and 
organising quality deliberation;

3. Collective intelligence and creativity 
can thus lead to policy innovation, 
which, done well, can boost public 
decisions’ output, throughput and 
emotions legitimacy.

We know how difficult this is, as the 
public innovation engine is slowed 
down in particular by “demosclerosis” 
- lobby groups resisting change53 - and 
the fact that innovation is most often 
not a priority of public authorities. So 
how could we place such qualities 
at the heart of the State? We seek to 
answer this question in our following 
papers.

Conclusion
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Diversify expertise

 � By deliberately tapping into cognitive 
diversity

Strengthen creative thinking 
skills in a democratic governance 
context

while embracing three types of 
complexity

Through

 � Inclusion
 � Deliberation: information, substantive 
balance, conscientiousness, equal 
consideration

 � Majority rule

 � Dynamic complexity
 � Social complexity 
 � Emerging complexity 

Nurture intrinsic motivation while restoring government’s three 
types of legitimacy

 � Set the right challenge
 � Give autonomy
 � Provide sufficient resources
 � Design adequate work-group features
 � Offer supervisory encouragement
 � Provide organisational support 

 � Output legitimacy
 � Process legitimacy
 � Emotions legitimacy

 CHECK-LIST  
Our task ahead: A checklist for Democrats
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51 Loïc Blondiaux and Christophe Traïni, La 
démocratie des émotions (Sciences Po 
(Les Presses de), 2018), http://journals.
openedition.org/lectures/244611

52 Itai Agur, ed., ‘IMF Research Perspectives: 
Fall-Winter 2020’, IMF Research 
Perspectives 23, no. 2 (12 January 2021): 4, 
https://doi.org/10.5089/9781513564081.053

53 Jonathan Rauch’s prescient Government’s 
End, Why Washington Stopped Working, 
1999: PublicAffairs, was first published as 
Demosclerosis in 1994. Rausch showed 
how the dynamics analysed by Mancur 
Olson in The Logic of Collective Action and 
in The Rise and Decline of Nations are at 
play in the USA: suggesting that “stable 
democracies are a natural preserve of what 
Olson pungently called interest-group 
depredations” and that, if “the tendency 
toward interest-group sclerosis isn’t unique 
to democracy”, it actually appears on the 
face of evidence “inherent in it.” (pp.35-36).
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State as 
Catalyst

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

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!

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1_Nl7BjEbBSfd0nNurBF4N0PTq3vkSJv4xRYQULIQCQI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ey1mR-am5i4LLYSWsmB6iOgtHHTZyN2OUJoz9097Zc8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/19prY9X8STkL9NygdePCqmOH7_jMmogFdgC9yghZN-B8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Sju4XYjYMEgkstrP48G2aLIaUGh54fbEWeSa-vL3SvE/edit?usp=sharing
mailto:stephen.boucher%40dreamocracy.eu?subject=

	Introduction:
	Water, Water everywhere,
	Nor any drop to drink
	How to not kill creativity in government
	Three core factors of group creativity
	Factor n°1: Diversify expertise through collective intelligence
	Factor n°2: Develop collective creative thinking skills and master complexity
	Factor n°3: Build intrinsic motivation to innovate in politics by attending to three types of legitimacy

	Conclusion

