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ABSTRACT: 
The global financial crisis has provoked a period of volatility and austerity for many governments.  At 
the same time human societies are also facing profound structural changes in their ecological, political 
economic social and technological contexts.  These are increasingly seen to require not just 
incremental adjustments, but a Copernican shift in mind-sets  – including new paradigms for thinking 
and action about the role of the state in relation to both the private market and to civil society. 
 
Leaders and managers of public services are confronted by the difficult challenge of achieving more 
with less, while also engaging more actively with users, citizens and communities.  How can cuts in 
expenditure and services avoid severing the jugular vein of the body politic ?  How can a regime of 
austerity avoid deepening economic and social inequalities ?  How can zero-base budgeting be used 
to stimulate fresh ideas and initiatives ?  How can staff morale, and a culture of innovation and 
improvement, be maintained, during a  period of tough choices and painful losses ?  
 
John Benington will argue, for discussion, that these extreme conditions require a courageous 
combination of “pessimism of the intellect and optimism of the will”.  He will suggest that the concept 
of “Public Value” provides a helpful but very challenging framework for both theory and practice.  The  
questions “what does the public most value ?” and “what adds most value to the public sphere?” do 
not offer comfortable solutions to the above dilemmas - but may give public policymakers and 
managers a compass bearing through the fogs of uncertainty and ambiguity.  Looking outwards rather 
than just inwards or upwards may help public managers to add measurable public value but may also 
create tensions with their parent organisations.  “Don’t ask for permission; ask for forgiveness” may be 
the management mantra for achieving more for less in an age of austerity !  Let’s discuss.  
 
BIO: 
John Benington CBE is Emeritus Professor at Warwick University, where for over 20 years he led 
Warwick Business Schools’ research, development and teaching work in the fields of public policy and 
management. John also has 20 years prior experience of senior management in the public and 
voluntary sectors. He has been an adviser to the Governments of the UK, South Africa, Sierra Leone, 
and Southern Sudan.  He has been a non executive member of the Board of the UK’s National School 
of Government (formerly the Civil Service College), and a member of the Sunningdale Institute which 
forms part of the National School. His research and publications are on public value, networked 
governance, public  leadership and  community and economic development. 
 
Where:   Level 5, The Treasury, 1 The Terrace  
When:    1:30 pm - 3:00 pm Wednesday 8 Feb 2012 
RSVP:     academic.linkages@treasury.govt.nz by Thursday 2 Feb 2012 
 


