
31 October 2009 

Honourable 2025 Productivity Task Force Members, 
 

Key Notes: 
 

This is an abstract of a 13-page full submission (with cogent facts, damning and insightful 

quotations, and more examples of waste and mismanagement) – available on request. 
 

If any doubts on the points made here:  The author suggests randomly approaching a 

number of skilled migrants (e.g. middle managers, academics, and scientists), who (like the 

author) come from the very countries out-performing New Zealand, and intimately know 

“how organisations work” at the functional levels, both here and overseas.  Qualified Kiwis, 

who have returned from years of management responsibility overseas, are of similar value.  

For best results, ensure these people can speak freely and frankly (or better, anonymously).  
 

This is the author’s position.  It doesn’t represent his past/present employers, nor associates.   
 

The author is pleased to answer queries and provide details.  You may publicise this paper. 
 

Here, the term “overseas” means the higher-standard-of-living English-speaking countries. 
 

This economy’s difficulties are from the actions of very many people. The following points 

are not absolutes:  They are differences in intensity and likelihood, compared to overseas. 
 

The author is an American-educated, Australian-experienced, former successful GM in 

manufacturing, with post-grad degrees in commerce and public policy, who migrated here. 
 

Observations: 
 

This submission introduces and explains some novel and, sadly, confronting key concepts.  

If the points here are not new, then the author strongly urges a serious re-analysis of their 

impacts.  Effective researchers would require very unique skill sets, which I could clarify. 
 

It is disadvantageous to take a mainly introspective approach to resolving New Zealand’s 

poor performance, relative to overseas.  (i.e.  Asking only New Zealanders for ideas.)  It is 

precisely this approach (explained below) which has created the present difficulties. 
 

New Zealand’s lower- and middle-level staff do not appear to be the weakest link in this 

economy.  They are already net underpaid and overworked, by OECD standards.  They are 

welcome by overseas employers, due to their intelligence, work ethic, and ingenuity.  Also, 

the best and brightest are leaving at significant and sustained levels – and not coming back. 
 

The low productivity is mostly from significant mismanagement:  The greatest differences 

identified here are in: GroupThink; “number 8 wire & not learning from others”; hostility to 

constructive criticism; discounting of formal qualifications; ignorance of both quantitative 

management and systems-approach management; “the old boy network”, and many more.  

These all lead to under-qualified and less-capable people, making more obvious and costly 

mistakes, in every possible situation.  The differences… endemic, the costs… palpable. 
 

The author has spoken with dozens of highly-skilled migrants from many countries and 

occupations, in many locations here.  Not one has spoken favourably of the general quality 

of management in New Zealand – in spite of some exceptionally fine Kiwi managers. 
 



The author was shocked at the unprecedented mismanagement of his first New Zealand 

owned employer (a top listee in the NZX).  He had never seen such incompetence in an 

organisation that managed to survive.  After leaving, he heard it took them over a year to 

implement the first, simplest and most obvious suggestion he had made. 
 

New Zealand’s physical isolation and Maori/British heritage have created a unique culture 

which has served society well.  But the traits which have been effective in the past, and in 

private lives, are harmful to contemporary organisational efficiency and effectiveness.   
 

These traits and behaviours (cited in the full submission) are basically “invisible” to New 

Zealanders; and are fairly uniform across all staff, industries, and sectors.  At the superficial 

and mechanical level, Kiwis do what is taught at world-class business universities and 

colleges.  It is in the subjective understandings and cultural subtleties that failures occur.  
 

One example:  Overwhelming circumstantial evidence points to “who you know”-based 

hiring and promotion, which trumps formal qualifications and bottom-line achievements.  

This is not just an example of “migrant sour grapes”.  Many people (locals and migrants) 

have spoken of seeing many qualified, intelligent, successful, and experienced Kiwis being 

rejected in favour of obviously relative incompetents - who appeared to be personally better 

known, more malleable, and/or otherwise less threatening to the hiring managers.   
 

New Zealand managers interpret “selection and promotion based on merit” differently from 

overseas.  There is little sign that quantitative and empirical processes are ever followed.  

Circumstantial evidence also strongly hints that even published selection criteria is little 

more than a formality.  The de facto is:  “Will they get along well with the status quo?” 
 

Overseas, such violations of HR procedures (in publicly-funded organisations and publicly-

traded corporations) would result in reviews and/or investigations.  Here, the author has 

heard job applicants, managers, lawyers, and even a Parliamentarian say, essentially:  “Ha 

ha.  It’s a shame.  But, what can you do?”  The universal belief (accurate?) is that any 

complainant would be “black-listed for life” and “never be able to get a job anywhere”. 
 

Another example:  Decision-making processes are more likely top-down and traditional.  

The public sector feels like the military overseas, and the private sector feels like the public 

sector overseas.  Management may ask for ideas and advice (because they are taught to, or it 

is a requirement), but staff rarely offer any, and management usually politely ignores any. 
 

There are inconveniences when staff come from “outside”, but when from places doing it 

better, such “cross-pollination” is beneficial.  Here, proven ideas are more likely dismissed 

out-of-hand as “wouldn’t work here” or “we tried it once” - without any serious thought.   
 

There are many more examples of the relative quality of local managers, and their decisions. 
 

New Zealand governments have increased competitive factors, and done seemingly little 

else - apparently in the belief that a broad spontaneous adaptation will be fast, thorough, and 

focused enough.  The economic results show (in boxing humour) “leading with your chin”. 
 

Caveats on Popular Solutions: 
 

In TV promotions, Bill English states the need to “apply some old-fashioned Kiwi can-do”.  

The author prays that the above illustrate the dangers of using that as the main strategy. 
 



Just exposing New Zealand to even greater levels of international competition, alone, is not 

wise.  The balance of trade would mostly worsen for at least a number of years, with greater 

levels of non-exportable (revenue-generating) assets being sold off to maintain the dollar. 
 

Reducing the current levels of remuneration, safety, and security; of health, education, and 

welfare; and/or of environmental protections would all have short-term and direct economic 

benefits - but at greater long-term and indirect costs.  (i.e.  They would most help asset-rich 

individuals who are preoccupied with making a fast buck, and then bailing out overseas.) 
 

Many of the popular solutions are like hitting a donkey with the stick, but letting the carrot 

in front of it dangle fairly randomly.  Currently given the nation’s high volume of foreign 

trade, poor economic performance, ownership and management culture (as per above), and 

quality of government-funded commercial training:  The economy would move, but not 

enough, in the right direction, within the time frame needed.  A reliance solely on “the 

wisdom of the market” to do all the teaching, would (bluntly) be “like the Indians learning 

world-class commerce by selling Manhattan for some beads and blankets”. 
 

Any other policies only chosen to “close the income gap” at the total (i.e. average) income 

level, but at risk to the majority of New Zealanders (of suffering a concurrent real income 

decrease), would be counterproductive – in more than just the moral and ethical senses:  

Given New Zealand’s freedom of emigration, those intelligent enough to grasp income and 

wealth distribution concepts (but who are also outside of the beneficiary sub-groups) would 

simply leave at more than the current rate of “brain drain”.  (New Zealand does not enjoy a 

naive and xenophobic American-like workforce that embraces growing inequity.) 
 

Some Preliminary Suggestions: 
 

(1)  Realistically enforce the HR laws and policies already in place.  e.g.: 
 

Set clear, concise, and precise examples of what “selection and promotion on merit” 

means, according to world-class standards, and then market them (to all sectors).  
 

Set standards for implementing empirical HR methods.  Job selection (and rejection) 

criteria should be public, specific - and obeyed by government-funded bodies.  (The 

public sector is used as a role model and domestic pilot project for the private sector.) 
 

Do not require an increase in reporting.  Instead, just advise all (publicly-funded) 

organisations that they will be randomly audited for compliance (as detailed above).   
 

Such audits must be adequately funded, and conducted at such a frequency that each 

(publicly-funded) manager senses a genuine risk of being audited during their term. 
 

Clarify to every one:  Requiring e.g. “10 years experience in New Zealand’s health 

care industry” is against the laws of discrimination (and self-defeating re. efficiency).   
 

Provide adequate resources for reducing self-defeating HR practices, and for the 

protection of wronged parties.  e.g.  Do investigate claims of cronyism/xenophobia.  

Do prosecute any blacklisters of people who exercised their legal rights of review.  
 

(2)  Improve the effectiveness of government-funded training and support systems.  e.g.: 
 



Don’t teach SME owners “just enough to be dangerous” on all aspects of a business.  

Instead, teach when to contract/hire out to specialists, and how to select & negotiate. 
 

Don’t use business coaches without commerce qualifications, nor bottom-line 

private-sector successes.  (The author knows of some current stark cases.)  
 

Don’t train a “#8-Wire first” attitude.  Teach (a) how to research and learn from 

others’ successes and failures, and (b) how to cost analyse R&D versus purchasing. 
 

When providing training on exporting, use trainers actually from overseas, or at least 

with significant overseas experience.  (A damning example in the main submission.) 
 

(3)  Market to promote (and then reward) improvements in the business culture.  e.g.: 
 

The thousands of “engine rooms of the economy” here need to learn the thousands of 

subtle ways that “things are done better” overseas.  Many are already in text books, 

which pale compared to good role models.   It is not efficient to ask lifelong New 

Zealanders to guess what the differences may be, and then try out what seems good!   
 

Thousands of bright Kiwis have already returned from overseas, with knowledge and 

habits in organisations that prosper in fierce competition.  Many more migrants come 

with even better qualifications, skills, and attitudes.  Neither group is embraced by 

employers, as experts with lessons to share (as any study on the subject can verify).   
 

The government must determine how best to market, educate, reward, and even 

coerce Kiwi owners and managers to change their “sit down, shut up, this is how we 

do it here” attitudes into “how do they do it different there, why, and let’s try it”.  
 

Owners and managers must also learn:  “Giving a job to a mate, instead of to the best 

qualified applicant, increases the risks of going bankrupt and losing all your jobs.” 
 

As long as the current levels of cronyism, GroupThink, and management-by-comfort exist, 

New Zealand will follow the same economic trends that caused the Task Force to form.   
 

If the Task Force have difficulty identifying specific loci of causation, consider that it is a 

subtle problem that is evenly distributed in nearly every business/government decision.  
 

I hope this has been of benefit.  I would be pleased to discuss this with you, and/or to 

provide you with a full copy of the full submission. 
 

Respectfully, 

 

 

 

Carl Turney 
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