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The heart of it

• Our national attitude to ambition is conflicted
• We want to get along so badly, we struggle to 

let anyone stand out
• And yet we have the (normal, human) desire 

to reach just beyond ourselves
• The core of the conflict is our desire to 

minimise social distance



Some questions you might have

• Are New Zealanders ambitious?
• Does our culture contribute to New Zealand’s 

poor relative economic performance?
• How does ambition relate to wellbeing?
• What might get in the way of us being more 

comfortable with each other’s ambitions?



Outline
• Project
• Reckons
• The word itself
• Science
• Wellbeing
• Economic performance
• Survey
• Policy implications

• Q+A



Project

• Shine a light on the 
character and culture of 
New Zealanders

• Some video interviews
• A book
• An online survey

https://ambition.nz

https://ambition.nz/


Reckons

• New Zealanders lack ambition
• New Zealanders do not think big enough (apart 

from that one time and look where that got us)
• New Zealanders are too keen on time off
• New Zealanders are suspicious of people who 

try too hard
• New Zealanders are more comfortable with 

ambition in sports and the arts
• New Zealanders are afraid of risk and failure



Staying relatable



The word itself

• Ambition in ancient times

• Geneva Bible
• Shakespeare

• Modern usage



Science (1)

• Ambition is a fundamental human drive 
(Brim 1992)

• Whatever our circumstances, we strive for just 
manageable difficulties in our lives

• Ambition is personal: what we are ambitious 
about changes throughout our lives as we and 
our circumstances change



Science (2)

• Nature and nurture both matter
• But people can learn to develop and sustain 

ambition and increase achievement
• A growth mindset, perseverance, resilience
• Deliberate practice
• Role models and peer groups
• Knowing what to start and when to quit



Wellbeing

• Challenges matter – striving for “just 
manageable difficulties” makes us happier

• Being more comfortable with ambition could 
make us happier

• Being ambitious about material things, status, 
or relative performance is a path to misery

• Potential to increase societal wellbeing from 
all these personal things added up



Economic performance

• More high-growth firms and better run firms 
could counter the geographic and structural 
factors that hold us back

• Better run firms are 29 per cent more productive 
(Bloom 2017)

• A dislike for hierarchy and for giving and receiving 
feedback makes it hard to create high-
performance environments (Alexander 2011)

• Less competitive pressure means poorly-
managed firms hang around longer (Productivity 
Commission 2014)
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High growth



Data

• Had 1,298 online survey responses between July 
and October 2018

• New Zealanders are plenty ambitious, about all 
kinds of things

• We also put a really high value on being relatable 
and minimising social distance

• We struggle to celebrate each other’s 
achievements

• We don’t feel entirely safe talking about our 
plans, dreams, and achievements



“I have achieved a lot through being ambitious and 
working hard. However, I am only saying this 
because it is an anonymous survey I would never say 
this out loud.” 



What it is admirable to be ambitious 
about 



The most admirable ways to get 
where you are going



The humility that’s all around me



Data vs reckons

• New Zealanders lack ambition
• New Zealanders do not think big enough
• New Zealanders are too keen on time off
• New Zealanders are suspicious of people who 

try too hard
• New Zealanders are more comfortable with 

ambition in sports and the arts
• New Zealanders are afraid of risk and failure



Caveats

• Small sample, self-selected
• More men, fewer Māori, Asian and Pasifika 

respondents, higher incomes and more education 
• Greater likelihood of being self-employed
• Fewer young and old people, and more people 

between the ages of 45 and 65
• About the same proportion of those born 

elsewhere.
• Limited differences across subsamples
• Consistency with interview results



Policy

• Could we enhance wellbeing and economic 
performance by being more openly 
aspirational?

• Ironically need both greater competition and 
greater support

• Two particular areas of interest:
– Lack of ambition from lack of opportunity and 

exposure to role models
– Lack of comfort with ambition



Access to opportunities

• Children growing up in poverty have more 
modest ambitions (UK, Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation 1999)

• Students in rural schools have lower ambitions 
than students in urban schools (WA, Young 
1998)

• Only one in a hundred entrants to elite 
university courses comes from the most 
deprived homes (NZ, Johnston 2018)



Useful exposure

• A growth mindset can be taught (Dweck; 
Outes, Sanchez, & Vakis 2017)

• Constructive failure is helpful (Mindlab)
• Others act as behavioral models, as 

representations of the possible, and as 
inspirations (Morgenroth et al 2015)

• Can help people, particularly from 
marginalised groups, to set and achieve 
ambitious goals (Beaman et al 2012)



Comfort with ambition

• Forty-one per cent said they would welcome someone 
sharing their ambitions or achievements

• Less than 20 per cent said they would openly share 
their own

• We lower our aspirations/efforts to avoid being a 
target (Kirkwood 2007, 2015, Spacey 2015)

• We miss out on help or support if we fear being judged
• Many people we interviewed described one person 

who helped them
• Why not be that person?



Next please

• Keep the conversation going - talking and 
reflecting is surprisingly effective

• Hope to spark ongoing efforts



Contact

• Julie Fry
juliemfry@gmail.com
(021) 058 3510

• Order the book from our tiny bookstore
https://theopenbook.co.nz

mailto:juliemfry@gmail.com
https://theopenbook.co.nz/products/ambition
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