
Lost in Space was a science-fiction TV series that ran between 
1965 and 1968. Set in 1997, it shows the Earth suffering from 
overpopulation and natural resource depletion, resulting in a small 
group travelling on the Jupiter 2 to search for a habitable planet for 
human kind to colonise. However, before the launch Dr Zachary 
Smith sneaks aboard to sabotage the mission. He accidently becomes 
trapped onboard, and on lift-off his extra weight throws the Jupiter 2 
off course, causing the ship to become lost in space. Although New 
Zealand does not appear to have a Dr Zachary Smith (at least not 
to our knowledge), we seem to be good at launching ideas, but once 
they are released, we fall short on achieving our original mission.  

The McGuinness Institute is interested in understanding why this is. 
While our Think Piece 9 looked at New Zealand think tanks as ‘idea 
factories’, here we are interested in what happens once ideas have  
been created. 

Previous attempts to turn ideas 
into action have been limited 
to reaching a comparative 
handful of people through 
methods that largely fail to 
engage or create meaningful 
outcomes. Table 1 (overleaf) 
identifies a number of public-
good, consensus-building 
initiatives aimed at developing 
a united vision, a shared set 
of goals, or a national strategy 
for all New Zealanders. These 
have been driven by different 
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Summary
To be successful, a national strategy must be so attractive that 
New Zealanders want to implement it, not because they have to, 
but because they want what it can deliver. Over the last seventy 
years, a number of different organisations have undertaken 
public-good initiatives aimed at developing consensus about a 
united vision, a shared set of goals, or a national strategy. In this 
think piece, we look at the different initiatives New Zealanders 
have developed, a topic that will be explored further in an 
upcoming report, A History of Future Thinkers in New Zealand. 
We also question the role of silo-based reviews, and suggest that 
New Zealand needs to find better ways to develop consensus 
and actively ensure good ideas are not lost in space.

Publicity photo for the TV series 
Lost in Space, Irwin Allen © CBS

motivations: a desire to realign New Zealand because of a wasted 
opportunity; to identify and meet future challenges; to resolve 
disparities; or to preserve treasured values and experiences for future 
generations. Taken together, we believe recent initiatives (numbers 
5–13 in Table 1) indicate a general desire by New Zealanders to reassess 
the country’s strategic direction, as well as the challenges we face. 

Central government has not always been successful in this area either. 
Some past initiatives to integrate policy on big issues have struggled 
to develop consensus, such as the Oceans Policy,1 or have created 
division and conflict, such as the Foreshore and Seabed debate. If 
government is going to engage in debate on issues such as MMP 
and the Constitution,2 emphasis should be placed on designing 
mechanisms which enable everyone to engage, and ensuring there is 
enough commitment to complete the process.

As indicated in Table 1, New Zealand has no shortage of people 
who are sufficiently concerned about our productivity, society or 
environment to want to put pen to paper. Our challenge may not be 
about finding good ideas, but defining and then collectively owning 
the problem we are all trying to solve. This means two things.

Firstly, we need to define the problem by separating it from its 
symptoms. We are concerned that silo-based reviews, such as the latest 
OECD Economic Survey (2009), address symptoms and therefore 
focus on short-term, ad hoc economic fixes, rather than providing 
clarity over the breadth of the problem. Instead, the OECD needs 
to prepare one integrated report, assessing the economic, social and 
environmental risks and opportunities over the medium term, and 
make recommendations based on international experience, but always 
crafted with the culture of the country in mind.

Secondly, we need to collectively own the problem. This requires 
learning from the successes and failures of past initiatives, like those 
listed overleaf. This is the purpose of our upcoming report, A History 
of Future Thinkers in New Zealand. There appears to be a relationship 
between successful initiatives and recessionary periods.3 Notably, 
initiatives 1–4 tend to follow key economic downturns, while 
initiatives 5–13 are arguably waiting in the wings. In other words, 
timing is everything. When things are tough, New Zealanders look 
for a collective way forward. Hence, New Zealand needs to be looking 
for innovative initiatives that will work. 

Without effective mechanisms for developing collective intelligence 
over complex problems, New Zealand is likely to continue to drift. 
Our challenge is to find initiatives that turn ideas into action, rather 
than allow great ideas to be lost in space.	
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