Episode 13 Fire and Wire transcript: Blavatnik School of Government
In this episode of Fire and Wire, Vice-Chancellor, Professor Irene Tracey speaks with Professor Ngaire Woods, the Blavatnik School of Government's Founding Dean, and Tom Simpson, the Alfred Landecker Professor of Values and Public Policy to discuss how universities can help develop more effective public leaders and improve the quality of governance around the world. They discuss how they are pursuing the school’s mission to connect academic research with real-world policy challenges, attract talented people into public service, and encourage governments to learn from successful approaches across different countries and sectors.
Transcript
Please note that this transcript has been slightly edited in places to make it easier to read. We’ve removed some of the natural quirks of spoken language, while keeping the original meaning intact. 
-----------------------------------------------
Professor Irene Tracey
Welcome listeners to this episode of Fire and Wire. I am absolutely thrilled to be in the Blavatnik School of Government here at the University of Oxford. I'm joined by the wonderful Dean of the Blavatnik School of Government, Professor Ngaire Woods, and one of her colleagues, Professor Tom Simpson, who is the Alfred Landecker Professor of Values and Public Policy. Welcome to you both and thank you for being here.
Professor Ngaire Woods
Thanks for being here with us.
Professor Tom Simpson
It's such a pleasure.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_5sdsb8A1]Ngaire, let's start with why you set this school up. You are the Founding Dean, and you've been at the helm for many years now. I think it would be great for the listeners to learn a little bit about why you wanted to set up this extraordinary place and what you feel its role is.
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_R8u4Y0D4]I remember as a young academic in Oxford thinking that there were so many absolutely brilliant people in Oxford, some of whom were wandering around saying ‘what should I do my research on?’ And then, meeting government officials who were desperate for somebody to do research on the problems that they were trying to deal with. It struck me quite early on that there could be a way of linking these two. And that's really the mission that drives everything that we all do here in the Blavatnik School of Government, to try to help governments do better – by having better people in government, by equipping them with better tools, and by doing the kind of research that's going to help them. 
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_9cENqbG8][bookmark: _Int_XQNtXi34]It's a no-brainer now that such a place like this exists, but at the time, it's surprising that there was a gap. If we think about how the school got off the ground, I think it's another beautiful example of philanthropy and the generosity of people that support us in what we're doing here at the university. Tell us a little bit about getting the whole project off the ground, because this is a big vision.
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_bF9IHOsX]Len [Blavatnik] immediately loved the big vision of a School of Government that would be serving the world, attracting the best students and doing the best kind of research. You know, he was fantastic once he got the idea and he trusted all of us to deliver on it. He's just been the most fantastic donor. The only question then, ever put to me and to my colleagues is: ‘are you being bold enough?’ And that's a wonderful question for a philanthropist. Len’s extraordinarily generous gift enabled us to move fast and to get the school up and going. It also enabled us to have this fabulous building. And I don't think I realised until I started building the school, how much Oxford is magical because of its buildings, and how much that built environment gives the United Kingdom as a whole and the world this jewel. We owe it to the community to build this century's buildings for future centuries.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_myl1Uklt]Absolutely right. And I think this is a landmark building, although it's all about people. People deliver on the excellence of what we're doing, but you give them beautiful environments to work in. And it does set that aspirational tone and that future.
Professor Tom Simpson
I think it was Winston Churchill who said: ‘we shape our buildings and thereafter they shape us’. And that’s specifically in reference to whether they saved the arch into the entrance to the House of Commons. The chamber had been damaged by bombing during the Blitz. The decision was made to retain that as a memory of what democracy had gone through. I joined the school when we were still in temporary buildings before we came into this one, and one of the impacts has been to raise our standards. When you work in an excellent building, it demands excellent engagement, excellent teaching and excellent research for everyone.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_VNxwVl5R][bookmark: _Int_ptb3tiT7][bookmark: _Int_9cpJhbKB][bookmark: _Int_J1v1CLiA]Yeah, absolutely. I love that quote. I've used it many times because it's so, so true. And I've seen this. I'm from a science background, as you know, and you see this in laboratories as well. In our campaign for fundraising, we've called it Oxford Excellence, so we're really leaning into the fact that this is what we're all about. What's been your guiding North Star as you developed different programmes, and met what you see as the need?
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_rMjHfE6o][bookmark: _Int_updqGqto][bookmark: _Int_DHm7NLzD][bookmark: _Int_kMNMK6O5][bookmark: _Int_SpkIxtCf]Our first goal was: let's build a graduate professional programme, with the average age of students 29 years old, that attracts people who want to go into public leadership from all over the world. And let's focus on one programme that we make truly outstanding. We started building this school at an interesting time for Britain, when Britain has really questioned which sets of relationships are important. Every British government is now trying to forge better relationships with a wider range of countries, and here in the Blavatnik School, we're right at the centre of building relations across countries. Not between Britain and the world, but among public leaders from over 65 countries. Because one of the things that we have to do is help people realise that they need to learn from whichever country is getting this particular policy right. For example, digital currency. You probably want to look at Kenya. If you're looking at the first phase of technology and democracy, you're probably wanting to look at Estonia. 
[bookmark: _Int_2luxb35k][bookmark: _Int_4D5Jc1Rn][bookmark: _Int_eM0uqEBc]As a school, our signature is to help people learn faster, to help them learn from a wide range of countries, and to help them learn from different disciplines and different sectors. If the best toolkit is in business, learn it from business. If the best toolkit is in civil society, learn it from there. I don't think there's a community in the world that doesn't wish it were governed better, and that's because government is very, very difficult to get right. We need to help people learn fast and learn from a very wide array of places.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_QplP9fOM]And be willing to have that intellectual flexibility and the humility. Tom, you were in the military for years, which I'm sure listeners would like to thank you for. I think it'd be great for listeners to hear why you came to Oxford and what you feel you're bringing with that background?
Professor Tom Simpson
[bookmark: _Int_OWzCE2Fs]I did my degrees at Cambridge. Undergraduate before serving in the military for 5 years in Iraq, Northern Ireland and Afghanistan during the early 2000s, then I went back to Cambridge for my postgraduate degrees. Actually, I first came into the school on a recce to do what was called the Challenges of Government Conference. At that time, I suddenly was like, this is interesting because my past life was suddenly now academically relevant in this environment. 
[bookmark: _Int_Zp407vND]I've been at the school for 13 years now. Over the last 6 years or so, I've grown the Military Leadership and Judgment Programme, which delivers ethics training, particularly for individuals whose work has strategic effect. Part of my motivation for doing this was an opportunity to work with people who, at that point in time, they knew that the world was on a slip slide into a situation where they were deepening geographic tensions. But the public consciousness did not reflect that. Here we are, an institution, which in relation to the UK is declining, but in relation to its significance is only becoming more and more important. And what we've seen in that time subsequently, is that the public awareness of the significance of defence and security has only grown with events, but we do not yet have the resourcing at a national level. And I think we don't have the cultural and social preparedness for a world of conflict.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_PsyNrNbt][bookmark: _Int_FW98Nmjp]And why, if I may, why do you think that's the case? Is it just that it's been too long since we've had the immediacy, say, in the Western world, of that experience?
Professor Tom Simpson
[bookmark: _Int_XmyPcmLP][bookmark: _Int_nFAasyfk][bookmark: _Int_ibIK5tbm][bookmark: _Int_RACfTqKu][bookmark: _Int_364QlOmd]I think that's such a complex question. I don't think there's any simple answer to it. So it's clearly generational security. I was in Poland about a year ago, and what was striking was how different the public conversation is there. They know the threat. The threat is on their border. They will be the first to experience it. And as a result, the public value military service. The nation is investing in the biggest land army in Europe. As a consequence, they're thinking really seriously about the implications for today.
Professor Irene Tracey
And the Military Leadership and Judgment course that you run, that covers the ethics and the judgment side of things?
Professor Tom Simpson
[bookmark: _Int_sOSrw4mG][bookmark: _Int_rvAxv1ZG][bookmark: _Int_cZCFpGhl]Yeah. Let me just contrast 2 approaches. When I was a soldier, before we went on deployment, we had a briefing from the lawyer, which is a series of legal rules. This is when you're allowed to open fire. This is when you're not allowed to open fire. Follow these rules. You're fine. You don't go to a court of law. The deployment that really stands out to me was the one before going into Northern Ireland, which was a very quiet theatre [of war]. There hadn't been a shot fired in anger in 5 years at the time that I went there. And the mode of judgment was a legal compliance one. Now, I don't want to diminish the importance of legal compliance as vital, but it didn't connect with soldiers whose job was to close with and kill the enemy. And so, there's a different form of engagement which is trying to engage with these identity-related questions. So how do you think about who you are, the profession that you're part of and what kind of services you're trying to do? 
[bookmark: _Int_3hWYB31H]The book project that I'm working on right now, my working title is The Warrior Ethos in the 21st century. And the term ‘warrior’ is very deliberately chosen. The British military hates the term ‘warrior’. And there's reasons for that, because it conjures up images of kind of pathological violence. But what I think the term captures, perhaps provocatively, is a sense of identification of the person with the role, and that, even though we reject the label and some of the associations, that identification is core to how soldiers all through history and through time continue today to think of themselves. But as you say, modern technologies throw up all these questions: exercise of kinetic force at a distance, first-person-view drones, long-range strike capability. So traditionally, the person in combat was exposed to lethal risk as well as imposing lethal risk on the enemy.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_wN4owd6e][bookmark: _Int_LiUhGJOf][bookmark: _Int_eTB1U4D0][bookmark: _Int_DW2c4sjL][bookmark: _Int_wzkO6KyY]It's a very different relationship, as you say. And we have a great tradition and a long tradition of generating leaders of this country, Ngaire, as you well know, from this university. A question which often comes up when I'm talking to students, and I'm sure it's the same for you both, is what you want to do when you've graduated. It's interesting observing and listening to answers over the years that I've been here about the pros and cons of going straight into politics, or going off and doing something first like working in the military or working in the private or public sector. I'd love to hear from you, Ngaire, about your thinking and what you're observing is the current trend, or what you would advise students?
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_qopxVG3A][bookmark: _Int_aXHIyPi0][bookmark: _Int_1bk8zsku][bookmark: _Int_l5Gxmgsd][bookmark: _Int_VtKWFS61][bookmark: _Int_iUbagI7m][bookmark: _Int_a5beGnvB]A few years ago, I thought it was good for would-be politicians to get experience of actually doing things, not just talking. There's that old saying: ‘people go into politics for the right reasons and they stay in for the wrong ones’. But I've changed my view because I think as people go through with other careers, their obligations start mounting. They acquire all of these life responsibilities which make it harder and harder to go into politics, where suddenly you're putting quite a lot on the line. I've moved much more now to saying to our students, run early, run immediately. Peter Simas, who used to head the Obama Foundation, I remember him saying to our students: ‘whether you want to be a politician or not, you should run for office at least once in your life. If you're a citizen in a democracy, you should know what that feels like’. I thought that was an interesting comment about active citizenship.
[Note: Professor Woods is referring to David Simas, CEO of the Obama Foundation in 2016.]
[bookmark: _Int_2PKdj3HY]So yeah, I encourage our students to run for office. The challenge for us is that our students get offered jobs from major banks, major management consultancies and tech companies, the entry into which is clear and transparent. And what we're trying to do is persuade them to take roles which are less paid, far less secure, and far less transparent. And that might sound like a tough order. And sometimes it is. But we find every year walking through our doors brilliant, resilient people who say, ‘no, above all, I want to do something for the public interest’. Every year we keep a tally of the percentage of our students going into public sector and public representation roles, and I'm thrilled that we're now over 50%.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_bBKhl6KN][bookmark: _Int_jIsxWRQ8][bookmark: _Int_xWu5dDKK]I know that some countries have just decided they're going to pay their politicians better. So, what's your view about just meeting the private sector where they're at? Because it is a challenge. And I think, are we not just looking at this and saying, actually these people are doing extraordinarily difficult and challenging jobs, and we're not remunerating them in a way that is fit for the 21st century going forwards. And maybe we've just got that wrong. We expect too much.
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_8nqta1La][bookmark: _Int_upNFAbgb]In countries where politicians are paid very high salaries, is it always true that you get better political service? In countries where civil servants are paid very highly, do you always get better service? And the answer is no. The answer is everybody looks at typically Singapore and says, look, they pay their political leaders huge salaries. They pay their civil servants huge salaries, and as a result, they get good government. And it's a slightly lazy answer. 
[bookmark: _Int_x1r8dmGF][bookmark: _Int_8VqHpdPB][bookmark: _Int_dpDIgPFi]Let me give you an example. When the government has a big strategic project that really needs a great mind on it, if that happens in the UK in the past, typically the minister and civil servant have immediately called in a management consultancy who sent in somebody younger than the civil servant and who is paid possibly 10 times more. In Singapore, what they will do, is say: who is our smartest rising civil servant? Let's give them this job. And it's very often a civil servant who's just getting itchy feet and is about to go into the private sector, and they're not given more money. Instead, they're given more responsibility and a really exciting project to work on. I think we've got to look at all the different reasons which keep people, not just in a job or attract them to it, but keep them excitedly, ever improvingly, doing their job.
Professor Irene Tracey
Do people just become jaded and it's just too big a monolith to sort of move and change? But if one could change the structures, they can get those wins?
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_BkCchhkd][bookmark: _Int_iUNKdyRU]And they do, they do. They do become jaded and exhausted. That's where as a school, we play such an important role bringing them together, whether it's alumni reunions or the different places we meet, we invite our alumni to come back and engage with us. And a lot of them say it replenishes their energy. It recharges them to go back into the public sector and to keep trying. And that's what the rest of us need them to do.

Professor Irene Tracey
That's fantastic. And having that sanctuary for them to come and do that and be re-inspired again and as you say, re-energise. It's a brilliant role that this place serves. Tom, your book, when is it coming out? Not that I'm plugging it, but I'm shamelessly plugging it!
Professor Tom Simpson
Realistically, 2 years I would have thought from now.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_19OTYQuS]Okay, note that, please listener! It does sound like a really great read. And obviously there's just so much going on Ngaire and we're coming to the start of another academic year, what are some of the challenges that you want to address going forward? And what are some of the things that you're really excited about, ‘the next new stuff’, that you're going to be bringing in under this part of your tenure?
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_UX97TNA1][bookmark: _Int_8JTkzQbL][bookmark: _Int_t4u0hire][bookmark: _Int_Q6Eh0jjv]First, obviously, like every other school and every other part of the university, we’re thinking about how does the adoption of AI change the role of government, the possibilities of government, and the duties of government? We're really focusing on that as a school. The second thing we're thinking about is how we maintain both the resilience and impact of what we're offering to the world. We're thinking hard about how we make sure that our Master of Public Policy (MPP) is sustainable, because it is having huge impact, but then also about what's the next piece that attracts people that otherwise wouldn't come into public leadership roles? What equips them for public leadership roles and connects them with each other? We do have to keep thinking and innovating what we’re doing.
Professor Irene Tracey
[bookmark: _Int_c8VXMwLV][bookmark: _Int_ysPvQXXP]Totally. I mean, the way we deliver has to change, and it's how we stay at the top of the game. It's wonderful to hear how you're thinking about the need to embrace AI and how it is going to impact how governments and future leaders are going to have to think about things, but also how we maybe deliver our own courses and our teaching. We just have to as an institution.
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_J3Djod67]And I think the other thing that we're doing as a school that we've already begun on, is how do we engage directly with politics and politicians? I think universities are sometimes a little distant from that.

Professor Irene Tracey
It's so key, Ngaire, and I know that, you know, you and I are completely aligned in that regard. But for you to reach out, as well, to other types of people in the private sector and bring them in and get them to think about what they can be doing to help the political sphere.
Professor Ngaire Woods
[bookmark: _Int_iWPKXh1A]We bring at least half a dozen really serious, world-beating business leaders into the school each year. They challenge us, they engage with our students, they become ambassadors of what we do. They're terrific.
Professor Irene Tracey
Well, I, for one, am so grateful that we've got you, Ngaire and Tom. You know, again, congratulations on everything that you have achieved to date and will continue to achieve and with the book. Thank you for spending time here on this episode of Fire and Wire. I hope the listeners have enjoyed this. Please look on the Blavatnik School of Government’s website and follow up directly with Ngaire or with Tom if you have further questions. And if not, I look forward to speaking to you again at the next episode. Thank you.
Professor Ngaire Woods
Thank you, Vice-Chancellor.
Professor Tom Simpson
Thank you very much.
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