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Nick Chesterley's new book, "Future-Generation Government", uses a behavioural insights lens to explore why 
governments underweight the long term, and how we can help them better balance the present and the 
future. Nick and I talk about the importance of measurement, experimenting with new ideas, and iterating as 
we learn what works (and what doesn't). We also discuss strategies to make it easy and attractive to govern 
for tomorrow today. 
 
Transcript: 

KIRSTIN APPELT, HOST: Welcome to this edition of Calling DIBS. I'm your host Kirstin Appelt, Research Director 
with UBC Decision Insights for Business and Society, or DIBS for short. Today we're Calling DIBS on Nick 
Chesterley. Nick is Director General of Microeconomic Policy Analysis at Finance Canada, and he brings a PhD 
in economics to his decade in the federal government.  
 
We're talking to Nick today in his capacity as author of the recent book, Future Generation Government. The 
book combines Nick's behavioral economics research and public policy experience to advocate thoughtfully 
and cogently for behaviorally informed government. And as listeners of this podcast know, that's a topic we're 
only too happy to talk about. So let's dive right in. Welcome to the podcast, Nick.  
 
NICK CHESTERLEY, GUEST: Thank you. I'm extremely excited to be here.  
  
APPELT: I always like to start with a little bit of background on folks because every person's journey to 
behavioral insights is different. So what brought you to BI? What was your journey?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah. That's a good question. And so I started life as an economist originally and thought about 
economics. I think what I realized is that what I particularly like about economics is what people are bad at. 
That's the interesting part for me. And behaviour is very much like that. "Bad" is perhaps unfairly judgmental, 
but it's areas where people make mistakes, where they have biases, where they do things that you would not 
otherwise expect.  
 
And so I ended up doing my PhD at the University of Oxford on behavior economics, thinking about how 
people plan for the future, about multiple selves, the idea that if you want something today and something 
different tomorrow, what does that mean for economic decision making and how you save for retirement and 
all this kind of thing? And then after doing my PhD, I realized I wanted to think more about public policy and 
how that mattered for policy.  

https://blogs.ubc.ca/biwiki/podcast/
https://ubc.ca.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=e5e695ae-ec3e-4054-ba39-b3fb0152528f


   

 

   

 

So joining government and started thinking more directly about behavioral insights. My early jobs, I helped 
evaluators to randomize control trials. I ran an innovation unit on labor program issues to help use more 
behavioral insights, other things in labor policy. I've meandered on since then.  
 
I no longer work directly on behavior insights, but there is a huge connection between behavioral science and 
what I do now. I think across, I mean, government, also elsewhere, thinking about how people behave is very 
fundamental to a lot of interesting public policy questions. My job before this one was thinking about the 
future of money and cryptocurrencies, for example.  
 
And there's a huge behavioral element to how people choose to adopt new technologies in general, what 
cryptocurrencies in particular, how they're used, the risks they create. And so, yeah, I really enjoy behavioral 
economics and behavioral insights. I think about it a lot and doing it in the context of government and also 
elsewhere. 
  
APPELT: That's really interesting. Yeah, I think it's interesting you brought up cryptocurrency and things like 
that because there's the behavioral science of the users, but also of the folks who come up with the 
technologies and how they release them. And so just behavior on all sides, which is just really interesting to 
think about. 
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah.  
  
APPELT: Well, diving into the book, the premise of the book sets out this approach for integrating behavioral 
science into government in order to better legislate for the long term. What led you to write the book?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah, so my PhD thesis is about people thinking for the future and that we could do better than 
we currently do in the future. And then I joined government. And in my view, I think government has many of 
the same challenges. So part of what drove the book is this sort of question.  
 
There's so much interesting behavior research about how individuals plan for the future, don't plan for the 
future. Are there lessons from that research individuals that we can apply to governments? And obviously, 
governments are different than individuals. There are limitations. But that was sort of the impetus for the 
book in many ways was this sort of realization that maybe there's interesting things we can say about how 
governments can do better learning from the individual case. There are often parallels.  
 
One story that stuck with me from the book is President Roosevelt during the Great Depression did a series of 
radio addresses called Fireside Chats, and they were seen as enormously influential in sort of calming down 
the country, focusing them on the things that mattered, sort of long-term benefits to the U.S. At the time. And 
he did about 30 of them over his career. And he was asked at one point, well, why don't you do more of 
these?  
 
They're really great, shouldn't you do more of them? And his answer was, well, it takes me three or four days 
of uninterrupted time to write one of these. And I just don't have time. And what I am struck by that is A, I 
don't know that any world leader has three to four days of interrupted time to write a single speech. And B, I 
don't know that anyone else does either.  
 



   

 

   

 

Like I'm not a world leader, but like I would struggle for four days of uninterpreted time. And I think most of us 
would. And that's such a different environment we live in now than even a hundred years ago that, and I think 
it is a challenging environment for long-term thinking and big picture thinking.  
 
So a lot of the book is trying to draw lessons from individual behavior, how do we carve out time and space 
and energy to think about the future and try to prioritize decisions that help the future just a little.  
  
APPELT: I love thinking about FDR as the original podcaster. Exactly. Yeah, that's such a great example. And I 
love this idea of understanding how organizations are composed of individuals, so some of our biases as 
individuals are obviously going to appear in organizations.  
 
I always like to ground things in definitions because folks are coming to the podcast from different spaces. And 
so the idea of present bias is pretty fundamental in the book. Can you explain that for folks who aren't familiar 
with the term?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah, definitely. And so at the individual level, present bias is focusing too much on today and 
not enough on tomorrow, to put it very simply or to put it a little more formally. We overweight costs and 
benefits today and underweight them tomorrow.  
 
And so you can think of that as when you make the decision whether you want to go to the gym or not going 
to the gym right now, maybe annoying. You may not be excited. You want to do something else, but long-term 
it's good for you. It makes you healthier. And you sort of want long-term to go to the gym more often.  
 
And we don't do those things that are costly in the short term as much as we probably should is that the sort 
of broad finding that's a very broad generalization, but that's big picture what's going on. And I think we see 
something similar with governments where there's a host of long-term challenges facing governments. I wrote 
much of the book during COVID.  
 
I was stuck at home and making progress. And it was a very like visceral example of a long-term challenge. 
Pandemic preparedness is a long-term challenge. Natural resource overuse, overfishing, underinvestment, 
preparedness, natural disasters, antibiotic resistance, climate change. You'll have a lot more examples in mind.  
 
But those are long-term challenges and governments either have to inconvenience themselves or pay or 
otherwise prioritize them today to make a difference in the future. And that's hard to do. It's hard to do for 
individuals and it's hard to do for governments.  
 
Looping around a little bit, my favorite study, I think of individual present bias is when you bring people into 
the lab and ask them, do you want fruit or chocolate in one week? Most of them will say, I want fruit in a 
week. And then when you bring them back in a week and you ask them again, what do they want right now? 
They say chocolate. There's this like flip of choices, which It makes intuitive sense to all of us. Like, and since 
it's not an exciting finding, but I think it's a really interesting, like, what does that mean for what they want 
and how they can plan their lives?  
 
Because we are time inconsistent. We change our decisions over time. So there you go. We pay more 
attention now than later, is present bias.  



   

 

   

 

  
APPELT: Yeah. I love the fruit and chocolate example. Back when Netflix was still a DVD service, because yes, I 
am that old, I used to always order myself these DVDs of these classic films or really important documentaries. 
And when they came, I always wished I had gotten the equivalent of Heated Rivalry or whatever so I could 
watch the candy rather than the broccoli.  
 
So individuals and organizations are both subject to present bias. What are some of the reasons governments 
in particular get stuck focusing on the short term?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah, and so there's a lot of pressures on governments to focus on the short term and a lot of 
them have parallels to individuals as well, but not all of them do. So I will say one obvious one is elections. This 
creates a direct incentive to focus on winning the next election because it doesn't matter if you're setting 
yourself to win election in 20 years, you may not be the candidate and you've already lost, who knows? That, I 
think, provides a direct incentive to focus on the present.  
 
Also voters, individuals are short term. I as we've already talked about. And so if voters are acting in a short-
term way, and there is some research that they tend to focus more on short-term issues than long-term 
issues, that too will encourage governments to do the same. They will respond to the person voters. And I 
think a particularly interesting sub-case of that is uncertainty and trust.  
 
If voters don't believe a government's gonna act in the long-term, then they won't bother supporting it. And 
so you can get trapped in this vicious cycle where because of a trust issue, there's no support for long-
termism. And to get distracted for a moment by an example, The introduction of pensions. Bismarck 
introduced pensions in Germany quite a while ago.  
 
He introduced it when he was vastly ahead in the polls and he did so as a very intentionally long-term measure 
because he was concerned in 20 years the socialists, you can take whatever side you want, but Bismarck was 
not keen on socialists, but he was concerned socialists would eventually get rise in popularity. And so we saw 
this as stealing a march in the socialists.  
 
People would pay more now into a pension fund and they might be unhappy about that, but he had popularity 
to spare. And in 20 years, when his popularity drops, people would start getting the payments from pensions 
and it would help sort of fend off the Socialist Party.  
 
The inverse case, which I find fascinating, is in the UK when there was discussion of pensions being reduced. 
And the group who was most opposed, not most, but very opposed to it was the UK Civil Service. Not because 
they were not in favor of pensions, but because they were concerned that the government would set up this 
fund and then spend it all. They would not be able to save it for the long term.  
 
So there was this like trust issue within the public service that they were opposed from a long-term policy, not 
because they didn't believe in long-term policy, but they didn't trust government would deliver it successfully. 
So trust really matters. And then I think the third big factor is just how busy our world is. Like it's a short-term 
world we live in.  
 



   

 

   

 

And I think sometimes it was like the politicians when the printing press was introduced could have taken like 
a hundred years to write the policy memo to decide what to do about it. Like they had plenty of time. 
Compare that to AI today.  
 
Daily there are updates on AI, the technology evolves, things happen, change happens. I mean, the vast flow 
information coming for politicians and public servants and leaders of all kinds is simply overwhelming. And so I 
think that too can drive shortism because you simply don't have time to focus on the long term.  
 
And then maybe the final thing I'll say is that I hear sometimes talking about this, that democracy is inevitably 
short term. That's the group that has elections. And look, there are short term pressures in democracies, no 
doubt. To give you my perspective, I still think it's better than the alternative. I think there's a lot of evidence 
that dictatorships do really poorly on long term outcomes.  
 
Democracies do better on things like economic growth, environmental issues, that kind of thing. Because 
dictatorships struggle to respond to the wishes of the population and information may not flow well. And that 
creates its own limitations in terms of successfully solving long-term problems.  
  
APPELT: Yeah, it's quite a constellation of factors. And I think they all really weigh in. I know in some of the 
work I've done with government, it's just striking how there's so many quote unquote fires to put out that the 
longer term fires just feel like miles away.  
 
When I was working in the US on setting up health insurance websites after Obamacare had been enacted, so 
many states said we need to do it fast. And so the subtext was we need to do it fast and not well, because 
that's the fire of the day.  
 
And so the idea of having to set up something that's going to work long term often like takes that backseat to 
getting it out the door today.  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah, I totally agree. And I do think putting out fires is highly visible and highly important. And 
there are important fires. It's not to say the short term doesn't matter. There are short term pressures on 
governments that really matter, that matter to Canadians, that need solving.  
 
But ultimately what you want to do is build fireproof houses. You want houses that will resist fires, not 
constantly be sending the firefighters out. And so that's the piece where I think we can do better as a country, 
as a society, as a world in terms of fireproofing our houses a little more.  
  
APPELT: Yeah, that's a great way to say it. Well, my favorite part of the book is the solutions. And one of the 
parts I really love, because it really resonates for me, is you start by making a case for measurement. And I'd 
love to break it into both why it matters that we measure and why it matters what we measure. So first off, 
why does it matter that we measure at all?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Great question. And I too am excited about measurement. So I'm excited to talk about it. 
Measurement is hugely important. And I suspect I'm talking to a friendly audience generally about that. But I 
do think it is both hugely important and often neglected and thought of too late. But if we don't know what's 



   

 

   

 

going on, it's very hard to improve. I mean, at a very fundamental level, if we don't know how things are going, 
we can't improve them.  
 
And then the behavioral science answer is, because salience really matters. I mean, there's clear research that 
like, when people are aware of things, they see things that affects their behavior. If we're not measuring 
something, it's hard to make something salient. And so having clear measures of, look, this is how this 
program's going, or this is how we're doing on climate response or whatever.  
 
The more that will sort of help inform the discussion and the debate and policy answer. So in some ways it's 
not an exciting answer and then it's sometimes why measurement is neglected, but it is a really important 
answer that that's what can help change public policy outcomes and help us do better. And it is, I mean, it 
drives behavior.  
 
I mean, if you think of the individual case of like call center employees who are given targets where they have 
to take as many calls as possible. And as a result, the calls get less and less helpful because they get shorter 
and shorter. I mean, you got to be careful when measuring and like, you can't measure everything well. And 
sometimes measurement will actually drive bad behaviors. So there's trade-offs here. There's ways to do it 
poorly and well. In the book, what I talk through is GDP in particular. And there's a number of different 
criticisms of GDP.  
 
But from a long-term perspective, the challenge is that it's basically an income statement. It's how much a 
country makes in a year, which is an important thing to measure. But it's not how wealthy you are. It's not 
your budget. If you think of your family situation, it's your salary, but not your budget or your savings. But you 
want to know both of those things.  
 
Because there's lots of things you can do to increase your short-term income, but reduce your long-term 
wealth. And so having a measurement of both can help you make those trade-offs more thoughtfully. And 
that's the kind of thing you need measurement for. Because if you don't have a measure of one of them, then 
the other one will crowd things out. And it's easy to sort of sell the family silver or otherwise deplete long-
term value in order to drive up the thing you're measuring.  
 
And so I talk through these things we don't measure when we skip measuring long-term wealth, like physical 
capital, natural capital, human capital. Institutional quality, various other things. And then the other thing I'd 
say about measurement in terms of what we measure and also how we measure is that not always, but often 
it is something that is easy to do upfront and hard to do later on.  
 
I see a remarkable amount of research about public policy to be a little unfair to the authors, which concludes 
with if only they had measured things in the first place, we would know. I mean, that's frustrating for everyone 
involved, but If you can put measures in place upfront, if you can design the program upfront to sort of think 
about measurement, that makes it so much easier later on when someone comes to look at does this program 
work or not?  
 
And should we do more of it or less of it or change it? Because otherwise you turn up, the data's not there. 
Obviously people do the best they can, but it's one of these things that like doing it upfront really makes a 
difference. But it is hard to get attention. I mean, measurement is less exciting than the actual policy, than 



   

 

   

 

driving the outcomes and making the difference to people's lives. And so it's a tricky space, but a really 
important 
  
APPELT: Yeah, it's really interesting because so often it's not thought up upfront. And there's a host of reasons 
for that, including that when many of these systems were built, measurement just wasn't part of what we 
considered. And now decades later, the data sits in several different data warehouses, and you're trying to 
combine data across. And so it just becomes a really tricky issue.  
 
But I also wanted to pick up on your point about what we measure really matters. I liked your example of call 
centers because you can think of any call center wants customers to be satisfied, but they also want to help as 
many customers as possible. But if you're measuring customer satisfaction, the calls are going to be very 
different than if you're measuring number of customers served.  
 
So I think that's a really concrete way to visualize that. And then when you take it to something like how 
countries are doing and measuring and the idea of GDP versus budgets, it just makes so much sense that. If we 
are only looking at one set of measurements, we're not looking at the full picture. And then that really guides 
our decision-making.  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yeah. And the intermediary case, think, is things like social media, where for a while, at least, 
there was tremendous focus on maximizing engagement and people who use the service. I you can, of course, 
do that. But it turns out one of the easy ways to do that is to use things that are fairly negative for the people. 
Negative experiences drive engagement. And I don't know if that's desirable socially or not, but it is an 
unfortunate feature of the  
  
APPELT: Absolutely. Yeah, that's a whole separate podcast about measurement in social media. So to steal an 
idea from Field of Dreams, if we measure it, it will come, or at least it'll be more likely to come. And part of 
what I think is so great, and you already alluded to this about measurement, is it's a precursor to another 
solution, which is iteration and experimentation.  
 
And iteration and experimentation only make sense if you're measuring because otherwise, how are you 
iterating? How are you improving? You don't know if you're improving or if you're making things worse. So in 
the context of government, can you talk a bit about iteration and experimentation in those contexts and why 
they're so important?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Yes, definitely. For me, this is perhaps the hardest thing to get right, but also the most impactful 
big picture. And I don't know if our behavioral insights team colleagues will agree with this assessment. So 
take it only as my perspective.  
 
I frequently think the biggest impact the behavioral insights team in the UK and now worldwide has had is not 
actually in the behavior insights from biases, it's in pushing a more experimental approach in government, 
where they really encouraged governments to try things and see what works. And there's this great talk from 
David Halpern where he talks about he knew he'd succeeded when he was at the cabinet table in the UK and 
there was three options presented, because governments always like three options and the middle one is 
always best.  
 



   

 

   

 

And then one of the ministers at the table is like, well, why don't we try all three of them and see what's most 
effective? And he's like, yes, why don't we do that? So anyway, a great moment for iteration and 
experimentation.  
 
I think thinking of the long term, the other key insight I would put forward is that we don't know what the 
future is going to be like. I don't think 10 years ago we knew 2026 was going to be like this. In fact, I'm 
confident we didn't. And there was this whole pandemic nonsense and lots of things happened we didn't 
expect. But because the future is uncertain, I don't think there's a sort of one and done policy for the future.  
 
This isn't a matter of like, we've solved it. Here's what we'll need in 10 years. We're going to dedicate more 
resources to doing that now. Instead, I think it is more about taking a flexible experimental approach. And 
there's this great research by Al Tetlock showing that experts are often worse than dart throwing monkeys at 
predicting the future. They do worse than base rates or worse than averages. So it is just hard to the future.  
 
And so instead of saying, here's the public policy, we will do this public policy and the future will be brilliant, 
saying, look, we're going to try a bunch of things. We'll see what works best. And the things that work well, 
we'll do more of. And things that work less well, we'll do less of. Is in my view the right approach for lot of 
public policy things. Not everything.  
 
There are clear limitations. Sometimes you just have to respond. It's a crisis. There's a strong preference from 
the country. I mean, there are reasons. I'm not saying experimentation works everywhere, but that broad 
approach, I think, is really crucial to navigating our way successfully into the future, and particularly in a world 
where we seem to be constantly struck by surprising new crises of various kinds.  
 
But it's hard. And I think it's particularly hard for governments because it's hard to admit failure in 
government. It's hard to say we did something and it didn't work. And so how do you create space for 
governments to try new things? And inevitably when you try a new thing, it won't work. I can remember 
having that conversation with my PhD supervisor at point.  
 
It was running an experiment and I was like, I don't know if I'll find anything interesting. And he was like, yeah, 
because I think your research would be boring if you knew in advance. Like that's the whole point. It's only 
interesting if you don't know. And that can be scary and it can be hard when you don't find things.  
 
But I think finding a way and carving a space for governments to say, look, we're going to try a bunch of things 
and some of it won't work. And that's expected. That's the plan. But then we're going to do more of the ones 
that do, I think, is really important. And governments have gotten better. There's people worldwide working 
on this, including you, among others. But I think we just need to keep getting better and better at it.  
  
APPELT: Absolutely. One of the interesting conversations I often have with folks in government is when you 
first talk about experimentation, there's concerns about the ethics of, quote unquote, withholding something 
from people. And to me, that kind of is a misunderstanding of experimentation because it's assuming that the 
solution is going to work. So can you talk a little bit about how you address concerns about the ethics of 
experimentation when you have those conversations? 
  



   

 

   

 

CHESTERLEY: Yeah. So I think there is a technical answer to this question, which is really important. I'm not 
going to talk about as much, but important checks and balances and making sure you do things like ethics 
review panels, informed consent, being transparent. All of these things really matter. And I think lots to say 
there, but I'm not going to talk about it anyway. 
 
I do think though exactly your point. Big picture, we sometimes get lost and that we kind of assume the status 
quo is either better or worse. But we don't know. That's the whole point of it. If we knew, then we wouldn't 
need to experiment. We just do what was better. And so I think that status quo bias of saying, we prefer the 
status quo. But if we don't test and experiment, we'll be stuck with what we've got now.  
 
And in the long term, if we keep doing what we've always done, we're never going to get any better and we'll 
probably end up getting worse. And so I think there is an ethical imperative to experiment. To do so carefully 
and well, but to try new things and to innovate and to find better ways of doing things. Otherwise, people are 
stuck with the status quo. And for some people, the status quo is unacceptable. And there are problems that 
need fixing everywhere in the world. And I think all of us have responsibility to try new things, to try to solve 
those problems.  
 
So I think that's one part of the answer. The other thing, perhaps a little more technical on the point, but I 
think some of these people's the mental picture of an experiment is this like grandiose multi-year, multi-
million dollar, like we're going to give basic income to these people and not to these people and see who's 
happier. That's a valid experiment. I got no problem with that experiment. I think there are often a lot more 
subtle, not subtle, but more like simple things you can do to still give you experimental insight.  
 
Smaller quick experiments are one and the tech world is pioneered all of these like randomized control trials 
and how they deliver websites, this kind of thing. Sometimes they work, sometimes they don't. But I think two 
things like Canada is a huge country. If you're implementing a national policy, you can implement in some 
areas first and then implement in other areas later and then compare the difference. You don't need to say 
only some people will get this treatment at all.  
 
You just need to do it at different times and allow for random selection. And so that's a whole other podcast in 
the zone as well, probably. But things like step wedge designs, there are clever ways to do policy design that 
allow for a more informed experimental approach without being a, we're going to spend a million dollars on 
this group of people and not that group of people, which I still think is worth doing, but I agree is a little 
trickier to get through.  
  
APPELT: Yeah. Yeah. I think that's great. And I think, you know, if we look at medicine, we wouldn't say, oh, 
we're not going to trial any new drugs because only some people would benefit from them. We trial them on a 
small group. If they work, then we expand them. If they don't work, then we pull them. So that's the only way 
we can learn. We don't know what's better until we test. And if we don't test, then we don't know. And then 
we're just stuck.  
 
Yeah, I really like your points there. So ethics is a common question people have. And then another common 
question is about the feasibility of experimentation, which I think you've already touched on. But any other 
ways you address feasibility of experimentation in government?  
  



   

 

   

 

CHESTERLEY: I think I probably have mostly said what I have to say about this. My twofold answer would one, 
there are situations where it's not feasible or doesn't make sense or so non-ethical. I mean, that's fine. I don't 
think anyone needs to say we should always experiment. Obviously it's nuanced. The case is just we should 
probably experiment more than we do now. I feel the same way about long-term thinking. We don't need to 
always prioritize the long-term, we just need to do it more than we do now.  
 
But so I think, fair enough, there are always situations where it doesn't make sense. But as I say, I think there 
are program design choices we can make to sort of get us closer and make it happen. I think it is about carving 
out space and the ability for governments to do it. Like that is a key feasibility barrier, not from a like practical 
on the ground implementation perspective, but more like a big picture. Like how we make sure managers, 
employees, everyone feels comfortable doing so?  
 
Earlier in my career, I worked on a team trying to encourage experiments in government. I was placed at a 
central agency, sort of a central hub that sets the rules for other departments. I don't want to go too far into 
public service speak, so anyway, maybe boring some of your audience and confusing others, but I'll do my 
best. In any case, we developed resources and provided expertise and tried to sort of support experiments. 
What I learned from that experience is that that was all appreciated.  
 
But the single biggest impact we had is that teams would work with us and then they would go to their 
management and say, look, the central powerful group wants this. So you have to let us do it. And it was sort 
of path break for these groups to allow them to try new things. Cause I was a treasure board secretary, which 
was a central agency and sets the rules for government in some sense. Think our expertise was useful. Think 
our advice was useful. I had a phenomenal team.  
 
It was very struck that like that ability to sort of say there is space and time for this is important to the system 
was really helpful. And so it's not the answer, but I think it's a answer.  
  
APPELT: Yeah. I actually really like that because I've seen the same thing like in the government of BC, they 
have a corporate plan and it actually talks about the need for evidence-based governance. And I think that top 
cover, and it's interesting, you need that kind of support at the top level. And then you also need the project 
champions who are actually driving the work.  
 
So I think getting those supportive folks in key places is actually a lot of the feasibility because it is new and 
different and people have to build up that skill and the courage and everything. 
  
CHESTERLEY: And people are busy like it's off inside of desk and it's just finding space and energy.  
  
APPELT: Yeah, more fires to put out. Yeah. So you also apply BIT's East framework to long term government 
and talk about how we can make it easier and more attractive to consider the long term. What are some of 
the key ideas there?  
  
CHESTERLEY: So the example I always have in my head when I talk about these strategies is that Jeff Bezos, the 
CEO of Amazon, whenever he does, I mean, I have no idea, I've never met the man, but I read in books that 
whenever he does a round table or has a meeting with his senior staff, he leaves the chair empty, which is 
meant to represent the customer.  



   

 

   

 

 
And so as he goes around the table, he can say, well, what is the VP of X think and the VP of Y, and then what 
would the customer think? And I really liked that. And I think it's a great example of effectively setting up a 
little trip wire to say, let's not forget about the customer. And I kind of think we need to do the same thing for 
the future. We need to set up tripwires or guardrails to sort of remind us, let's not forget about the future. It's 
not just about today, it's about thinking for tomorrow as well.  
 
And are we making the future as well off as it should be? I use a lot of different ways to set up those tripwires. 
There's red teams who sort of challenge policy. There's foresight exercises and there's foresight jobs in a lot of 
places. Broad diverse decision-making groups to make sure different perspectives are represented, including 
youth and others. Requirements to publish intergenerational reports.  
 
So some places when you do something, the government is required to publish a report about how it'll affect 
the future. And Finland is really a leader in this space in terms of having a thoughtful foresight ecosystem. 
Though to get distracted slightly, there's this great finding about the Finland research ecosystem, which is very 
sophisticated. They have a bunch of different groups.  
 
There's a parliamentary committee that every year publishes reports saying, how are things affecting the 
future, which I think is a great example of tripwire. And then the research found that, those reports are worth 
doing and they're interesting. The biggest impact this group has is not the report itself. It's that senior 
parliamentarians in Finland often serve on this group when they're junior parliamentarians.  
 
And it helps sort of shape how they think about future thinking and policymaking generally. And so there's a 
cultural element to this as well that I think culture is a hard thing to affect, but an interesting and important 
angle. The other one I'd talk through, Commitments is a really common behavioral insights approach. And my 
favorite example, which is dated, but we already talked about Netflix deliveries, so I figured I can squeeze it in.  
 
The time was, before we put our credit cards on our phones, that one of the ways you can commit to 
budgeting is to freeze your credit card in a block of ice because if you microwave it, you'll wipe out the script. 
And so the idea is if you want to go shopping and then you don't have the information saved in your phone 
and or your browser and or anywhere else, you'd have to wait for the ice cube to melt.  
 
So you have to wait a couple of hours to melt before you can take your credit card and go shopping. And so 
you weren't committing to not shop, but you sort of created a cost to going shopping because you had to wait. 
There was a delay cost. And I think there's a lot of parallels in government, how governments can set up a cost 
to doing something short. And so you can think of campaign promises as a relatively moderate cost. 
 
Constitutional changes is a potentially extremely strong cost, but quite inflexible. But then the one that 
doesn't really have an individual parallel, but I think is particularly interesting, is setting up independent 
institutions. 
 
So setting up a central bank, for example, or a sovereign wealth fund, where you're creating a group that, at 
least in some cases, is dedicated to thinking about a long-term perspective or a long-term issue that is 
insulated from the day-to-day pressures of fighting fires. Government. There's trade-offs that may also make 



   

 

   

 

them less responsive to the democratic process, less responsive to the needs of the government. So it's not a 
cure-all by any means.  
 
But I do think that's a particularly interesting commitment device available to governments that you could 
think of parallels in the individual case, but it isn't quite the same. I'm going to use too many Scandinavian 
examples, but the Norwegian Sovereign Wealth Fund is this enormous, highly successful sovereign wealth 
fund that's explicitly intended to preserve wealth for future generations, because Norway is concerned they'd 
run out of oil wealth.  
 
And so they seek to preserve some of that wealth for future generations of Norwegians. And so I think also a 
fascinating example of how government can learn from, but not directly have a parallel to individual behavior. 
  
APPELT: I love those solutions. And I really like the idea of the empty chair that represents different things, 
whether it's long term and future generations, or if you have multiple chairs for multiple, you know, like 
pandemic readiness and a chair for climate readiness. Because I think even just in our own day to day, if you 
have a bunch of tasks, the ones you're getting emails about are often like the New Fires and you don't have an 
email saying like, hey, how much of your book chapter have you read written today? 
 
And so having that empty chair brings that up to the same level as the kind of like new arising things. And I 
think that helps us make the implicit explicit in a lot of ways. So I can see how that would be effective for a 
strategy for individuals as well as organizations and governments. And I like how the solutions work together 
because you can see how. 
 
Having the empty chair could lead to these commitments and the creation of independent institutions. And 
just more generally, the solutions really work together when you think, if we measure, that leads us to trial 
different behaviorally informed ideas like commitments and tripwires, and then we can iterate and figure out 
the balance between short and long term. So all to say, I really like how the book comes together. Any last 
book thoughts to share?  
  
CHESTERLEY: Last book thoughts to share. I mean, I the core message I'd, well, a couple of messages from the 
book. We should pay more attention to the future. And the book's not about individual behavior quite as 
much, but I think that's equally true in individual behavior. We could all do a better job sometimes thinking 
about the future.  
 
The second message I would say that I don't think I started with when I was thinking about the book. And the 
book took me ages to write. It was a long-term project in and of itself. Frankly, for most of time I was writing 
it, didn't expect to ever publish it. So it's surprise to me that anyone at all has read it. So that's great. But I 
think there's room to innovate with our institutions. Our institutions are designed in a very different era, and 
stability and continuity is very important for institutions.  
 
So I don't want to over-fiddle with them. But I do think it's an interesting time to think about our institutions 
serving as well and how do we want them to work and are they focusing on the right things? And so I that's all 
thinking and that's much broader than just the long term. And the other thing I was really struck by writing the 
book, and actually it was a political scientist who pointed that to me and so he deserves credit, but it was a 
great point, is the importance of leadership and how leadership plays into all of this.  



   

 

   

 

 
Leaders obviously don't decide everything. Some of will be familiar with like the great man theory of history 
where it's individuals make it or is that true or not? There's dissent among historians. But I do think there's a 
real challenge for leaders in that you can get trapped in a vicious cycle and that if leaders do not successfully 
deliver future thinking policies, voters may lose faith in leadership generally.  
 
And we see a strongly declining trust in government almost worldwide. But then you risk a self-fulfilling 
prophecy where voters do not expect leaders to take care of the future. Thus, leaders don't. It makes voters 
even more cynical. And you can get trapped in this cycle of doom or whatever you want to call it, where we do 
less and less long-term action. And everyone's behaving reasonably.  
 
Like I can understand why voters lose confidence if their things are not being responded to and then leaders 
are responding to the preference of voters. No one's making a mistake in that context necessarily, but that 
seems like a really bad equilibrium to get to. And so how do we help our leaders and help ourselves sort of get 
to a much better equilibrium where we expect our leaders to deliver on the future?  
 
That makes it easier for them to do so. We are then pleased and expect even higher and like communism 
leaders and sort of reach a high trust equilibrium. That's way bigger than future thinking in government. 
There's a lot to that. There's lots of things we can talk about in another podcast. But I do think that big picture 
question is one that I was left with finishing the book. I definitely don't solve it in the book. Don't read the 
book hoping it'll be solved.  
  
APPELT: But it does give you lots of good food for thought for that. And I think. It also kind of goes back to 
what we were saying around status quo bias, as we often take our institutions as given, these are how they 
work and it's great, but innovating on not only the policies, but the institutions themselves and figuring out 
what works and what doesn't and what drives us into these vicious cycles and what would drive us towards 
virtuous cycles.  
 
So I think that's a good kind of meta message. And I also, always end by asking, we've got a lot of folks who 
listen to the podcast who are newer to the field of BI. So do you have a message for new BI practitioners or 
practitioners in training?  
  
CHESTERLEY: That's a good question. Very good question. I doubt this message is new to most of the 
practitioners in training, but I think I am constantly struck how behavioral insights is everywhere, behavioral 
sciences everywhere. Behavior is fundamental to human society. And I think you can immediately jump to 
individual biases and interventions. I think understanding how people behave tremendously varied 
applications.  
 
And so I would say, I think a lot of great innovation and new ideas comes from cross fertilization between 
different disciplines. And my book's an attempt to do that to some extent. I would say, go forth and be 
behavioral sciency. I mean, I think that's great. People should do more of that and use those insights and draw 
on them whatever they end up doing.  
 
And you need not restrict yourself to being a behavioral scientist. My own career has sort of evolved in that 
way. But then I'm also struck how relevant it is in particular to some of the core challenges we face today. And 



   

 

   

 

in particular, when I look around, I think one of the key big picture challenges we face is simply uncertainty. 
There is so much uncertainty in the world today and it seems to be getting worse.  
 
It is pervasive for our governments, our institutions, our individuals. I mean, who knows what markets will do, 
our governments will do, what the environment will do. There's a lot we can say about uncertainty. In many 
ways, I navigating uncertainty is a fundamentally behavioral question. Like I think how we think about and 
engage with uncertainty is fundamentally a question.  
 
And so I say that maybe as an example that like, I think the kind of big picture societal questions behavior 
insights can give itself to and to work to. I mean, it's a constantly evolving field. And I like when I finished my 
PhD, Nudge was like, relatively new and like, it was a big deal and lots was happening. And I sure now Nudge is 
old and boring and no one is interested. That's totally unfair. But anyway, yeah, I think lots of fascinating 
applications.  
 
Who knows where the new applications will be, but I work in government. We in government have a strong 
need for good advice and good policy advice. Like there is no time like the present that needs good public 
policy everywhere in the world. And so I look forward to anyone who wants to bring behavioral science or 
other insights to good public policy.  
  
APPELT: That is a great message. Yeah. And I think that's something we see a lot of just within our own cohorts 
is everyone comes from very different backgrounds and the discussions are so fertile because they're bringing 
so many disciplines together and applying behavioral science to the disciplines and applying them to 
behavioral science. And that's just really exciting to see what comes out of that.  
 
And to your point about uncertainty. Different disciplines approach it really differently. And it's really 
interesting to see how people conceive of uncertainty as scary or exciting, as opportunity or risk. And yeah, I 
love that. Well, thank you so much for joining today. The book is a good read. I highly recommend Future 
Generation Government.  
 
I like how it talks about not only the need for future-term government, but also how we have to balance, you 
know, like you said, it's not either or, it's an and, which most things in life are, we need short and long-term 
governance. And I really appreciate the explanations for how and why the solutions could work, because a lot 
of behavioral science gets critiqued for focusing on, like you said, the things we get excited about, all the weird 
ways people are weird, but we also need ways to figure out how to do better.  
 
So I love how the book includes all of that. And thank you for sharing a snapshot with us today.  
  
CHESTERLEY: I had fun. Thank you for having me.  
  
APPELT: And thanks to our listeners for joining another episode of Calling DIBS. 
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