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What is a national
conversation?

With the release of its Measuring What
Matters statement and framework the
Australian Government has taken the first
steps to embedding wellbeing in policy and
decision-making. Critical to its success will be
gaining the perspectives and buy-in of the
Australian public.

A national conversation on wellbeing would
involve multiple methods of engagement,
from town hall meetings to kitchen table
conversations and online surveys, over an
extended period to determine what really
matters to people across Australia. A national
conversation on wellbeing would engage
widely with individuals and communities to
identify overarching and long-term ‘goals’
that reflect what Australians identify as the
necessary components of our collective
wellbeing. These goals can provide a unifying
vision that all government departments can
rally behind. In order to establish a public
mandate for the goals and ensure their
longevity, it is vital that they are informed by
the diverse voices of individuals and
communities in Australia. Evidence shows
that lasting change is more likely if people,
institutions, and governments go on the
journey together.

The Commonwealth Treasury has so far
undertaken consultation to inform the
Measuring What Matters Statement. This
involved two phases of public submissions,
the second of which sought organisations
and individuals to consult with community
members on the Measuring What Matters
themes. The input from the community on
these two submissions has been
considerable, with submissions provided from
NGOs, community organisations, the private
sector, academia, and individuals.

There are several reasons why a national
conversationis animportant addition to
these consultations. Notably, while a handful
of submissions included engagement with a
broad cross-section of the community
(predominantly put forward by MPs who
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conducted larger town halls), the vast
majority of submissions were made by board
members of community groups, advocacy
organisations, and academics. Thus, the
consultation process was inherently over-
represented by those who are already highly
engaged in political processes. Further, the
second phase of public submissions lasted a
little over a month, which gave the community
little time to consult widely and effectively.

A national conversation in Australia would be
both comprehensive in reach, and more
prolonged. This process allows for a shared
understanding of challenges and aspirations
and creates a platform for diverse voices to
be heard including Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people, people with disabilities, new
migrants, children and young people, those
living in remote and regional Australia, and
others whose voices can be overlooked in
traditional consultations. Such conversations
raise awareness among the public, and foster
broad acceptance of wellbeing approaches
along with recognition of their usefulness to
drive meaningful reform. Such a process
would also build trust within communities and
rebuild trust in government.

The Measuring What Matters Framework
seeks to “understand, measure, and improve
on the things that matter to Australians”.? To
do this meaningfully, it is important that we
engage widely to ensure we have a thorough
understanding of what really does matter to
individuals and communities in Australia.
Wellbeing and measurement frameworks,
both within Australia and internationally, have
traditionally been developed by technical
experts - whether they be economic experts,
policy experts, or measurement experts. It is
time that we as a society re-frame this to
consider individuals and communities in
Australia as experts in their own lives.

This paper provides the foundations to
support the government and community
sector to embark on a national conversation
on Measuring What Matters. We firstly
outline the key benefits of a national
conversation for individuals, communities,
and society as a whole, before detailing how a
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national conversation could be run. We also
outline next steps required by community
organisations and governments to get a
national conversation underway.

Why run a national
conversation?

A national conversation on Measuring What
Matters would be a nation-building
endeavour, providing a foundation for the
whole of government to be guided by the
values that unify us. To have alasting impact,
the Measuring What Matters statement
needs to have continued public support that

Figure 1. Wellbeing Goals developed in Wales
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Holding a national conversation in Australia
would have numerous benefits. The most
obvious benefit is that it would help us to
better understand what matters to
individuals and communities in Australia.
Perhaps more importantly, however, is the
value of the consultation process itself.
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outlasts future changes in government. This
can be achieved by directly including the
people inits creation.

Successful wellbeing governments in Wales
and Iceland are built on the foundations of a
national conversation. In Wales, this national
conversation led to the enactment of the
Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act
2015that requires public bodies to consider
sustainable development as guiding principle
of their decisions and to work together to
achieve seven wellbeing goals (see Figure 1)
that reflect the values and aspirations of the
Welsh people.

A Healthier
Wales

Equal Wales

By engaging widely with the community, we
can bring along all Australians on this journey
which has mutually reinforcing benefits for
individuals, the community, and policy.
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Better understand what matters to
individuals and communities

While we already know that there are key
wellbeing dimensions relevant to most
population groups (such as relationships,
physical and mental health, and financial
security), previous research has found that
consultation often reveals novel areas of
wellbeing unique to a community.

For example, the Tasmanian Child and Youth
Wellbeing Strategy is based around an
existing framework for multidimensional child
wellbeing, the Nest.* The Tasmanian
Government undertook wide consultation
with children and young people to ensure the
Nest accurately reflected how this group
defined wellbeing.® This consultation process
firstly provided a deeper understanding of
how important environment and sustainability
is for the individual and collective wellbeing of
children and young people. Secondly, this
knowledge led to a framework that embedded
the environment within all wellbeing
dimensions, something that would not have
occurred without this consultative process.

Further abroad, a public participation process
in Israel identified that “leisure, culture and
community” should be added as a tenth
domain to Israel’s wellbeing framework, which
was an area not considered by the technical
experts.® The national conversation in Wales
revealed many of the anticipated goals,
however the community desire to add a
seventh goal, “A globally responsible Wales”,
came as a surprise to those carrying out the
consultation.

Consultation also helps ensure that a
wellbeing framework is expressedina
language that resonates and has meaning for
the general population.” By framing the
wellbeing goals in the same language used by
those in the community, a national
conversation prevents a wellbeing framework
adopting bureaucratic language, and ensures
it is more accessible to the everyday
Australian.
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Secure buy-in from the community
and wider sector

The process of a national conversation itself
has mutually reinforcing benefits for the
individual, community, and policy processes
by securing buy-in from the community. This
means that the community would have a
greater sense of ownership of the Measuring
What Matters statement. Thus, a national
conversation could support the Measuring
What Matters Framework in having greater
social meaning and being more clearly linked
to action.®

Greater community ownership through a
national conversation is achieved in two key
ways. Firstly, a national conversation will help
increase awareness of the Measuring What
Matters initiative by individuals, community
organisations, and government departments.
Through individuals being more aware of the
initiative, there will be greater support and
buy-in to the ambitions of the government. As
community organisations and government
departments become more aware, they will
be more likely to align their missions and
goals to the Measuring What Matters
initiative.

Secondly, involvement in the process will help
foster greater appreciation and
understanding of the initiative by individuals,
community members, and government
officials. A national conversation provides a
platform through which individuals can
engage with each other on what matters to
them, and also provides a deeper insight into
policy-making processes. This can result in
individuals better understanding different
viewpoints from across the political
spectrum, and recognising the trade-offs
policymakers need to make. As outlined by
Karen Scott in her book Measuring Wellbeing:
Towards Sustainability?in the context of
wellbeing frameworks, “process is as
important as product”.’
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genuine reflection of what matters to
communities in Australia. This may help
ensure longevity, especially in the case of
changing governments. Lack of public
consultation has been identified as a key
factor in New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budgets
having only short-term success (see Box 1).

De-politicise the initiative and help
ensure its longevity

Grounding the Measuring What Matters
initiative in the voices of individuals would
help to de-politicise it by ensuring it is
removed from political processes andis a

Box 1 - The downfall of New Zealand’s Wellbeing Budget

“Developed behind closed doors and launched with huge fanfare, New Zealand's Wellbeing
Budgets garnered significant international media coverage. They became intrinsically linked with
Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern's global celebrity as a young political leader doing policy differently.
Lacking deep citizen engagement, applicability to other organisations’ work, or cross-party buy-in,
they were seen as a Labour Party project and unfortunately only lasted Labour's two terms in
government. Had the concept been developed and shaped through a public process such as the

Government of Wales' Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015), which generated public
understanding and support, Wellbeing Budgets may have survived a change in government.”

- Gareth Hughes, Director Wellbeing Economy Alliance New Zealand and former MP

Empower individuals and strengthen
our democracy

Finally, there is a wealth of evidence
highlighting that involvement in political
processes helps to empower individuals and
strengthen democracy. This has also been
demonstrated as a key benefit for individuals
engaged in the development of wellbeing
frameworks.?

A national conversation would empower
individuals by involving them in policy
processes, ensuring that their voices are
heard, and respecting the expertise gained
through lived experience. This enhanced
empowerment can improve the overall
wellbeing of individuals, while also expanding
their capabilities to participate in democratic
processes.
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This is emphasised by Hall & Rickard in their
paper on the benefits of public consultation,
who highlight that consultative processes to
develop wellbeing frameworks help to
enhance the capacity of individuals to engage
in public discourse.!* Participating in such a
process also provides individuals a deeper
understanding of the complexities that exist
within policy-making. Furthermore,
discussions around progress can help
support participatory democracy by
establishing a dialogue between individuals
and politicians.

In short, a national conversation would
provide an avenue for individuals who may
otherwise be disengaged or uninvolved in
policy and politics to become more politically
engaged. This has benefits for both the
individuals involved in the process, as well as
society as a whole.
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How could we run a national
conversation?

Run and managed by frontline
organisations

Successful national conversations are
typically run and managed through a “hub and
spoke” model. This involves the process
being coordinated by a central organising
body, which guides a broad network of
organisations and community groups to
engage with the community. When applied in
Wales, for example, the hub and spoke model
was instrumental in the development of the
Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (see Box
2). For a proposed Australian national
conversation, such a network would include
First Nations, remote and regional,
community, health, religious, educational,
sports, government and social services
organisations.

This proposed “hub and spoke” model has
numerous benefits. Firstly, it makes best use
of the existing relationships that individuals
have with organisations and community
groups. It is well documented that
consultation processes are more effective
and fruitful when an individual has trust in the
leading organisation or group.2 Thus, by
drawing on these existing relationships, we
can expect that individuals and communities
will be more honest and open in their
feedback.
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Secondly, the model is flexible to allow
community groups and organisations to have
a high degree of autonomy in how they run
consultations. This helps to ensure that
consultations are conducted in the most
appropriate way for different communities.
For example: yarning circles may be the best
approach to engage with some First Nations
communities; creative activities may be the
most effective way of consulting with
children; and social media may be the most
appropriate platform for young people. While
the coordinating central body is able to
provide guidance and support to
organisations and community groups who are
involved in the process, this model takes full
advantage of the grassroots knowledge
these groups have of the community they
represent.

Thirdly, this approach helps to ensure good
representation of the broad and diverse
communities that make up Australia. A key
role for the central organising body is to
ensure that a national conversation is
representative of the diverse communities
that make up Australia.

Finally, this model is a highly cost-effective
approach of engaging with a broad cross-
section of the community. By making the
most of existing networks and relationships,
this process minimises costs while ensuring a
high-quality, robust consultation.



A national conversation on Measuring What Matters in Australia

Box 2 - The success of a hub and spoke model in Wales

A hub and spoke model has been used in Wales to develop the “Wales We Want” report which
helped to inform the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act. Cynnal Cymru, Wales’ leading
sustainable development organisation, commissioned and funded by the Welsh government,
acted as the coordinating central body in this process with a range of other organisations
throughout Wales carrying out the consultations. The diagram below provides an example of how
this process was structured. Organisations with similar missions formed hubs, such as those
focused around women, carers, and sustainable schools. For example, “The Wales Women Want”
conversation was conducted by organisations with a focus on women, including the “Women in
Agriculture Forum” and the “Women'’s Equality Network”.
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Engage and consult with community robust. As noted above, the methods used
effectively should be tailored to the communities being
consulted.

National conversations typically incorporate a
wide range of different platforms and
methods to engage individuals of all age

Examples of methods that are often applied
in national conversations include workshops,

groups and within different communities and town hall meetings, interviews, postcards,
population groups. Importantly, a national kitchen table conversations, written
conversation needs to be held over many submissions, citizen juries, surveys, creative
months in order to be comprehensive and pieces, and online forums (see Box 3).

Box 3 - Different approaches within a national conversation

Workshops and kitchen table conversations: In-depth discussions with small groups in the
community (around 8-10 people). Planned in advance, and scheduled in locations such as a
community hall or in people’s homes.

Citizens’ assemblies: Facilitated deliberative discussion processes informed by expert input and
usually spread over several days.

Town hall meetings: Larger community meetings (around 30-100 people) organised by local
councils and/or community groups.

Interviews: One-on-one discussions with individuals. Interviews may be more appropriate for
certain population groups, such as people with disabilities or those living in aged care homes.
Interviews can also be used to engage with people in public spaces, such as shopping centres.

Postcards: Postcards have been used by the Welsh and Tasmanian governments as a way to
engage children in the consultation process. For example, in Tasmania, children sent “Postcards
to the Premier” which outlined their hopes and dreams for children and young people in the
state.’®

Written submissions: Expanding on the two consultation processes already carried out by the
Measuring What Matters team, written submissions would provide a more formal platform for
organisations and individuals to provide feedback.

Surveys: Surveys asking individuals open-ended questions on what matters to them, and ranking
the importance of different wellbeing domains has the benefit of consulting with a large number
of individuals who may not otherwise have been engaged in the process.

Creative pieces: Individuals or groups can be supported to produce artwork, music, or other
creative pieces to reflect what matters to them.

Social media and online forums: Individuals can be encouraged to post reflections on social media
conveying what matters to them.
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The key question that a national conversation
would broadly seek to address is “What is the
Australia you want for the future?”. The
question asked in the Wales national
conversation was “What is the Wales you
want to leave behind for your children,
grandchildren, and future generations?”. The
way this is expressed can be tailored to
individual communities. The longer and more
in-depth methods, such as workshops, could
also integrate more detail on the Measuring
What Matters Framework to assess whether
the framework inits current form is reflective
of what they want for the future in Australia.

Whatever method is used, it is vital that
individuals see the national conversation as
an authentic and genuine attempt to engage
with individuals and communities in Australia.
Without this, we would fail to see many of the
benefits that a national conversation can
bring to individuals and the community.

Communications strategy

To be successful in engaging with individuals
and communities across the country, an
effective communication strategy is vital.
This is especially important to ensure the
national conversation is representative of the
diverse groups that make up Australia. Key
approaches to a communications strategy
caninclude social, digital media, and
mainstream media. Identifying prominent
Australians to act as champions for the
consultation process has been shown to be
an effective approach elsewhere, and also
has the benefit of depoliticising the process.
Crucially, participating organisations and
community groups can draw on their
extensive networks to raise awareness of the
initiative.

Governance

We propose that a national conversation be
governed by an advisory body composed of
organisations and individuals who have
expertise in wellbeing policy approaches and
participatory engagement. This advisory

CENTRE
FOR POLICY
DEVELOPMENT

CREATE. CONNECT. CONVINCE.

group could be responsible for identifying a
central organising body to coordinate the
national conversation, and providing guidance
and support to this body throughout the
process.

Putting the findings into
action

The findings of previous national
conversations are typically communicated in
a detailed report outlining the key themes
raised through the consultation process. For
example, the national conversation in Wales
resulted in seven foundations for the
wellbeing of future generations, such as
“children need to be given the best start in
life from the very early years” and “wellbeing
of all depends on reducing inequality and a
greater value on diversity”. These seven
foundations then went on to inform Wales’
seven wellbeing goals (see Figure 1).1*

The process of analysing the insights and
perspectives of those in the community
should be conducted by experts in qualitative
and quantitative analysis, and wellbeing
governance. It is recommended that this
process be undertaken at arm’s length from
government, so the community has
assurance that this process is not influenced
by the government-of-the-day. It is important
that this institution is identified prior to the
national conversation being run to ensure
their expertise is utilised throughout the
whole process.

In order for the national conversation to be
effective ininfluencing policy, it is vital that
the Federal Government makes a
commitment to integrating the themes
identified through the consultation process
into the Measuring What Matters Framework.
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Next steps

The Measuring What Matters initiative
presents a valuable opportunity to hold a
national conversation and provide space for
individuals and communities across Australia
to consider the Australia we want for the
future. The findings from a national
conversation would help strengthen the
existing foundations of Measuring What
Matters through putting forward clear
evidence on what matters to Australians. But
perhaps more importantly, the process itself
would have numerous benefits such as
enhancing awareness of the initiative,
securing buy-in across the community, de-
politicising the initiative, strengthening our
democracy and empowering individuals.

In order to initiate a national conversation,
and ensure it will be embedded into policy

effectively, we propose the following as
crucial next steps:

1. Establishanadvisory group,
composed of key government
representatives, and organisations
and individuals with expertise in
wellbeing policy approaches and
participatory engagement.

2. The Federal Government commits to
integrating the findings from the
national conversationinto the
Measuring What Matters Framework.

Doing so will help ensure the Measuring What
Matters Framework is effectively informing
government decisions beyond its
measurement capability to improve the
wellbeing of both people and planet.
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