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SURVIVAL OF THE KINDEST:  

Ed Straw - Looking at it in the Round 

Julian talks to Ed Straw, who amongst other things, is a campaigner, author, and ex-
government advisor.


Ed and Julian discuss Ed’s career, from advising Thatcher’s and Blair’s governments on public 
sector, to Chair of Relate, to his life now and his commitment to making change on the 
ground. Ed’s experience and understanding highlights that party politics does very little and 
that in order to make change we need to start locally.


They visit the new research showing how power corrupts, where compassion and humility can 
fit into politics, and how to stay active and hopeful when facing climate crisis, rampant 
inequality, and stagnant politics.  


Things mentioned on the episode:

Ed Straw’s Website
Stafford Beer
Wildcat Strikes
The Compassion Project

TRANSCRIPTION
Speakers: Dr Julian Abel

Ed Straw

Julian  00:02

This week's episode of survival of the kindness podcast features Ed straw. Ed is a writer and 
campaigner on government and politics. He has a very different take on its problems and a 
unique solution and is now a visiting research fellow at the open University's applied systems 
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thinking and practice unit, headed by Professor Ray Eisen. He was a consultant and partner 
with Price Waterhouse Cooper, global and UK boards director, European head of media and 
director of quality. He became a leading consultant to government's under actor and Blair 
advising on public sector reform. 


	 As an expert on the design of organisations, he sat on the devolved Scottish executive 
efficient government expert panel. As a Labour Party moderniser, he was in charge of the 
organisational review for the party's then leader, John Smith. Much of this advice was 
accepted and contributed to the electoral and early policy success of New Labour, where Ed 
was a government advisor on Family Policy and a range of briefs, including the Olympics bid. 
Ed has a unique perspective that comes through mixing with business and political leaders. 
He has written a book called 'The Hidden Power of Systems Thinking and its Application to 
Governments and Governance'. This book is now available and comes highly recommended. 

	 

	 Welcome Ed, how are you?


Ed  01:27

I'm sort of trying to wake up we've got a very nice day here, today in North Wales, the sun is 
out. However, tomorrow apparently got the storms are coming back. Daughter and boyfriend 
were going camping in Pembroke tomorrow and the campsite warned them that actually all 
tents, other than the, you know, most robust, were going to get flattened. So they're going at 
the weekend now.


Julian  01:54

So you're locking down the hatches? 


Ed  02:00

Locking them down yeah, and so on. But we're used to it. And there's some German people, I 
think, staying next door who you know, so they're off here walking, and so on, so forth. And 
the people that own the house said, I'm really sorry about the rain. And they said, No, no, we 
come from an extremely dry place in Germany, and we love walking in the rain. Hahaha. 
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Julian  02:34

Fair enough. So Ed, as you know, this podcast is about compassion being natural to us, and 
also how we can contrast the presence of compassion with with the lack of it. And you've 
recently co authored a book on systems thinking, and how that's critically important. But 
before we get into the book, I thought it would be nice just to hear something about your 
background because you have a unique perspective and experience of all of this. So do you 
want to tell us about your origins and roots and what you've done?


Ed  02:57

I was my mother's third, family of five siblings moved into council flat in a place called 
Loughton which is now very different place. Three bedrooms maisonette, for well the seven of 
us I suppose at the time. Dad really pretty horrible, messy divorce in the late 50s. And then 
we, well I didn't see my father for 35 years, we got on with it. Periodically, I'd go into the 
bathroom and to find my mother on a Thursday evening, particularly in tears because she 
didn't have any money. You know, this was literally no money, there weren't credit cards, 
banks or anything like that, it was no money, you know where we're going to find the next 
current. 


	 But then boys, you know, we need, by now dad's gone, a male role in the family was 
called for, which I totally understand. But so they sent us off to one of those weird private 
schools, public schools, the sort, I'm ashamed to say that the likes of Boris Johnson, David 
Cameron went to, except we got state scholarships to go there. But that meant Yeah, being 
away from home, which I really didn't enjoy. Home was a really nice place.  


	 Then I went to university did civil engineering, which I really, really wanted to do for a 
long, long time, but found it very theoretical, and I was more practical. Became president of 
the Students Union. What else are you going to do? This is in the late 60s when students 
were incredibly idealistic and extraordinarily naive, but nevertheless, off we went. And then 
again, wondering what to do. And there was this strange thing called a Business School, 
which had just been set up for a few years of Manchester. And I know these days business 
schools have a mixed reputation, to say the least. But in those days, that's where the whole 
'systemic' thing started, and the 'behavioural' thing which they very much emphasised. I was 
lucky enough to be lectured to by a bloke called, Stafford Beer, who at the time, or just before 
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then had constructed a system to help run Chile and Ayende, who was the communist 
elected president, who then got shafted and shot and killed by the CIA with Pinochet. 


	 Anyway, that ended up in consulting. That was an interesting time in that if you went to 
a dinner party and said I'm a management consultant, people would sort of look at you 
blankly and pass on, and the conversation would die. But then the Economist started to 
describe us as the new witch doctors, thats right, before into the late 90s, we started to be 
described as er in rather more abusive terms. 


	 So my first consulting job was at a jam factory in Hereford, that also canned carrots, 
and we did productivity things. So if you can get the cost down, and or the output up, then 
that improved results. Well, how do you do that? Well, there's a line bottling the jam. And if 
one of those machines breaks down, then the whole line comes to a halt. So which machines 
are breaking down most? The labelling machine. So why is the labelling machine breaking? 
You know, is it badly set up is it badly maintained? Is it actually a piece of junk equipment? 
Have the maintenance department got enough skills and resources, are they motivated, are 
they managed well? So you do all of those things. But it does get you in the mind that any 
improvement in anything is not simple. 


	 Though my journey then, via a checkered career, took me onward into local 
government, into quangos, things like also big charities like the National Theatre and Relate. 
Then I got into central governments, I was involved also in advising John Smith on the 
organisational Labour Party, and indeed, the new labour laws as well, and reorganising the 
Labour Party, I was into ministry of the Home Office, the Cabinet Office number 10 Downing 
Street, meetings in the Lord's you know, advice to ministers. And it's like, after a while, I'm 
sort of getting bored, because I'm doing all of this stuff, and how much is translating into 
change on the ground? 


	 And it was, it was really at that point that I'm going, 'hang on'. You know, they're well 
intentioned, often usually politicians, not all of them, but ones that are top a principal 
motivator is personal power. They want to do something good, but they're trapped in this 
hideous system where, in effect, the higher you get, it's almost like the less real power you 
have. I mean, yes, you can tell people to do all sorts of things. You can pass laws, regulations, 
guidance, all the rest of it appear on the television and a commanding style. But does 
anything actually change on the ground for people beneficially? Well by and large, no. So that 
was really systems thinking. 


 4
  



	 I mean, the other thing that I've often said is that people who are into systems thinking, 
you know, as children, the question ‘why' which many parents, if any are listening will know, 
'why is that man fat Daddy?', 'why are you weeing?'. And then parents, frankly because 
they've got something else to do, say 'just stop asking why'. They go to school and school is 
trying to socialise the kids into boxes, to some extent, necessarily, because we've all got to 
live together. But also schools in the way in which many of them are now organised, uh 
compress, shut down, thinking. But the thing with people like you and I, we just carry on 
asking why: the train's late, well why? Well, it's half term. Well, didn't you know it was half 
term? etc. And you sort of end up at, actually it's the way in which you've written the 
contracts, or indeed the fact that you privatised something in the first place, that means the 
trains late and so on.  


	 And I've never accepted authority. I think of this private school, Brentwood in Essex, I 
think this whole notion about radicalisation, you know radicalising people into into becoming 
jihadists and all of the rest of it. Well, this boarding school did a damn good job at radicalising 
me in reaction to authority. My mother and father were both anti authority as well. And 
authority is never something that we just accepted, it's something that's earned.


	 I've been well managed three times in my life, and it's been a joy. It's been an absolute 
pleasure and delight, thank God, but it's only three times. And, great, I accept their authority. 
But for the rest of them and many other people in authority, I don’t.


Julian  10:07

That's an incredible summary. And thank you for that. And we're going to drill down into some 
detail. There were there were two words that you used. And I wonder whether you could just 
pick them apart a bit. And the first one was systemic. And what do you mean by that?


Ed  10:22

Systemic So it's, it's looking holistically at an issue. It's looking in the round, it's looking 
under, over and so on. I mean, knife crime. I got involved in knife crime. Well not personally in 
doing it, but in knife crime in Glasgow when I was in Relate. And enlightened policeman, 
saying, okay, knife crime is a crime problem, or where's it coming from? Almost invariably, it's 
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family circumstances, it's the upbringing, from particularly the age of nought to three. So he, 
well, and the people involved, reclassified knife crime as a public health issue, and started to 
work long term on all of those things, which will stop the next generation ending up with the 
sort of disturbance that they do. 


	 Road congestion, there's a good one, right? The roads congested, let's build another 
road. Great, in one sense that we can all drive quicker, further, more jobs available, more 
holidays, places to go on holiday, so they will get filled up. Now, if you look at systemically, 
you'd say: Well, okay, we've got congestion. Now, are there other ways of moving goods and 
people around, are there trains and walking and cycling, and so on and so forth? But you 
might well then go further and say: Well, if we really want to look at this systematically, in the 
round, do these things need to move? 


	 Well, if we think about what we are doing, a year ago, we might well have said, yeah, 
let's meet up. And we'll both get to London, face to face chat, and now we're doing it digitally. 
We've created this new medium, which works so well, for an awful lot of things. It doesn't 
work for a lot of things, obviously. So we then draw it wider and say, 'do we need to move it? 
So the whole working at home thing, which again, has its ups and downs and people's 
circumstances are very different, but it can mean, maybe a fair chunk of the population, don't 
have to move at all. So you put all of that together, and then you say well, is building a new 
road, which it may be the answer, or are there other other ways of doing it?  So much of what 
government does is the systematic. 


	 So here is something, I don't know, drug taking: make drugs, illegal, big sentences, war 
against drugs, job done. It's all linear, cause and effect, systematic. And I mean systematic 
you need sometimes for things like issuing driving licenses, but just about anything these 
days in government that they're trying to do, from the pandemic, to Brexit, to climate, to 
massive inequality, to government performance, the government role is systemic. I mean, this 
is where I, I just despair at times and the ways in which politics is constructed. 


	 To be fair to the politicians, we're complicit in that construction, because we accept 
that this whole notion that politicians offer us stuff. So here you are, 'here's my policy on 
housing, and flowers, and this that and the other'. And another party is going 'here's my 
policy on X, Y, and Z' and then we go, 'all right, we'll have that lot rather than that lot'. And 
then the lot that got elected by hook or crook and of course, and there is quite a lot of on 
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crook going on these days, basically have carte blanche to do what they want. But can you 
actually policy-ise an end state into existence? And by and large, you can’t.


Julian  14:14

I mean, what one of the things that you're saying there is that that issues are reductionist, 
they're made so simple, that they cannot in any way manage to deal with the complexity of 
systems and that the political discussion we have, particularly in the context of a what is 
effectively a two party state actually makes everything worse. They are as trapped as we are 
by the whole system. Yeah, absolutely. And this whole fallacy of trying to policy-ise, well what 
I called it in the book is papyus, so here's a problem. We analyse the problem. We come up 
with a policy, we get approval for that from cabinet government, parliament. We implement it, 
and there's the problem solved. And by God how often is a problem solved. It just doesn't 
work. 


Ed  15:15

For me, the classic model I use is housing after the war, or indeed housing now where not just 
in the UK, I mean all over the place, 'right, we need new housing'. So someone at the centre 
comes up and designs tower blocks, concrete templates, very cheap, or cities in the sky, all 
of those get designed, then people move in, the community is shifted and reconstructed, and 
disrupted none of the social side taken into account. So anyway, they all move in. And 
particularly then, we use them as a bit of a dumping ground, and what happens? Many of 
these places have ended up as hotbeds of drug taking crime, you get these new outlaw 
classes that we've created, social mobility is crap, etc, etc, etc. And if you're not fitting into 
those categories, they're pretty hideous places to live.  


	 So what happens? Oh, the central places in Manchester, where I was, they actually 
tore all of those down and started again, and started with some small scale housing. Now, 
that is the systematic, that is policy-ising. Now, if you're doing it systemically, you'd say, okay, 
people, and we're talking about people here, 'new housing. I mean, what do you think?' And 
can we design some local experiments? And the key word experiment, you must experiment 
before sort of embedding vast amounts of concrete in the ground. And, and then you see 
which of those experiments work,  and in what circumstances. Because it may be what suits 
a village community in rural Surrey, is not going to work in the inner city in Liverpool. 
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	 It's interesting, I think herd immunity, and using algorithms to moderate exam results 
come from sort of the same place. 'We can't cope, we need to treat the population like a 
lump. There is no individuality. What do you mean, you've got some A-levels, you're from a 
very poor background, your teacher is a hard scorer? We're not doing any of that. There's an 
algorithm, off you go.' I mean, it's sort of big organisations, and, of course, governments, all 
of these corporates, and everyone else trying to run our lives through  algorithm. And actually, 
by and large, the algorithms are crap.


Julian  17:40

Matthew Syed wrote a book called Rebel Ideas. And in that book, he talks about the problem 
with using averages. And one of the principles he applies to it is around car design. You might 
have an average height. But within that average height, you've got some people who've got 
short backs on long legs and other people who've got long backs and short legs. And of 
course, what they need for their car design is completely different. If your so called design 
algorithm actually is designed for males, you've made it doubly worse. Averages actually, 
don't tell you very much. They probably exclude more people than they include.


Ed  18:37

Yeah, the terror, the tyranny of the average. And of course, on top of that, I mean, this might 
be in relation to lifestyle diet, or whatever it is, you might not be average.  Yes. 

It's like we're finding, I think, with our micro biomes, you know, their sort of quite different. 


Julian  18:43

Yeah


Ed  18:44

And therefore, actually, what you need to eat, and what I need to eat could be completely 
different. You see governments, you know they are sitting there, they are actually, in many 
respects, fundamentally powerless. The whole bureaucracy notion which is embedded in civil 
servants minds, because this is how they do stuff. They don't have the education or the 
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experience to think beyond something systematic, which is what it is, and so that what they 
do, and they carry on doing it.


Julian  19:18

The other word that you mentioned, from the mention of Manchester Business School is 
behavioural. 


Ed  19:24

Yeah


Julian  19:25

Just tell us a bit more about that.


Ed  19:27

Wildcat Strike was the book that we were introduced to. It's a manufacturing plant, I can't 
remember what it's making, in the US and everything is fine. Then they've got these Wildcat 
Strikes. You know, what's going on? Why? Surely everyone's happy, the wages are good, the 
way the management works, so on and so forth. Anyway, the researchers went in, they 
started talking to people, and what had happened was that there were small things that 
everyone could do, which if you like a blind eye was turned to. Like, I don't know, taking 
home a bit of grease, so you could grease your car, taking home a pencil, having a bit longer 
break at lunchtime, because actually productivity was good, and does it matter? Being a bit 
flexible on when people turned up. 


	 And then, I think, a new management come 'right, we need to tidy up here, we need to 
get everything crisp, and orderly and solid, so forth, and productivity must improve.' They 
took away what the researchers called the indulgency pack. And people were pissed off, as 
you'd understand,  through a complete lack of understanding of human behaviour, which is 
what we were trying to understand. My gosh, just recently, some research has come out on 
the impact of good and bad management. My goodness, if you've got good management, 
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you don’t have to do anything else other than provide good management, and productivity 
increases, on average by 50%. Wow. The way in which you treat people affects them.


Julian  21:08

I find this particularly funny because I did an academic module on management at least 30 
years ago, and they have known for 30 years prior to that point, that if you treat people well, 
productivity goes up. It doesn't seem to filter through into any management. I can point 
towards health care management, where that's a such a fundamental principle, and it seems 
to be completely forgotten and ignored. It's a kind of tick box that you're paying attention to, 
rather than thinking about, 'let's make the working conditions really good. Let's embed the 
change so that the people who are doing the work, design the change, because we know 
that's the most efficient way to do it'. 

	 	 

	 Management now has almost become another way of persuading people to do things 
that they know won't work. I think we see that everywhere. The increasing hierarchy that we 
see that permeates all of our institutions and our businesses actually doing a terrible job, 
which is...


Ed  22:13

Yeah, yeah. But the irony also is that the enlightened businesses, the classic one is Toyota, 
will do all of those things that we have talked about and understand. Just so many ironies in 
all of this, because the reason the Japanese ended up leading the world in World Class 
manufacturing, was because of an American guru, called Edward Deming, who they 
discovered in the 60s and then tapped into his work and then got him involved in Japan. His 
most famous phrase for for me anyway, is that a bad system will beat a good person, every 
time. 


	 Japanese manufacturing: total quality, just in time, all the, er, well systems thinking of 
the Japanese automotive, then laid to waste, the American automotive industry, which was 
busy doing systematic things, and telling people how to behave and all the rest of it. 
Eventually, the entire world automotive industries now pretty much run according to those 
principles, consumer electronics as well. It was a guy from Toyota who went into a Seattle 
hospital. And they said, Well, how would you run this according to your principles and your 
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values, and he said well, this is how we do it, and they started doing it and, surprise, surprise, 
the performance of the hospital went up and the quality issues and the claims went down and 
all the rest of it. 


	 Enlightenment is out there. But governments are often so far behind, the, the sort of 
things they learned from the private sector 20 or 30 years ago, where the private sector was 
tending always to behave in this rigid top down way, they are now practicing meantime, many 
in the private sector have actually worked out that its a pile of junk. They don't do it anymore. 
I mean, that's just a simplistic black and white view. But there's a lot of truth in that.


Julian  24:25

Funnily enough, the work of Deming is known in the patient safety movement, and as part of 
health care improvement, and all of their works. And we talked about this before, we're talking 
about the same thing. And now I'm gonna ask the question why? You've described your 
business career and the type of things you've been involved in. But you've also done 
voluntary work, not just with Relate, but also with Forest School Camps, which we've both 
camped on which is a voluntary camping education organisation. And the question is why, 
what motivates you? Why, why do you want things to be better?


Ed  25:05

I'm just anti-authoritarian, an unconventional one. And that's, that's the way I am. I mean, I 
guess, you know, my upbringing, being attracted to things like Forest School Camps, which in 
those days was, you know, experimenting in how people lived and work together with the 
environment. Having seen things like Relate, and the way in which relationships can be 
developed and deepened and extended. I've done quite a lot of personal work in terms of 
psychotherapy, the Hoffman Institute, any number of courses at work, which get you to look 
at yourself in in quite productive ways that are full on, shrinks and so on. 


	 It's a bit of like climate change, really, the most sensible people are climate change 
avoiders ignores or deniers. Because if you want to sort of retain your mental health, then 
actually, there's this massive thing out there, which is just coming down the tracks with 
increasing speed. Governments, companies and all the rest of it, fiddling and twiddling at the 
ages and bigging it up and saying 'Oh, yeah, we're doing enough'. And actually, it's just 
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gonna be absolute shite, and you know, loads of people are going to die. So actually, from a 
mental health perspective, best to ignore it. And ditto in relation to all the problems of the 
world from from a mental health perspective, it would be much more sensible for me to to 
keep quiet. But I just can't. 


	 I see so much that wrong, that actually would be so easy to change and improve. I see 
so many people in power, who actually come into power, with totally the wrong attitudes, I see 
the way in which power is deployed and where the power goes. And the power is put into the 
wrong places. But yeah, quite I mean, that's why, other than maybe there's a stroppy gene 
that is to be discovered which will explain it all.


Julian  27:27

You've explained how it manifests, but you haven't answered why you want things to be 
better, what is it you want to be better? And why do you want things to be better? What 
distinguishes you…


Ed  27:39

Yeah


Julian  27:39

…from a politician or a business leader who's not interested in that at all?


Ed  27:44

It's people, it's humanity. I don't like inequality. You know, I'm well off, I'm not obliged, and 
also I'm not trying to sort of hold myself out of some kind of saint or anything, but I don't like 
inequality. I don't like people suffering. I don't like people getting shafted by the powerful. 
Obviously, I don't like planets getting shafted. You know, I've got strong values of fairness, of 
balance of kindness. I mean, I hope, compassion. And those drive me.
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Julian  28:21

It's one of the things that naturally happens when children are born into the world. They're 
born in with a strong sense of social justice, that they want to see equity and fairness, 
somehow that gets lost along the way. And what I would say is, for me, there are two things 
that stand out in what you're saying. One is, that kindness is in there. And the other is, is 
compassion, is that part of the whole thing about social justice is that you don't like to see 
people suffer. And and not just that, that you're motivated to do something about it, and that 
you've devoted your, your working life and then your time after you retired into trying to do 
something to make the world a better place. 


Ed  29:04

Why wouldn't you be? There's so much stigmatising, and pillorying of people, and so little 
understanding of actually why people are doing things as they are. It's so easy for people in 
very privileged positions, I have to say, to condemn people who voted Brexit or condemn 
people who voted Trump and not understand the circumstances that led those people to do 
that. I think part of the other thing is that there's so many people who, again, from positions of 
privilege define how people in difficult circumstances, of varieties, you know, poverty, social 
exclusion, lack of social mobility, with failure at school, and so on define what those people 
are.  


	 I'm totally with you, Julian that that we are born with compassion. We're born with 
kindness, we're born with cooperation. We live in these systems. Now, these systems are so 
powerful that the economic system neoliberalism, the systems of government, we've talked 
about the systems of capitalism, and these systems drive our behaviour for many people. And 
it's hard to resist, they're driving their behaviour in terms of rampant individualism, in terms of 
rampant consumerism, in terms of rampant behaviour that, oh, you down the road doesn't 
matter. Those systems may kill us all off, actually, on a pessimistic day. Yeah, that they're 
gonna destroy us.


Julian  30:39

So, Ed, you've mixed with international business leaders, and you've mixed with political 
leaders on an international basis, not just within the UK, from where I'm sitting, it looks like 
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they've had the compassion anaesthetised in them in many instances. And do you think that's 
a case? Is there a common out a common thread between those people?


Ed  31:05

A very wise HR director said this to me years ago, typically the people that would get to the 
top of the  pile  are the  people who most need the power, given the way that structures and 
organisations work, it takes an awful lot of effort to get to this top of the pole. So I mean, if 
you just take being an MP, you've got to go and become a counsellor, you've got to get 
embedded in political party, you've got to build up all sorts of connections, spend a lot of time 
cultivating people then you know, you might finally get a shot of a seat, and you got to be 
there for with all of the voters so on and so forth, your family has to come a long way. Second, 
your relationships have to come a long way down, second, if you're going to get to the top of 
these piles. 


	 So there you are, you've got people who in order to meet their control needs, they have 
to work very hard at it. So they get there. So what you end up with is the people at the top of 
these organisations with a load of, with high control needs. And as I said earlier on, my 
observation of ministers in government is their principal driver is personal power. And yes, 
then they'll do other things, at some point, or other. And then again, you could look at the 
family circumstances of these people, a lot of the compassion would have got knocked out to 
them. 


	 The other thing that people miss, and this is terribly important, and is now becoming 
known, is that power damages the brain. I mean, I observed this years and years ago, and 
now along comes from neuroscience saying 'Well, actually, yeah, we can we can now trace' 
Robertson at Trinity College, Dublin, I think it is done some of the work, where you look at 
someone like Thatcher or Blair, and their brain chemistry has actually changed as a result of 
them being in power. And they get addicted to the publicity, they get addicted to being 
important. They get addicted to taking decisions, rather than in any way privileging or 
preferencing human beings.
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Julian  33:21

I think that on a personal level, if that's happening, you actually have to ignore the suffering of 
others. And you have to think that you're more important than others.


Ed  33:31

Yeah, if you read these people's stories, there are all sorts of rationalisations that people in 
powerful positions, give themselves for the behaviours they do... for the greater good, that's 
why we're going to war. The other thing is that these people get incredibly insulated. So I 
mean, I was particularly close observer of the Blair years. And when they started, it was quite 
a porous setup, a quite open set up, but gradually, it becomes a smaller and smaller group 
and a bit more of a struggle to do good things the smaller that group becomes. Because 'if 
you can just give me a little bit more power, just a bit more control and I can just...' 


	 Blair said it towards, well, well after when he should have gone, 'I've not completed 
public sector reform yet. I still have stuff to do'. Actually mate. Here we are 20 years later, it's 
not something you finish. It never gets completed,  and in any way, the way you went about, it 
was completely wrong, too. So you end up with the Blair thing with, the Thatcher thing, I 
mean, I think we've ended up already with the Johnson thing. Three or four people at the 
centre and they're closed in on themselves. 


	 Their experience of the outside world is mediated by news media that essentially have 
largely become political parties. I mean, you know, someone described Fox News in the 
States as a very right wing political party masquerading as a news organisation. It's amazing 
that they have any appreciation of what's going on in the outside world at all. This is why, in 
systems of government, we have to get this thing called feedback on a systematic basis, and 
we're not talking about governments and politicians, self scoring, rhetorically massaging 
statistics to prove that everything is in order, but you have an independent institutional 
framework. 


	 And the Office of National Statistics does this in a very small part. But this goes across 
the board. 'Here is a law, it's been operating for three years, five years, 10 years. Does it 
work? You know, what's its purpose? Is it delivering its purpose?' If it's not delivering its 
purpose, and it may have been a very good purpose that you had in mind, it needs to go. And 
we need to stop doing that. 
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Julian  36:05

Do you think that that lack of compassion as a high value, and a central motivator in those 
people, results in the system as we've got it? Because they're protecting their own interests. 
In my mind, even if you had effective feedback loops, which is what we're talking about, and 
plan, do study act cycles, etc, etc, if you are lacking compassion, you're just gonna select the 
criteria, which means you don't have to deal with the suffering that you've caused. 


	 The Iraq war is a good example of this. And in the podcast that was just published 
today, I talked to my sister about Once Upon A Time In Iraq, an incredible documentary, 
which tracks, the lives of the people who were involved in the war. So there's people in Iraq, 
it's journalists, it's photo journalists, and even talks to the American military about what 
happened. Even if you had feedback. And for sure, the politicians involved, they had that 
feedback, they just totally ignored it, you know, one after the other. So for me, there's 
something about unless you answer the problem of people training themselves out of 
compassion, that if you don't solve that problem, all the other problems will remain.


Ed  37:26

Absolutely. And if you have a different system governing, you get different people into 
government with different motivations. So this does come back to your point, for example, in 
terms of diversity, there are more now but sex, you know, men, women, well, it's clearly 
imbalanced. So, okay, a systematic answer is to set a quota, you know, 50% women and the 
story. If you go to Switzerland, who's the Prime Minister, the president of the Switzerland? No 
one knows. The reason I don't know is because they don't have one. They have a thing in 
government called the Federal Council, the Federal Council of seven is actually multi party, 
and the president of the Federal Council rotates once a year. How do those people get into 
power? Well, they have considerable decentralisation, to what, to the Cantons, the local 
governments within there, and that's written into the Constitution. 


	 The consequence in Switzerland, is that, by and large, there are on average, (sorry, 
ignoring the average point), there are always more women on the Federal Council than there 
are men, because of the process that you get through. By the way, it's not just about men and 
women, there's all sorts of class and power and ethnicity issues going on there, which will 
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create greater diversity. If you look at some of the countries that have been successful in 
dealing with COVID. Several of them have had women prime ministers. Now you can then 
say, 'Okay, if we get a woman Prime Minister, will we get the right results?', Or you can say, 'if 
we have the right system, which often will produce a woman Prime Minister, will we get the 
right result?' And I think we both know the answer to that in the sense that we have had Mrs. 
Thatcher and we have had Theresa May, and neither of them were anything like Arden in New 
Zealand or some of the other people that have done so well. 


	 In some respects, the taking your point, we could do a compassion test. And basically, 
if you don't have enough compassion, actually, the precursor to that is humility. So if you 
don't have enough humility, and compassion, then you can't come into government. 
Alternatively, change the system and you will get people with compassion. Passion and 
humility coming into government.


Julian  40:02

And what's your hope for the future? I mean, how do you... Are you hopeful for the future? Are 
you an optimist? And how are you devoting your current efforts into making things better? 


Ed  40:16

Yeah, I mean, it comes and goes, you know, some some days, I mean particularly if you get 
into the science of climate change its like, mate, it's already too late. And I think few people 
realise just how bad it's going to get. It just emphasises that we need to get our finger out 
now. 


	 But then on other days, I'm more sanguine, and keep beavering away. I write books. 
I'm trying to access and shift thinking; is there an idea that would shift thinking? Well, one of 
them that I'm working on at present is around the metaphor, the biosphere is God. So the 
thought comes from the ozone layer when, I mean all sorts of things were done, but one of 
the things is... one of the reasons they worked is because the public really understood this 
ozone hole, and the death rays, penetrating the ozone shield. And they didn't just penetrate 
them. By the way, someone who is very well known, President Reagan got skin cancer on his 
nose, which he had removed twice, so so this is real and present. But it was using all of the 
Star Wars and Darth Vader stuff that was around in our heads, and using that to illustrate that. 
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Well, what can we do about the planet, and how important the planet is, and can we embed in 
people's minds that actually, you know, this is a thing that we fundamentally depend on? 


	 This is an entity. This is beyond ourselves, beyond anyone else. So the biosphere is 
God. So I do things like that, and blogs and articles and podcasts and all the rest and books. 
And then there's a real valid debate that says, actually, the only reasonable thing you can do 
is locally. So we're looking at our family. And what is it we can do in this family, both in terms 
of ecology, and the trees and all the rest of it? What is it that we as a group of people can do 
to so change our lifestyle and our approach to each other, and to nature, that means that we 
are, well, decarbonising and de polluting. The pandemic has been really interesting, because 
there's an awful lot more of local growing and local buying, which I do think is what we need 
to do as much as we can, rather than buying beans that have been grown in Kenya or apples 
in New Zealand, which is just sort of basically nutty. 


	 I'm supporting a thing called the Surrey Climate Commission, who are a group of 
people that are trying to do stuff again locally. And there's this thing called the Skoll 
competition. So I was a judge 31 finalists, so strong competition, 3500 entries, all systems 
mapping, systems problems, ranging from something as simple as modern slavery in Papua 
New Guinea, and female genital mutilation in Somalia and yes, and just horrendous stuff that 
people find. 


	 The thing that really struck me was about periods and menstruation, two projects on 
that saying, look, this is a problem, actually it is for quite a few people, like actually half the 
world's population, pretty universal. It's like something that has to be kept in the cupboard, 
we can't really talk about it at all, it's a bit messy, isn't pleasant. But actually is quite normal, 
usual, regular, no provision of tampons and things like that in public toilets. For example, can 
you imagine going to a public toilet and there's no loo roll, you bring your own loo roll. And 
that's schools, and in prisons, and institutions and so on, you know, women just struggling 
struggling struggling... I'm just having a period you know it happens. If only we could 
normalise periods, just, just normalise periods, we almost have to do nothing else. And this 
would just make so many people's lives, much less aggravating and better. One of the 
projects was called There Will Be Blood, which I thought was an awesome name. 


	 But there are things like that, you know where where we can find moments where we 
can shift things. That's where I'm active. One of the things, which kind of neatly brings us into 
your latest book where you talk about systems and the difference between systemic and 
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systematic, which, which we've discussed, but one of the things that you've added in is the 
Anthropocene. Do you want to just tell us about that because it's this is something that 
relates very directly to climate change and, and how it's largely ignored, from a systemic way 
of thinking about our problems. 


	 I mean, the Anthropocene is this term that's been coined, that this is the geological age 
that we are now in. So past geological ages, basically, the nature, the biosphere; the 
biosphere is that segment of the planet, which supports life. So you know, rivers, sea, air, 
land, and the top crust, which is the little part that we need for us to survive if we are going to 
survive. The point about Anthropocene is that now the geological age that we're in is being so 
affected by human activity that actually, there's more going on in the geology, and in the 
biosphere, essentially caused by human activity. 


	 So, so that's the Anthropocene, it's not just we're abusing it, I mean, we've become 
totally detached from the biosphere, and indeed, show no compassion. How much 
compassion do we show for a slug? We can go 'oh are really, really polar bears, we're going 
to lose all these polar bears, isn't it a dreadful thing?' But actually, are we doing anything to 
stop temperatures rising. Or are we demanding of companies and governments that we just 
get our finger out in a big way? 


	 This both the sense of hopelessness, the sense of oh i can't do anything, and the lack 
of compassion, it's quite interesting. This, 'I can't do anything', I think in a way, there are quite 
a lot of excuses out there and, and I was talking to someone a good friend who's an ecologist 
and all the rest of it, and, ' oh well, you know, we can't really do anything' and we were just 
saying, well consumer power... Consumer power actually can be bloody effective. 


	 E-numbers was the classic one, 20 years ago, I think the kids are growing up and they 
were shovelling these E-number  things, and making them hyperactive through sweets and all 
sorts of foods. Then a regulation came in, and you had to display the numbers. And then 
people stopped buying things with those numbers on. Such that, I'm sure it's not going as far 
as it could do, but such that that was quite powerful. 


	 I mean, you take a major organisation like Amazon, that that is sort of, on the one hand 
providing a great service, but on the other hand, it does treat its staff like robots. And I can tell 
you, for sure, it screws the suppliers in order to provide the consumer with this wonderful 

 19
  



service. Well, don't buy through Amazon, you can buy in different ways. If you've got the 
money, you can buy organic food. 


Julian  48:30

I mean, I think that there's something in there, which you know, I'm bound to interpret this in 
my own way. But one of the answers is that things need to be, that we're talking about social 
movements, that things are happening on the ground, that we can't wait for governments to 
do it. Because we've been waiting for probably 10,000 years for governments to change. And 
there's no no great sign it is getting better. And we're kind of at the point of no return where 
nothing is changing, and yet we're going down the plughole. So social movement is incredibly 
powerful, local democracy, and the other aspect of that is actually that we have to 
acknowledge that we are compassionate beings. And we have to make the choice, which is 
unique for human beings, we have to make the choice to be more compassionate. And if that 
doesn't happen, we're just going to carry on destroying the place like we are already. 


Ed  49:28

Absolutely, it's quite interesting about government, it brought to mind a story. So there I was, 
when would this have been? I think it was probably like the late 80s. And we used to have 
these lunches, you know, in posh dining rooms at Coopers & Lybrand, where I was. As it 
happened, I'd organised, as you would, one with the Duke of Edinburgh, because he was a 
patron of the National Playing Fields Association, and we'd done some work for them, this 
was considerably good. And it was a vehicle to get all of the heads of the sports governing 
board at the Football Association, and Cricket Board, the Basketball unit, the whole lot of 
them were there. 


	 I learned incidentally that at these lunches, the important thing is that, first of all, the 
Duke of Edinburgh's equerry or whatever he was, sat next to me, will talk to the person on the 
left, and we were chatting, chatting away, and suddenly, he switched and talk to the person 
on the right. And I thought, Oh, I must have offended him. But actually, you do this between 
courses. 


	 Anyway, at some point or other, they said what are we going to do about this playing 
fields, they're all getting sold off and and the bloke, poor sod, from the Basketball Association 
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I think, he said, 'We must get government to do blablabla'. At this point. It was like this huge, 
long hand came over the table from the Duke of Edinburgh and whacked him over their head 
and said, 'governments don't do anything, we must get this sorted out, don't rely on 
government'. 

	 I mean, he was making a damn good point, are government's going to sort out 
anything? Well, not that I can see. And I think where you're going with this, in terms of 
energising people locally, for God's sake, don't waste your time watching the news, and all 
those nonsenses going on, which are, which are simply have become, sporting spectacles. 
But yeah, compassion, and local energy. 


	 You know, your challenge Julian and the challenge, I mean, you put to me and to 
others, that I've been thinking quite a lot about; Okay, should I be trying to stimulate the local 
practice here and I've got your book with all those ideas? And say well look, come on, lads, 
why don't we get on and do this? You know, why don't why don't we take control as it were, 
there you go, take back control. It's a very good phrase. 


Julian  51:59

...at local level, which is essentially what happened in Frome. They just took it into their own 
hands. 


Ed  52:04

You know, post pandemic, there's quite a lot of pushback, all of that thing that we've been 
told is the way the world is for years and years and years, and many of us have participated 
in, faultlessly or fault-fully, and now we're going 'no, don't like it, doesn't work. Sorry'. 


	 The other thing I would really, really say, is telling people who are essentially on the 
wrong side of this divide piss off. I wrote to the London Review of Books the other day, and 
said that, you know, we need to tell politics to piss off. In fact, a rash. It's gone everywhere, 
particularly party politics. And by and large, it doesn't work. There are very few things that are 
political, a health service, do we or don't we want all of us a good health service? Yes. Okay. 
So we decided that, we've got a purpose, we want a good health service and universally. Well 
now how do you get a good health service? Is a 'how' the matter of politics? Is it a matter of 
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some bunch of loonies coming along and saying, 'oh, privatise, privatise, outsource, 
outsource' or indeed in reverse 'make it all public'? Well, no, it's not. 


	 You think particularly of what you've done, and the people in Frome, where's the 
politics in all of that, where's the politics in getting a dramatic, dramatic improvement arguably 
the biggest improvement in the performance of the health service? Certainly, in Britain, 
possibly in the history of the Western world? Tell politics to piss off would be my slogan of the 
year. 


Julian  53:52

And I think you could equally apply that to education. And you could definitely apply it to the 
environment, and then business and then an on and on we go. Is there anything else you 
would like to add that you feel like we've missed out?  


Ed  54:08

The one thing I would say, because actually this and again, this ties back exactly to what 
you've done and where you've come from, is that on the one hand, yeah, keep asking or 
indeed staff asking 'why'. Think more systemically don't buy your gut reactions, or indeed the 
gut reactions of newspapers or television. Don't get involved in the sporting spectacle of 
adversarial debate and pugilistic interviewing as orchestrated by the BBC and all the rest of 
them. Shun all of that, and shun  judgementalism, and being judgmental of other people. And 
if you're interested and stimulated, there are loads of places you can get a decent systems 
thinking education. And it's actually really interesting stuff. 


	 The Open University of which I'm a sort of minor part, runs applied systems thinking in 
practice courses, and its distance learning is why I'm mentioning it particularly. And there are 
local system thinking groups, there's 31,000 signed up on LinkedIn, you can get connected 
and participate. Then you've mentioned, the international health, the institute of health 
improvement, there's a lot of things that you can develop your thinking with, and find a lot of 
lifelines. 
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Julian  55:43

Thank you, Ed. And at the end of podcasts, we ask our guests three questions. So I'm going 
to ask you these questions now. And I didn't promise them to be easy. Tell me about a 
moment when the smallest thing made the biggest difference. 


Ed  56:02

This was the Notting Hill Carnival, is what came to mind. So in 1986, Notting Hill Carnival, 
three murders, 1400 serious crimes every month, pulling every which way the London 
Borough of Kensington Chelsea, which of course became notorious for something else. But 
you know, he's not terribly sure that he wants this thing. Greater London council with well, I 
think Ken was there at the time that that was quite positive in that he pumped funding to the 
police. I mean, if you're a police, you know, these three murders were a nightmare, and the 
thing had gone bust and actually the local drugs mafia were ripping off the organisation's 
money as it turned out. 


	 Anyway they said 'Send for the management consultants', so there we are, me and a 
guy called Filujo Phillips, turned up in that report, which eventually was published, well, it 
ended up on the front page of newspapers. But in that report, it's like, how are we going to 
solve this? How are we going to shift this? Because actually, this thing is going to happen, 
whether you like it or not, people are going to turn up. And yeah, you might not like it. And so 
I said, 'What do you got to remember is that Notting Hill Carnival is like 20 Wembley Cup 
finals all at once'. 


	 And I think it was that categorisation, that calibration of the event, where the police 
went, oh, that's a good point, now let's have a think about how much policing and 
preparation we do for Wembley, let's have a think. The local authority, you know, how much 
funding, and so on and so forth. And it catalysed them all. And from that moment, until about 
20 years later, actually was the next time it all kicked off. But it you know, it all worked well. 
So, yeah, it was a tiny thing. It was like a sentence. 


Julian  57:58

That make the biggest difference. Absolutely. Thank you. And our next question is, what's 
your favourite public moment of compassion? 
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Ed  58:08

This is a difficult one, because you have all of the well known ones, the sporting ones, and all 
the rest of it. But actually, it's, it's a woman in Carmarthen and there's someone struggling, 
and actually, you know, she's an older woman, and she's struggling herself. And there's this 
person, just 'how are you, what's happening?' and so on. And it's just, it's those moments. 
And just looking after a person, giving a person kindness, they stick in my memory far more. 
They are a reminder to us all as well. The small steps we can all make. 


Julian  58:48

And you know, one of the phrases I use in the TED Talk is, imagine if the 7.7 billion people in 
the world all decided to be a bit more compassionate. Oh, my God, we'd see a different 
place. And the last question is, what matters most to you? What in this life is most meaningful 
to you?


Ed  59:13

Yeah, well, I struggled with this one, because it was it was like, so how the hell did he mean 
that? I've separate answers to that. Well, on the one hand, it's sorry, not on the one hand, but 
a way of looking at it, you know, a direction into this a perspective is people and planet. And 
actually if you if you really pushed and said, 'No, you can only have one'. Actually, it's going to 
have to be the planet, isn't it? If we don't have the planet biosphere, there ain't no people. 
Another way of looking at it is relationships. Another way of looking at it is the people that I 
love most. Another way of looking at it is the values of fairness, humanity and quality and all. 
Obviously compassion as we've been talking about. Another way of looking at it, well my 
health, you know, if I don't have my health then I'm dead.


Julian  1:00:07

So I think all of those things count, it's not a single answer. It's just I think that it's, it's one of 
the very curious things about, it's particularly applicable to health care, and it's very 
applicable to end of life care, in the belief that if we just make people physically alright, 
everything will be okay. But actually, if we don't know what makes life meaningful for people, 
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then how can we focus our care to make life good and more meaningful? It's a massive 
absence. 


	 And one of the outcomes that we've seen from Frome is when you ask about what 
matters, its people and place, exactly like you say, it's, it's what's called social ecology. And if 
we are going to provide the best health care, we definitely need to understand what matters 
most to people so that we can help people lead the good meaningful life, because that has 
profound health influences. And what we think is meaningful may be very different from what 
other people think. So it's good to ask.


Ed  1:01:12

And it's exactly in accordance with the Blue Zones around the world where these places with 
extraordinary long life expectancy, which you know now the one hand, maybe, you know, diet 
and all those things. But the principle, it seems that the principle difference is people having 
meaning. And meaning might be my vegetables and the size of my carrots or whatever. But 
yeah, I get up in the morning. I want to do something.


Julian  1:01:40

Yes, exactly. Well, thank you very much. It is always a pleasure to talk to you. And I really 
appreciate your perspective on all of this. There's so much valuable stuff in what you say. And 
actually I think the conversations bring out much more than something that you may find on 
written tech.


Ed  1:01:57

I agree. I think podcasts are great. Well, that they you know, they're so much easier than 
writing.


Intro  1:02:05

Thank you for listening to Survival of the Kindest. Subscribe on Apple podcasts, Spotify, 
Deezer or wherever you like to listen to get our latest episode, email us at 
compassion.pod@gmail.com. Do join us next week for another compassionate chat.
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