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Introduction

Spend some time around the policy commu-
nity in Washington DC, and it becomes quickly 
apparent just how much energy, dynamism, 
good intent and innovative ideas flow around 
the city. Thinkers in and out of government, on 
both sides of the political divide, and often work-
ing collegially across it, see the challenges and 
opportunities that lie ahead of the United States, 
its allies and partners and the world at large. And 
they are earnestly working on solutions. These 
are smart people at the top of their game, gener-
ating principles and policy actions worth taking 
further.

It also becomes quickly apparent just how little 
bandwidth there is for putting these ideas into 
action. Those few leaders with the power to turn 
initiative into reality are distracted by the relent-
less day-to-day churn of modern politics and 
government, by the starker partisan and polit-
ical pressures that exist for them, and by finite 
resources. What might seem a policy priority 
may not be a political one.

This is not unique to Washington and the United 
States. Democracy has many advantages, but 
its pitfalls include a tendency toward short-term 
return over longer-term interests, being reactive 
rather than proactive, and being geared towards 
internal competition rather than cooperation. 
In 1919, British historian Halford Mackinder said 
democracies refuse “to think strategically unless 
and until compelled to do so for purposes of 
defence.”1 Democracy today faces pressures that 
make it, if anything, even less prone to think stra-
tegically than in Mackinder’s time. 

This is arguably the key problem facing liberal 
democracies. It is a bad time to not be thinking 
strategically. Australia, the United States and their 
like-minded partners confront a global environ-
ment that is unusually crowded and complicated 
by historic standards, with a number of profound 
technological, political and environmental shifts 
underway all at once. Not only is the current 
modus operandi of the leading democracies 
leaving their citizens exposed to significant strate-
gic risk, it is undermining faith in democracy itself.
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The tragedy is that it did not have to be like this. 
Australia, the United States and other liberal 
democracies are in this predicament largely due 
to a lack of will, not deficiencies in resources, 
talent, awareness or ideas. Point to any of the 
tectonic shifts underway — such as climate 
change or the rise of authoritarianism — and it is 
possible to imagine how capable and determined 
democracies could have mitigated them earlier. 
Now, effective action will be more expensive and 
more uncomfortable than it needed to be and 
success harder to achieve. 

Thinking through how democracies can act 
more strategically is essential for Australia and 
the United States to address these challenges. 
The problem is creating political space for a 
more strategic approach that is sympathetic to 
the unique pressures and incentives of demo-
cratic government, building a constituency for 
strategic thinking and action and taking some of 
the pressure off a beleaguered political system.

An unprecedented 
strategic environment 

By almost any measure, the United States, 
Australia and other advanced democracies are 
in enviable positions. Washington and Canberra 
govern over healthy and wealthy populations, 
rank low on global corruption indices, have 
some of the largest economies in the world and 
possess very capable militaries.2 Yet, despite 
these advantages, there is a sense that all is not 
well. A growing body of expert commentary is 
warning about democratic malaise, political crisis 
and Western decline.3 Some even predict the 
end of liberal democracy as we know it.4 A few 
of the reasons for this alarm are well appreci-
ated, namely that the decades-long period of 
liberal democratic and Western dominance that 
coined the ‘End of History’ is coming to an end.5 
What seems less well appreciated is that it may 
very well be the most complicated environment 
liberal democracies like the United States and 
Australia have ever seen, with no fewer than three 
major strategic shifts underway at the same time.

The rise of illiberal powers

China’s growth has pulled millions of Chinese out 
of poverty and enriched countries all over the 
world, not least the United States and Australia. 
But this massive economic growth has empow-
ered a country whose governing party is ideolog-
ically opposed to the idea of democracy and to 
the concept of an international rules-based order 
that constrains major powers. 
China can now prosecute 
its interests with economic 
influence at the service of 
the state, backed up by a 
rapidly modernising military 
force. Arguably, the demon-
stration-value of a powerful 
China, combined with dimin-
ishing Western influence, has 
provided cover for growing 
authoritarianism elsewhere, 
with Russia, Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia and others acting more 
assertively in their own interests.6 According to 
Freedom House, 2018 saw the 13th consecutive 
year of a decline in global freedom.7 

In an economically interconnected and 
globalised world, the rise of these powers 
has presented challenges to governments in 
Canberra and Washington both of whom are 
under domestic pressure to maintain economic 
growth. Difficult choices between security and 
economic dependence are compounded by 
the willingness of some authoritarian countries, 
particularly China and Russia, to seek to play on 
the divisions in domestic democratic constitu-
encies, and drive wedges between traditional 
liberal democratic allies and partners. A case 
in point is the discomfort that the United King-
dom — a key security and intelligence partner of 
Australia and the United States — is clearly feeling 
on whether to accept Huawei’s participation in 
its 5G network.

POINT TO ANY OF THE 
TECTONIC SHIFTS 
UNDERWAY — SUCH 
AS CLIMATE CHANGE 
OR THE RISE OF 
AUTHORITARIANISM — 
AND IT IS POSSIBLE TO 
IMAGINE HOW CAPABLE 
AND DETERMINED 
DEMOCRACIES COULD 
HAVE MITIGATED 
THEM EARLIER. 
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The challenge of climate change

The second strategic trend is climate change, an 
environmental crisis of scale and speed unknown 
in human history.8 This is a clear threat and strate-
gic challenge to all countries, and yet the world’s 
liberal democracies have generally preferred to 
protect domestic constituencies from the sacri-
fices required to mitigate it. While this inaction 
is not unique to democracies — only two coun-
tries in the world are recorded as likely to meet 
their Paris Agreement commitments at present 
— the advanced democracies bear much of the 
responsibility for historical emissions.9 To this 
day the United States, Australia and Canada 
remain among the very highest emitters on a 
per capita basis.10 And unlike many other nations, 
the advanced democracies have the resources 
and the mature innovation systems to play a far 
more proactive role in mitigating emissions and 
environmental decay. 

The political incentives in democratic systems 
to avoid short-term pain and use climate change 
as an ideological football appears to have 
outweighed the need for long-term planning and 
action. As the years go by and the scale of the 
energy and social transition required becomes 
greater, the gap between the short-term interest 
of protecting key constituencies and the long-
term needs of the wider community is only 
becoming larger and more difficult to navigate 
for political leaders angling for re-election. 

Mass technological and 
industrial disruption

The third trend is a changing industrial landscape 
brought about by automation and artificial intel-
ligence (AI). Some studies project the benefits of 
AI to be significant, potentially adding another 
US$13 trillion to global GDP by 2030, but it could 
also result in severe disruption to the way of life in 
many developed and developing countries.11 The 
International Monetary Fund has warned that the 
impact of automation and AI could lead to an 
economic ‘death spiral’ of mass unemployment, 
falling wages, economic contraction and rising 

inequality.12 Capital, concentrated in the hands 
of those few companies that control the means 
of AI and automation will be the key source of 
productivity and profitability. Essentially, labour 
could be rendered far less valuable.13 

These technological and industrial changes may 
already be shaping politics. In recent political 
referendums and elections in some of the liberal 
democracies, there appears to be a growing 
gap between urban areas considered to have 
largely benefited from globalisation and industrial 
changes, and more blue-collar regional areas for 
whom that change has brought stagnation and 
uncertainty. For example, in the 2016 US presi-
dential election, ‘Rust Belt’ states such as Mich-
igan and Ohio got behind anti-establishment 
candidate Donald Trump.14 Michigan had not 
voted Republican since 1988.15 Much the same 
dynamic is thought to have occurred in the Brexit 
Referendum, in which urbanised London was 
the only electoral region of England to vote to 
remain in the European Union.16 These industrial 
trends can and do affect politics — and the shift 
to automation and AI is only getting started. But 
mitigating this looming risk is still not an obvious 
priority for political leaders in the United States 
or Australia.17 

Flames sweep through a rural community near Wrightwood, California, 
August 2016 (Getty)
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The limitations of strategic 
thinking in democracies

That the United States, Australia and their like-
minded partners have stumbled into this unprec-
edented convergence of risk — despite plenty of 
warning — exposes the incentives in democracies 
that work against the long-term interests of citi-
zens. The system is inclined toward short-term 
reward over long-term benefits, competition over 
cooperation, and being reactive to events rather 
than setting a common proactive agenda. Each 
of these traits is the opposite of what these strate-
gic-level challenges and opportunities demand. 

Responsibility for this malaise should not be 
vested entirely in the political class but also in 
the signals the electorate itself is sending to poli-
ticians who depend on their votes. For example, 
while citizens may tire of the hyper-partisan-
ship in modern politics, the same citizens also 
appear to be more polarised and less willing to 
compromise with those who hold different views. 
In a recent political study, American respond-
ents identifying as liberal had an overwhelmingly 
poor view of Republican qualities and the same 
applied for conservative views of Democrats.18 
It should not be surprising that some elected 
leaders see opportunity in pandering to this 
increasingly partisan divide rather than seeking 
to redress it. 

The unfortunate result, and one that itself may 
only further exacerbate the dysfunction, is 
increasing pessimism and cynicism about the 
ability of democracy to solve problems. When 
interviewed in late 2018 by Pew Research on what 
the United States will look like in 2050, Ameri-
cans predicted a country of reduced interna-
tional stature, widening inequality and grow-
ing political polarisation.19 Forty-eight per cent 
were very worried about the ability of their 
political leaders to solve problems. Similarly, the 
Australian Election Study showed trust in govern-
ment has reached its lowest level on record, 
with only 25 per cent of respondents believing 
government to be trustworthy.20 This loss of 
faith in democratic governance is particularly 

strong in younger generations. According to the 
2019 Deloitte Global Millennial Survey, which 
exclusively surveys millennials and Generation 
Z, the prevailing mood in every developed liberal 
democracy was more pessimistic than optimis-
tic, while those in emerging markets such as 
Nigeria, India and Indonesia were significantly 
more optimistic.21  

There is also a small but growing minority 
considering the idea of less democratic alterna-
tives. The World Values Survey, a global survey 
of people’s values and beliefs, showed a grow-
ing cohort of citizens in some developed liberal 
democracies — including the 
United States, Germany and 
Spain — that prefer the idea 
of a strong leader over parlia-
ment and elections.22 Again, 
this view is stronger in the 
young, with those born in 
the 1980s scoring highest on 
cynicism toward democracy, 
including in Australia and the 
United States. In fact, almost 
one in four people born in the 
1980s in the United States and 
one in five in New Zealand describe democ-
racy as a ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ way of governing 
a country.23 These trends in public opinion are 
making it increasingly difficult for political leaders 
and policymakers to build the political capital to 
implement long-term strategic reforms across 
democratic societies. 

A more surprising consequence of the mala-
daptive trends in modern democracy is disillu-
sionment among political leaders themselves. 
In November 2014, a journalist interviewed a 
number of members of Congress on why poli-
tics was so dysfunctional. In discussions with 90 
politicians, he found a cohort of elected leaders 
just as frustrated with partisanship and dysfunc-
tion as the general public. Members pointed the 
finger at a range of causes: electoral map-mak-
ing, or gerrymandering, which creates districts 
that are sharply partisan and unrepresentative of 

WHILE CITIZENS MAY 
TIRE OF THE HYPER-
PARTISANSHIP IN 
MODERN POLITICS, 
THE SAME CITIZENS 
ALSO APPEAR TO BE 
MORE POLARISED 
AND LESS WILLING TO 
COMPROMISE WITH 
THOSE WHO HOLD 
DIFFERENT VIEWS.
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the broader region; a media that sees stories and 
profit coming from conflict and drama rather than 
cooperation; and the impact of donations and 
fundraising that beholds candidates and parties 
to special interests while punishing those who 
seek compromise and reform.24 

These characteristics of many modern democ-
racies can make it difficult to even meaningfully 
progress policies that have a high level of national 
support. The 2019 Lowy Poll saw climate change 
reach the top of Australians’ list of threats to the 
national interest.25 It was also the top concern 
for respondents in Deloitte’s Global Millen-
nial Survey, suggesting that there is popular 
support — and votes — in delivering comprehen-
sive action.26 But it is not overall majorities that 
determine elections, it is the number of electoral 
districts actually won. And if the majority that 
seeks action on climate change is concentrated 
in certain electorates while a more sceptical or 
apathetic cohort is spread over others, then the 
incentive for political leaders to respond is not 
there. Again, this incentive structure makes it diffi-
cult for many democratic systems to respond to 
structural challenges like climate change, which 
may require short-term economic outlays to 
ensure a long-term positive outcome.

Modern democracies — partly by accident, partly 
because of common human biases and possi-
bly by design of those with vested interests — 
have fallen into habits that are an anathema to 
fostering confidence in a society’s ability to seize 
opportunities and challenges. The system as it is 
will only get worse as the public becomes more 
disillusioned, the challenges more pressing, and 
the political system more divided and less able to 
reform. It may not be climate change, China’s rise 
or any other single strategic issue that is the great-
est threat to the interests of Australians, Ameri-
cans and their partners among the democracies: 
it may in fact be the refusal of their societies to 
think and act strategically.

It is important, however, not to assume that 
these trends are inexorable. While there are 
some structural limitations that undermine the 
tendency for democracies to plan and act strate-
gically, they are also some inherent strengths and 
advantages. Democracies can be highly resilient. 
Their systems are accountable and efficient so 
they can be very good at maximising their capa-
bilities when needed. And the competition of 
ideas in democracies means they can be adapt-
able and innovative. These are all desirable traits 
at the strategic level. 

Sausage sizzles have over time become an Australian tradition on election day, with many polling booths offering 
voters the chance to grab a “democracy sausage” when they cast their ballot (Getty)
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There is a long history of democratic systems 
proving time and again that they can be effective 
strategic thinkers and actors when compelled. 
Some examples of marshalling of resources to 
achieve long-term political and strategic goals 
include the New Deal, the First and Second 
World Wars, the Apollo Space Program and 
even the Cold War. All these required signifi-
cant resources and sacrifice on the part of the 
broader community. Further, all were able to be 
sustained across electoral cycles and, in many 
cases, changes of leadership. 

An important question is whether there is some-
thing about the practice of democracy today or 
the forces it is subjected to which make it harder 
for democracies to think strategically. It is possi-
ble that the ‘professionalisation’ of politics has 
created a cadre of apparatchiks hardened and 
motivated by political battle rather than policy 
challenges.27 Perhaps feeding a rapid news cycle 
traps government and media alike in a short-term, 
reactive hamster-wheel that prioritises sensa-
tion over substance.28 The rise of social media 
seems to have hardened partisan positions in the 
public, which bleeds into politics — and provides 
fertile ground for nefarious state and non-state 
actors to stoke for their own purposes using new 
technologies.29 Moreover, perhaps the nature 
of the challenges that liberal democracies now 
face — such as climate change, or a China that is 
savvy about gaining ground without crossing the 
threshold of Western military responses — are 
not immediate enough to trigger the compul-
sion for national defence that usually switches 
democracies from tactical to strategic. 

In the face of such an array of difficulties, it may 
be tempting for some to reach for a dramatic 
redesign of democracy as the only way to set 
the system straight. A better course of action 
may be to understand how to more routinely 
trigger democracies’ already existing capabilities 
to think and act strategically. For these triggers to 
work, they need to offer something to all stake-
holders, and demonstrate value through tangible 
progress and real outcomes toward the risks and 
opportunities that democracies are facing. They 

would need to offer elected leaders something 
to challenge the current incentives that prioritise 
short-term competition and partisanship. And 
they would need to show the public something 
different — to allow them to feel more confident 
in the ability of their government to meet oppor-
tunities and challenges, and more confident that 
their society is on the right path.

Setting a new course 
for democracy 

The goal of this effort need be no more compli-
cated than seeking to create just a little bit more 
space for strategic opportunities and challenges 
in these busy, distracted, hyper-partisan democ-
racies. Elevating those opportunities and chal-
lenges in the national consciousness, mobilis-
ing resources for genuine action, and building 
public buy-in and a willingness to ‘sacrifice’ 
resources in the national interest are neces-
sary steps in setting a new course for democ-
racy. For Australia, the United States and other 
democracies, this could focus on three lines of 
effort: forging optimistic strategic narratives with 
which populations can easily connect; build-
ing this agenda among allies and partners; and 
launching specific direct democracy initiatives 
that galvanise public support. These objectives 
would help to harness the inherent advantages 
that democracies possess for the long-term and 
could address some of the systemic and over-
lapping challenges they collectively face.

An optimistic narrative

An important rule of thinking strategically is to 
first determine what needs to be achieved. It is 
not entirely clear if the United States and Australia 
have a good sense of this — which means 
attempts to use national power to solve strategic 
level issues can suffer as a result. Because of this 
trait, democracies often struggle with another 
critical consideration: choosing what not to do. 
Strategic objectives created by democratic insti-
tutions are often so broad that they offer little 
guidance on what is a priority and what is not, 
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and play little real part on decisions of allocating 
finite resources to best effect.

Australia’s 2016 Defence White Paper, while 
deservedly described as the “most rigorous and 
comprehensive in Australia’s history”, neverthe-
less struggled with some of these pitfalls.30 Its 
ambitions — a trio of Strategic Defence Inter-
ests and Objectives roughly split into defend-
ing Australia, making contributions to Australia’s 
near region and contributing to coalition oper-
ations around the world — leave almost nothing 
out. There is no obvious prioritisation for what 
Australia will choose to focus its finite resources 
to achieve, and what it will not. 

The United States’ 2018 National Defense Strat-
egy is sharper about the risks the United States 
faces, calling out “inter-state strategic compe-
tition”, epitomised by China and Russia, as the 
primary concern for US national security. But it 
was not paired with a real budget increase, nor 
did it appear to set up a clear conversation about 
what the US military can do less of in order to 
concentrate its finite resources on China and 
Russia. Even the document’s chief architect, 
former Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
Elbridge Colby, implied that the implementa-
tion of priorities in the document was clouded 
by conflicting subordinate guidance and a lack 
of political will to engage with the question of 
what not to do. Problems like these are having 
an increasingly detrimental effect on the ability 
of the United States, Australia and their partners 
to focus national power in a world where they will 
not enjoy the advantages they once did.

One problem facing democratic governments 
in their conversations with their constituents is 
the lack of a compelling and inspirational narra-
tive. Democratic institutions will often assess the 
environment they operate in as it is, rather than 
beginning with a strong sense of what they want it 
to look like. This predisposes them to be reactive, 
cede initiative and lack ambition because what 
strategic thinking exists is seen through the lens 
of what is, rather than what could be. 

To lift confidence in democratic governments’ 
abilities to solve challenges and seize oppor-
tunities, Australia, the United States and their 
democratic partners could each start with an 
optimistic and proactive strategic narrative that 
sets out what they want their countries and the 
world to look like, the compelling goals they want 
to meet with the resources 
at their disposal, and a plan 
for how they will address 
obstacles along the way. 
This becomes a statement of 
intent that, if done well, could 
begin to serve as a rallying 
cry for the community. But in 
order to serve this purpose, 
narratives must be clear and 
specific so as to actually serve 
as a guide for the allocation 
of resources. Narratives 
should also be inspirational 
to increase the likelihood 
that the public will connect with them. Finally, 
these narratives need to be regularly revisited 
and assessed to hold institutions to account on 
progress. The payoff for elected leaders who 
might see risk in this approach is greater oppor-
tunity for a positive legacy and the potential to 
break from the dysfunctional short-termism that 
makes politics dissatisfying for them and their 
peers. 

New opportunities with 
allies and partners

During the Second World War, allied leaders 
held a series of conferences where they deter-
mined their strategy for the war and what was 
to come after. They focused military efforts 
on defeating Germany and determined what a 
post-war Europe should look like. Eventually, the 
Bretton Woods system and the United Nations 
sprung from the cooperation and decisions set 
at these meetings. These were confident leaders 
operating in adversity and backed by committed 
societies, working together not just on the crisis 

STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVES CREATED 
BY DEMOCRATIC 
INSTITUTIONS ARE 
OFTEN SO BROAD 
THAT THEY OFFER 
LITTLE GUIDANCE ON 
WHAT IS A PRIORITY 
AND WHAT IS NOT, 
AND PLAY LITTLE REAL 
PART ON DECISIONS 
OF ALLOCATING 
FINITE RESOURCES 
TO BEST EFFECT.
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at hand, but thinking optimistically about what 
was to come after it. 

Unfortunately, current partnerships are not living 
up to these examples. The strength of the alli-
ances and partnerships that like-minded liberal 
democracies share is a competitive advan-
tage available to them alone, and the collective 
resources at their disposal is immense. Yet these 
advantages seem to be taken for granted and 
are far from being used to their full potential by 
governments.

In the Center for American Progress’ 2019 
study into voter perceptions of foreign policy, 
two-thirds of US respondents rated working with 
allies and international institutions to confront 
global challenges as a “top” or “very important” 
priority.31 In the 2019 Lowy Poll, 72 per cent of 
Australians rated Australia’s alliance with the 
United States as “very” or “fairly important.”32 
Other like-minded partners, like New Zealand 
and the United Kingdom, also rated comfortably 
above many others as Australia’s “best friends” 
in the world.33 It is fair to say that these unique 
partnerships have a history of delivering results, 
retain strong support among the public and are 
objectively a critical and unique competitive 
advantage for many democratic societies. 

To capitalise on these partnerships and rein-
vigorate them, Australia should sponsor a 
dialogue, inviting representatives from like-
minded democracies to discover and develop a 
set of optimistic, specific and tangible goals for 
the group to work on together. These should be 
structured around ‘grand challenges’ that could, 
for example, be crowd-sourced from the public 
and private sectors of the participating nations. 
This is an opportunity to show what capable and 
committed liberal democracies can do using 
several elements of their national power. There 
is a long list of possible ‘grand challenges’ on 
which motivated and well-resourced democ-
racies can take the lead, including developing 
options to offset the impact of automation on 
future workforces, defeating political interference 
by authoritarian states and pooling resources for 
space exploration. 

But to succeed in an environment where multilat-
eralism is in crisis and collective action is regarded 
sceptically by more than a few governments, 
such a dialogue and any activities flowing from it 
would need to be carefully designed to maxim-
ise impact.34 Participation should be limited to 
those countries motivated by and committed to 
a shared agenda. Grouping together ‘coalitions 
of the willing’ on specific goals is more likely to 
achieve outcomes than pursuing wide member-
ship simply for the sake of it. Even among the 
group of like-minded democracies, not all will 
sign up to support each ‘grand challenge’, which 
is preferable to seeking consensus on every 
initiative. Crucially, such challenges must be 
designed to minimise bureaucratic overheads 
and translate into specific outcomes — or else 
they will only add to the scepticism about inef-
fective collective action. 

Direct democracy in action

One obstacle to a more strategic and ambitious 
policy in the United States and Australia is a view 
that there is little real public appetite for it. Voters 
may say they want vision and strong action, but if 
this requires more taxes it is a non-starter. In one 
Australian survey taken before the last federal 
election, seven out of ten Australians supported 
more spending on public services, but only very 
small percentages in each tax bracket felt that 
they were not paying enough tax.35 Few elected 
leaders want to take on this issue. However, ques-
tions like these may not be getting at the issue in 
the right way. Connecting taxes and revenue with 
specific choices over what public money buys 
may yield different results. 

On a much smaller scale, the city of Lincoln, 
Nebraska, experimented with this concept more 
than a decade ago. When Chris Beutler was 
elected mayor in 2007, his administration faced 
circumstances familiar to many democratic 
governments large and small: not enough reve-
nue to pay for services and a population hostile 
to the idea of tax increases, reductions in services 
and generally distrustful of political leaders.36
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Beutler created an initiative called Taking Charge, 
which brought the community into the budget 
process as participants, not just observers. 
They engaged citizens directly on questions of 
specific trade-offs, like the costs of different levels 
of snow removal. This appears to have been an 
open and transparent conversation about the 
fiscal challenges the jurisdiction faced, and the 
available choices of cutting services, raising reve-
nue or doing both. When engaged in this way, 
citizens supported some surprising outcomes. 
In one 2011 survey, a staggering 84 per cent 
were willing to raise property taxes to preserve 
services.37 The city found that citizens were willing 
to cut some ‘sacred cows’ from the budget when 
they understood the trade-offs; and — arguably 
just as important — this process endowed resi-
dents with a higher level of confidence in the city 
government. Not only did Taking Charge give the 
city’s leadership the space to pursue reform, it 
improved the conversation between public and 
government.

The challenge is how to take a local government 
model like the experiment in Nebraska and apply 
it at a national level, where the issues are more 
complex and the distance between political lead-
ers and citizens is greater. Indeed, direct democ-
racy is regarded with suspicion by some experts 
who see it as a pathway to community division 
rather than as a unifying tool.38 One low-risk, 
high-payoff way to make a start at the national 
level would be to identify a specific inspirational 
initiative each year, such as in exploration or 
big science. After an information campaign to 
inform the public about the initiative and what 
it would mean for them, voters would decide if 
they wanted to dedicate extra tax to its realisation. 
This would connect the public with trade-offs 
around strategic opportunities and challenges; 
and may be an avenue for democracies to link 
taxes to long-term goals or visions that generate 
public buy-in. 

Conclusion

For those interested in the long-term prosperity 
and strength of the United States, Australia and 
their like-minded partners, and in the success of 
democracy as a model, current trends should 
be of serious concern. Strategic risk is higher 
than it needs to be and citizens are growing more 
pessimistic about the future and disillusioned 
with democracy. This is before one even begins 
to consider the opportunities that short term-ori-
ented, reactive and hyper-partisan democracies 
are missing. The irony is that the way that democ-
racies are currently working is not satisfying for 
anybody, least of all political leaders and the 
general public.

The refusal of democracies to think and act stra-
tegically is a significant driver of the malaise in 
which the United States, Australia and their part-
ners find themselves. But this is not to say they 
are bound to continue down this road. These 
countries have shown in the past that they can 
think and act very effectively at the strategic level, 
building consensus and getting behind strate-
gic actions that require short-term sacrifice to 
achieve long-term goals and ambitions. That 
democracies find themselves in their current 
predicament is not due to a lack of capability or 
a systemic flaw in democracy itself; it is a succes-
sion of choices by democratic societies inclined 
to think tactically rather than strategically.

While some will leap to the conclusion that 
democracy needs a wholesale redesign, turning 
this malaise around may not require it. Creating 
a deliberate space in the conversation between 
citizens and governments for action on optimis-
tic and strategic ambitions may begin to reset 
this malaise. Allowing people to own some of 
those ambitions may contribute further. This is 
a low-risk and high-return strategy that it is just 
waiting to be tried.
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