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Politics is often de�95ned by power .05 those who have it,  
those who want it and those who want to get rid of it.

But we spend surprisingly little time asking what power  
actually is. 

My answer to that always comes from one of the most inspiring 



43

Dr Dan Honig is an Associate Professor of 
Public Policy at UCL and co-lead for the UCL 
Policy Labs Ensuring Sustainable Development 
research theme. Here he talks to us about 
how everyday solutions can tackle complex 
challenges.

Dan Honig speaks with such clarity that he always allows us to understand 
the immediate, everyday implications of his research. His work transforms 
what we know about the effectiveness of bureaucratic systems, helping us 
govern better.

The technical focus may be on bureaucracies, but at its heart, it’s about 
human relations.

“My work is about how to recognise the human-ness of the humans who 
work inside government systems, and think about how to support them 
to do the things they want to do,” he says. “It doesn’t have to be that 
complicated. If somebody really wants to do a good job, then we should 
probably just enable them to get on with it and do a good job.”

Honig has studied government systems using the very sharpest 
methodologies. But he believes passionately that research shouldn’t remain 
locked within the academic world.    

“I close almost every one of my classes by saying: ‘we’re involved in a joint 
project well beyond this class. The project of trying to make the world a 
better place. And I hope what we’ve done in this room can be of some small 
use to you in that way - and if I can ever be of more, please do get in touch’. 
It might sound silly – and it might sound overly American or clichéd to say 
that – but that’s what I believe. I see the UCL Policy Lab as part of that larger 
effort, to make the world better for all of our sakes.”

His research has led him to conclude that often those on the front line 
of service delivery have the best insights into what can deliver improved 
outcomes. But too often they’re views are ignored.

This experience isn’t just theoretical but also practical. Honig spent 
several years working for the Liberian Minister of Finance. Looking at the 
practicalities of government systems, he soon recognised the power of a 
government of�cial who truly cared.

Talking about his time in Liberia, Honig says: “I saw time and again that the 
people doing the best work – the people who were trying the hardest to be 
helpful and to do good in the world – often spent a lot of their time �ghting 
their own internal systems.” 

“I see those lessons from Liberia everywhere I look. I haven’t yet found a 
domain of state experience where rules don’t sometimes thwart behaviour 
which is supposed to be the purpose of the organisation.”

One key to understanding Honig’s approach is his time growing up in Detroit, 
and the insights the city and his friends continue to provide.

“I was back in Detroit talking to a buddy about my next book Mission Driven 
Bureaucrats. I was explaining what the book was about and he said, ‘Hold 
on, so the point of the book is that if people really want to do a good job, we 
should let them do a good job?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, that’s basically it.’ And he 
said, ‘Look, I think it’s awesome that you’re a professor and that you’ve got 
a great job of course... But doesn’t everyone know that? How is that a new 
idea?’ My reply was, ‘I think lots of people know that. I think you know that. I 
think I know that. I think anyone on the street who we could stop outside this 
house in Detroit would know that. But you know who doesn’t know that? The 
people who run the system. Because we have a system that doesn’t run as if 
that’s true, or doesn’t make that possible.”

It’s these lessons that Honig aims to bring to his work as co-lead for the UCL 
Policy Lab’s Ensuring Sustainable Development research theme. Working 
with his co-lead, Gabriel Ulysses, he is convening conversations with 
researchers and policymakers that can help build on what works in driving 
development progress.

Fundamentally the UCL Policy Lab is about understanding complex 
challenges so well that we can all grasp the solutions. And that’s something 
Dan Honig gets.

“The UCL Policy Lab provides such a fantastic opportunity for bringing 
rigorous academic research, insight and the world of practice together. We 
can do more when we build on stronger foundations. I think that both the 
worlds of practice and academia are made better by opportunities for both 
to learn from the other and to put the puzzle together.”

It’s a puzzle that Honig invites all to help solve.

“My work is about how to 
recognise the human-ness 
of the humans who work 
inside government systems, 
and think about how to 
support them to do the 
things they want to do”

Humans in the system: the power  
of humanity in creating change
with Dan Honig 
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A new era for UCL 

Alan Thompson, 
UCL’s Pro-Provost for 
London, re�ects on the 
value of community and 
collaboration as UCL 
East opens its doors. 

UCL was born in Bloomsbury, in the 
beating heart of London. It’s a place 
we continue to call ‘home’. But just as 
London changes, so does UCL. It’s why 
we’re so excited to be opening our new 
UCL East campus.

Just like the Bloomsbury campus back 
in 1826, UCL East sits at the heart of a 

new wave of vibrancy and innovation. In 
recent years, Stratford and east London 
have been home to momentous change. 
They have given birth to new ideas and 
innovation. 

As we open our new campus, we are 
reminded of our role as a civic institution 
within London, and our duty to serve all 
Londoners. From teaching to research, 
from UCL hospitals to international 
collaborations, we know that all of this 
work is dependent on the foundations 
we’ve built within communities. 

Our focus on developing strong 
collaborations across communities and 
sectors is central to these foundations. 
We have more than 300 collaborators 
across the city, with many more across 

the UK. Working with the boroughs of 
Camden, Newham and Islington, we’ve 
aimed to strengthen how we support the 
places UCL calls ‘home’. 

Creating greater access to UCL also 
remains a focal point of this work. 
An example of this is the partnership 
between UCL and the UCL Academy, 
the school founded ten years ago with 
whom we work extremely closely. This is 
where we can work directly with young 
people, driving ambitions and creating 
opportunities. With the school’s support, 
we run a year-long lecture series each 
academic year, where school pupils 
hear from academics across UCL 
on specialist subjects. We also run 
the annual full school tour of UCL, 

and support the school’s sixth form 
societies.

In the years and months ahead, our 
city and the UK will face challenges to 
which we must lend our support to help 
tackle – working with our partners to 
understand and meet them. 

And so as we embark on yet another 
chapter in UCL’s history, I’m reminded 
of the individuals and communities that 
have shaped UCL. As we write this 
new chapter, I hope we’ll continue to 
work with and collaborate with partners 
not just in London, but across the UK, 
to help tackle some of our biggest 
challenges. 

As we open our new campus,  
we are reminded of our role as a civic 
institution within London, and our  
duty to serve all Londoners. 
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I �rst spoke with Lucy during the frantic days following the Truss 
mini-budget. In what seemed like an almost constantly shifting policy 
landscape, we were trying to provide some expert analysis of the 
actions taken by the new government. 

The sense of turmoil and confusion within the political commentary 
was real. Expert surprise at the economic content of the policies 
went hand in hand with puzzlement as to the political motives for 
reforms that were deeply unpopular with voters.  And so Lucy’s clear 
and detailed analysis was vital in providing advice to the media and 
other partners. This was largely due to the detailed work done by 
Lucy and colleagues on understanding how voters viewed the kinds 
of policies being introduced by Truss.

Now, months later, as we sit and chat over a coffee on campus,  
Lucy helps me make sense of what comes next.

“Economic policymaking has a fascinating Janus face. On the one 
hand, it’s a highly technical domain where can be dif�cult to engage 
voters. On the other, the past 10 to 15 years in the UK shows 
popular opinion can be effectively mobilized, with massive political 
consequences” she says. “Voters’ ideas can be appealed to and 
emphasised by political parties to varying degrees of success – the 
Conservatives’ ability to capitalize on public aversion to government 
borrowing after 2009 is a prime example of effective mobilization. 
But we need to learn from voters’ reactions to different economic 
policies, to understand their (often otherwise latent) preferences  
and priorities.”
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MOAZZAM 
MALIK
Moazzam Malik is Director at the 
World Resources Institute. He was a 
former leading British civil servant, 
having been Director General, Africa 
at the Foreign, Commonwealth & 
Development Of�ce (FCDO). He was 
previously Director General, Country 
Programmes for the Department for 
International Development, overseeing 
the UK’s bilateral development 
partnerships around the world. 
From 2014 to 2019, he was British 
Ambassador to Indonesia, Timor-Leste 
and ASEAN. He recently joined the UCL 
Policy Lab as an Honorary Professor 
of Practice. He spoke to James 
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“We can be a country that brings people together, that has an exciting, fresh, 
modern offering to the world,” he says. “But that’s different to the Britain of the 
World Wars, and so in some senses, we need to let go of our past in a way that 
may be necessary to free our imaginations for the future. Of course, our future is 
rooted in who we are and what we are, but we must face the future. I think that’s 
a really exciting prospect for us.”

Moazzam Malik knows all about what a gift the UK can be, and the inspiring 
stories it can play host to. His father was born in Lahore, Pakistan and moved to 
in north London in the late 1950s. The battle against the intolerance and racism 
of the 1970s wasn’t easy. After �nishing school and winning a place at university, 
Moazzam says he recognised the unlikely nature of his family’s story. He was 
determined to do something with his life that could give others the same chance 
at a better life. “I wanted to create opportunities for change and allow people to 
realise their aspirations,” he says.

He joined the foreign service as an economist and set about developing a new 
approach to development. But it was in 1997 and the election of a New Labour 
government that represented Malik’s chance to transform lives. And in doing so, 
transform how Britain and the world did development.

“The Department for International Development (DFID) was a signal that 
Britain would try and do something different in the world after a long period of 
conservative rule,” he says. “It was a privilege to be part of that movement for 
change.” And he is proud of its achievements. Although widely seen as a British 
success story, DFID was merged with the Foreign Of�ce in 2020  
by Boris Johnson.

Although Moazzam Malik is passionate about all DFID did, he has little time for 
going back over the debates on the merger. He’s focused on the future of both 
British foreign affairs and development policy.

“The abolition of DFID, or the merger and incorporation of DFID into the Foreign 
Of�ce, re�ects where Britain is today as a country that is going through its 
dif�cult Brexit journey,” he says. “It re�ects the deep uncertainty that we face as 
a country. We need to re�ect on that and work on how we re-bottle that spirit we 
had in 1997 for a world that has changed.”

Malik is clear that DFID re�ected what Britain and the world needed, rather 
than being an imposition on it. Similarly, today he believes it’s time to ask big 
questions about what we want from our Foreign Of�ce. And that’s why he seems 
energised by the conversations he’s had in his new role as a Visiting Professor at 
the UCL Policy Lab.

“The interesting thing about the Lab is that it’s a collaboration between different 
departments in the university. In dealing with these challenges, no single 
discipline has all the answers,” he says. “Bringing people in from different 
disciplines to talk across their boundaries and learn from each other is key.”  
And it’s not just the knowledge of academics that he sees as key. But also,  
the role of the convener, and its experience and expertise.

“UCL is in London and is a global institution, so it can play a global role in 
convening these conversations,” he says. “We can’t just dream up these 
answers in London; they have to be dreamt up in conversation with people  
from across the UK and around the world.”

What’s clear from talking to Moazzam Malik is that he’s not given up on Britain, 
nor its role in the world. Why would he? After all, he’s seen Britain at its best. 
And he seems unwilling to let that best to simply be a thing of the past.

The passing of President Biden’s In�ation 
Reduction act has created trade tensions between 
the US and EU. In particular, the subsidising of 
green energy. How does the UK avoid being out-
subsidised by these other blocks? 

In many ways, what the US can do is unique. They 
have a huge advantage with such a large home 
market to drive investment in their home-grown 
industry. But you’re right to point out that these 
larger trading blocs say China, the EU, and the US 
are all looking to support domestic manufacturing. 
The UK should of course, support its own industries, 
but should be careful to avoid a “subsidies war” 
with the US and other EU countries. Instead, it may 
be bene�cial for the UK to be more targeted in its 
approach, identify the key industries that add value 
to the economy, and craft a broad range of policies 
to promote these sectors.

 

It feels like post-Brexit Britain is seeking to 
chart a new path. What lessons does your  
work teach the UK?  

The events of 2016 perhaps reveal that many 
individuals or groups were left behind during  
the period of rapid globalisation. So now we  
need protections for workers and create strong  
jobs. One of the core challenges and opportunities 
for policymakers in the next decade is being  
global but remaining sustainable and not leaving 
anyone behind.
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Economics in the 
national debate
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