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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a mission to 
build the public sector’s capacity to improve the quality and equality 
of everyday places.



To close out Public Practice’s Spring 2021 Forum Finn Williams was 
joined by Mariana Mazzucato, Professor in the Economics of 
Innovation & Public Value at University College London (UCL) and 
founding Director of the Institute for Innovation & Public Purpose 
(IIPP), established, like Public Practice, in 2017. The discussion 
explored a shared understanding of the role of the public sector in 
creating value at a local scale. Informed by Mariana’s new book 
‘Mission Economy: A Moonshot Guide to Changing Capitalism’, the 
conversation covered IIPP and Public Practice’s common approach 
of building the agency of those working in the public interest to 
shape the institutions that shape our places. A recording of the 
event is available here.

FINN WILLIAMS (FW): I first came across Mariana’s work back in 
2013 around the time I first started developing the idea of what later 
became Public Practice. Her book, the Entrepreneurial State, really 
helped to stretch the ambition for Public Practice, and made our 
mission within the world of planning in the UK feel part of a wider 
movement with the potential to do no less than reshape the 
economy and society.
 Mariana established the Institute for Innovation and Public 
Purpose (IIPP) within UCL Built Environment faculty the Bartlett, 
around the same time Pooja Agrawal and I co-founded Public 
Practice, and I’ve been lucky enough to take part as a Visiting 
Professor of Practice. 
 Public Practice worked with IIPP to set up a placement 
programme as part of their Master of Public Administration (MPA) 
course, and incoming chief executive, Pooja, sits on the Camden 
Renewal Commission, which is co-chaired by Mariana and Georgia 
Gould. So IIPP and PP have a lot in common. We’re about the same 
age, we’re kind of sister organisations...

MARIANA MAZZUCATO (MM): And you, how old are you Finn?

FW: I’ll call myself three and a half for the purposes of this 
conversation. In those three and a half years, IIPP has had this 
international influence through your work with the European 
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Commission, UN, WHO, many governments. Even intergalactic 
given your work on space. Meanwhile, Public Practice has been 
working away at a different scale in places like Havering, Hounslow, 
Harlow & Gilston, Hemel Hempstead. 
 I’d like to hear what you’ve learned about the value of local and 
city government coming from that international perspective and now 
working close to home on projects like the Camden Renewal 
Commission. How can local government help tackle grand 
challenges in a place-based way?

MM: First of all, thanks for inviting me and a happy anniversary, or 
happy goodbye. It’s, it’s terrible you’re leaving, but you’re really 
leaving Public Practice in such a strong position. It’s been fantastic 
to collaborate with you guys. And talking about age, you came to my 
birthday party and gave me one of my best presents, which was a 
big scarf called ‘The Welfare State’, which everyone wants. You 
have to tell me where you got that. 
 Some quick background in terms of what we try to do in IIPP 
and then what it has meant at the city, local and regional level. 
Where we begin is the idea that we’ve got it wrong in terms of what 
policy is even for. It’s not about what economic theory suggests, 
which is, at best about fixing markets where you have to wait for 
markets to fail before you can justify any sort of policy intervention. 
That gets you incremental change, which is fine if everything’s going 
well. But, if you change the kind of growth we have - because the 
economy has not just a rate of growth, but a direction of growth - we 
need transformational change. So more inclusive growth, 
sustainable growth and so on requires a different framing, which we 
call co-creation and co-shaping of markets. 
 We’ve been trying to bring to that new economic thinking, but 
always with this idea of practice-based theorising. So we might have 
great new ideas of a market shaping, not market fixing approach, 
but then when you implement it on the ground, for example when 
we worked in Scotland with the Scottish National Investment Bank, 
which we helped to set up, all sorts of things go wrong and 
questions arise, and that learning on the ground, the kind of learning 
by doing comes back to the theory.



 So that’s why I think that we’ve also just really welcomed 
working with you because the vision of Public Practice to bring 
designers and planners back into city governments. Because so 
much of government; city government, regional government and 
national government has been outsourced to the private sector, so 
bringing back a lot of the designers and the doers inside 
government helps us again, to do that learning by doing, trial and 
error, that kind of welcoming of uncertainty and the experience, 
which I think also with COVID, we’ve all realised it’s so important to 
deliver what needs to be delivered. 
 On the city front, to be honest, I don’t really think in the city 
way, I think the place-based way. So in our work in Biscay in Spain, 
which has autonomy over its taxation system, one of the things that 
we’ve been working with them on is what does it mean to have a 
mission and purpose oriented approach to your local tax policy? 
Right. First changing the narrative so instead of thinking about 
levelling the playing field through tax policy, or at best redistributing 
income through tax policy, how do you tilt the playing field towards a 
green direction or towards the Sustainable Development Goals by 
really redesigning the tax policy that rewards certain types of 
behaviours over others. 
 That’s been really, really interesting because I sometimes 
criticise tax policy, as you know, that it shouldn’t really be the centre 
of what governments think about because people don’t do things 
unless they see an opportunity. Just tinkering around with taxes, 
sometimes misses what we actually need in terms of the kind of 
bold investments. But tax is the way that we can really think about 
incentives that move us towards the kind of behaviours we need 
again, in order to have more inclusive and sustainable economies. 
 In Sweden, where you’re going, with Dan Hill at Vinnova, which 
is an innovation agency - like Sitra is in Finland - was interesting 
because Dan took part in the mission and Industrial Strategy 
Commission that Lord Willetts and I chaired here in the UK, when 
Greg Clark was the minister of BEIS, and in IIPP one of the first 
things we did literally on day one, two and a half years ago, was 
write a briefing, working paper on the mission oriented approach.
I started to speak to Greg Clark about this very early on in the 2017 



industrial strategy, which was challenge led instead of sector 
specific. We helped Greg think about the challenges that the UK 
was facing around clean growth, healthy ageing, future of mobility, 
and the opportunities around the data society. The 2017 strategy 
was built around that. We helped them then think: what does that 
actually mean then in terms of the concrete things that have to 
happen on the ground? For example around the future of mobility, 
some concrete missions around that.  Dan took part of that work 
- Pooja and yourself also participated - and brought that mission 
oriented approach to Vinnova, which was always interested in 
matching the kind of challenges that are both innovation led, but 
also social. He ended up working very closely with Vinnova around 
the streets mission, this idea of a one-minute street where citizens 
have, in one minute, all the different services that they require in 
order to live an active, healthy life. 
 Also the school meal mission, which I think is probably one of 
the most interesting things they’re doing right now. They have this 
very high level strategy in Sweden of a fossil free welfare state, 
which means everything the state does from public education, 
public health and public transport has that carbon neutral target. 
They land it very specifically on things like school meals. Imagine if 
Marcus Rashford here, instead of just having to remind the 
government that school meals are important for kids during 
lockdown and also during holiday periods, if we could also use that 
as a funnel for innovation and for sustainability targets, and that’s 
what they’re doing in Sweden. So this idea of having healthy, tasty, 
sustainable school meals is a very specific value chain that is going 
to have to be produced and getting kids involved in the process of 
co-design and also monitoring Because if the meals suck, if they’re 
not very tasty, they’re not going to eat them. 
 I think that’s maybe the most exciting thing about the local 
work is that it becomes easier. Cities and places are smaller than 
nation States so really thinking much more critically and non 
tokenistically about what it means to bring people to the process of 
designing the missions together. I think on that level, I think the work 
in Sweden, but also now with the Camden Renewal Commission, 
it’s the more interesting part of the work, but also the hardest.



FW: And on the Camden Renewal Commission when you apply 
those missions to a place-based scale in a borough like Camden 
the complexities you face there, what kind of capacities and 
capabilities do you see as being necessary to build within an 
organisation like Camden?

MM: Maybe the first is confidence. It’s incredible how, when you’re 
in the room with the knowledge quarter people. Camden is sort of a 
microcosm of the world. You have the super rich, all the great 
opportunities that technology in the 21st century provide, through 
the knowledge quarter, there’s the British Library, the Wellcome 
trust, Crick, UCL, and so on and then just literally five steps away 
you have Somers Town, one of the poorest boroughs in the UK. So 
you really have opportunities and disadvantage constantly hitting 
each other, but not even looking at each other. Actually, Thomas 
Heatherwick once said to me that it’s such an insult that both Crick 
and the British Library have their ass towards the housing estates 
and they’re facing right at the train station, which is where people 
then leave. Transforming that so that you’re facing the local housing 
estates was something he thought was important to do in terms of 
the new development. 
 So first of all, that’s the challenge, right? That you have these 
extreme levels of inequality or rich and poor in terms of resources or 
lack of resources side by side. I think one of the main points of the 
renewal commission was to bring many of the unheard voices to the 
table in thinking about this mission oriented approach around youth, 
around carbon neutrality and so on. So, for the youth mission we’ve 
had the different youth groups engaging with us. And I think that’s 
really important, but I’m going to be very self-critical here or self-
critical of the commission. It’s one thing is just to bring young people 
to the table to talk to us. Another thing is to really start planning 
together, like the way that you’ve set up Public Practice, right? 
Which is, it’s a commitment: people come in and work together over 
a two year period around particular areas. Your goal is to bring 
designers and planners into city governments. Well, what does it 
mean for a council to begin for real, and not tokenistically, including 
voices that are often not at the seat of planning? 



 Some of the more interesting things that we’re doing in 
Camden are on the back of what Georgia, herself the Camden 
leader and counsellor, have learned from COVID. For example, 
when they had to get every homeless person off the street, which is 
a mission in of itself: zero homelessness. The hotels where many 
homeless people were housed ended up being places where 
different types of services that before people were getting in far 
away distance areas, it was kind of like a one-stop shop. So the 
learning that happened internally, first of all, the question of, should 
we just buy up these hotels? Because they’re actually quite useful to 
house those homeless people. What does it mean to have that kind 
of welfare state approach of everything in one place? A user-friendly 
welfare state for people that in the past have not had access to 
these kinds of services. I’m thinking of services like mental health, 
food and shelter, but also these granular services that are so 
essential that we know have not just been cut. But even when 
they’re not cut, they’re just far away and hard to access. I know that 
within Camden Council they’re thinking a lot about what would the 
future look like for that, that can’t just be for the crisis. 
 Another thing that we’re thinking about is a wealth fund. One 
thing is to talk about the knowledge quarter, which of course 
includes also Google, Facebook, all these companies that have their 
headquarters in Camden. Another thing is to say, hold on a second, 
if wealth is being created collectively, right? And this was one of the 
big things with IIPP: we say the state itself is a co-creator of wealth, 
it’s not just a redistributor. If you’re investing in your capacity and 
your dynamic capabilities to create that wealth, but also in terms of 
citizens, all the entertainment industry, all the hip hop and rap music 
that’s created in Camden and so on, what does it mean to not only 
brag about the wonderful arts and the great creativity that happens 
in Camden, but also to have a fund where a lot of the wealth that is 
created also gets reinvested back, which then becomes kind of a 
council-led sovereign wealth fund, like in Norway, that then reinvest 
back into all those different areas that people need in order to 
prosper individually, but also to work together to create that 
collective wealth.



 So we’re starting to think about where would that money come 
from? Companies paying into it beyond their tax. Not as charity, but 
as a recognition that they’re benefiting from this amazing social 
infrastructure around them. The business rates, of course, 
potentially some of the pension fund in Camden, so this is really 
nice experimentation with new tools. Again something that IIPP is 
very much interested in. 
 Through our mission-oriented innovation network, we have 50 
global organisations, whether they’re the BBC’s or the DARPAs or 
city-level digital agencies sharing their practices of this; what did it 
look like when you started to evaluate public investments through a 
more dynamic tool than cost benefit analysis? Or set up a public 
fund or design procurement in a new way. Camden is just very 
interesting because first of all, it has a very progressive leadership.
Georgia and her team, it’s a Labour leadership, are very open to 
experimentation. Some of the more interesting things I think that are 
happening, and Pooja’s really leading on this in many ways, is 
nesting something as concrete as a carbon neutral, sustainability 
agenda with targets attached to it within places like housing estates. 
Camden is going to be choosing about four different housing 
estates to implement its carbon neutral agenda. And there, again, 
the challenge is how do you bring the residents in the estates to the 
table to talk about sustainable living together? So it’s not just 
handed to them as top down thinking, but a lot of more bottom up 
and citizen assembly kind of engagement from the beginning.

FW: And I’m pleased to say Public Practice Associates within 
Camden Council have been making those connections between 
Camden’s Citizens’ Assembly on the climate crisis and the 
regeneration department’s approach to deciding between the 
demolition of existing estates and retrofit, based on an 
understanding of the embodied energy of the buildings that are 
already there. 
 It really struck me that it has taken an economist to articulate 
the value of the built environment sector serving a public purpose, 
and that you have done this more powerfully through books like the 
Entrepreneurial State and Mission Economy than any architect, 



urbanist or planner. And of course IIPP is housed within the Bartlett 
- UCL’s faculty of the built environment - alongside architects and 
planners. I’d be interested to know how far that kind of spatial or 
place-based way of thinking has influenced IIPP’s work, and what 
you see as the value of built environment practitioners when it 
comes to mission-based work at a local level.

MM: I just realised I should have negotiated with you when you 
invited me to come on. I should have said only if you write an essay 
answering exactly the question you’ve just asked us, because to be 
honest I don’t think we’ve explicitly thought about it enough. 
We definitely talk about it internally, but I think it’s important to tell 
that story about why we’re not in a public policy school or in an 
economics department, but in the Bartlett, which is, one of the top 
schools of the built environment. I think the answer, first of all, to 
me, why I was excited from the beginning really is that word: the 
built environment.
 Why? Because one of the things I often stress is the market. 
The economy is built. There’s nothing in the economy that is forcing 
us to do something, whether it’s good or bad, right? So when I 
criticise companies for extracting lots of value through share buy 
backs, you sometimes get the answer. ‘Oh yeah, I know we know 
it’s bad, but you know there’s no kind of opportunities out there’. So 
it’s the right thing to do, but what you do creates those opportunities 
also, there’s no short-termism forcing you to do stuff. Short-Termism 
is itself an outcome of how we have built the economy. So seeing 
the market itself as an outcome of how we build and govern all the 
different organisations and institutions in an economy, in both the 
public and the private space, also the third sector space, civil 
society, organisations like trade unions, but also how they interact, 
all those issues, the intra organisational governance, the remits, 
what these organisations are for. Interactions in the system 
determine the market outcomes we get.
 So even the word ‘market’ and ‘business’ are often confused. 
The market is not business; government, business, civil society, 
organisations, how they interact create the economy anyway. The 
fact that a faculty of the built environment, just in its title, in the 



words, explicitly recognises strategic agency. 
 You might remember Marx, in the Grundrisse, said something 
great. Why is it that even a house built by a geometra (in Italy we 
call people who aren’t really architects, but they build stuff and they 
make bad things on the Italian sea line “geometra”) is better than 
the most beautiful spiderweb that you could ever see? Spiderwebs 
when you see them, we’re in awe of how well built they are. But 
because the architect at least thought about what they were doing 
before, so that idea that you plan, that you think strategically then 
make something and build it is what kind of defines human beings 
versus a spider. 
 I don’t know if it’s right or not, but the point is we have agency 
as human beings and the fact that we can actually design our 
institutions, our streets, our cities in a different way is actually a very 
hopeful message because it goes against the determinism that 
often we hear like the concept of secular stagnation. I don’t know 
how many of you or the people listening have heard this term, but 
often thrown out there in terms of defining the modern capitalist era 
we live in. It’s almost like all the great opportunities we could have 
invested in have been done already.
 So we’re going to now start having kind of lower growth and 
things are going to stagnate. That’s complete bullshit right? All these 
opportunities that have been there in the past, didn’t just come 
down from heaven, they were also outcomes of how we designed 
and built and interacted and fought. Social movements by 
interacting with capitalism have created opportunities. If we today 
have a greener kind of economy, all sorts of new kinds of 
innovations services, et cetera, that [agency] will be needed. 
 For me it was very important that an Institute on Innovation and 
Public Purpose was housed in a dynamic faculty where the fact that 
we can build differently, we can imagine, we can dream how to build 
better, but also to engage with each other, to have that conversation, 
it’s just very appropriate for us. By the way, we’ve brought in as 
honorary professors, Richard Senate, and Saskia Sassen. 
Important thinking about not just urban planning, but again 
sustainability, the city and ethics is something very important for 
Saskia. And one of the things that both of them want to do with us is 



to engage IIPP more with all the different places in the Bartlett, 
including Urban Lab, DPU, the department of planning and so on. 
So I’m very welcoming of them, not only to work with us on the 
reasons that we brought them into the first place, but to also help us 
increase our tentacles throughout the Bartlett and bring designers, 
planners, our way and vice versa,

FW: And hopefully through Public Practice’s network as well. 
When you’ve talked about your conversations with public servants in 
the past, you’ve described feeling like more of a counsellor than an 
economist. You also just mentioned the importance of building 
confidence within local government. 
 IIPP’s Master in Public Administration is training a new 
generation of bureaucrats, in the best possible sense of the word. 
That’s a core part of Public Practice’s mission as well; bringing a 
new wave of expertise into local government to complement the 
brilliant people already there. We’ve got a new cohort of 27 
Associates starting next week in Authorities across London and the 
wider South East. I wondered if you could end with a few words of 
advice for anyone entering into the public sector based on all those 
conversations you’ve had with public servants in the past.

MM: Sure, and by the way I realised I didn’t finish the sentence, 
because I always go off on tangents, about confidence. You just 
reminded me. This is one of the recommendations I would have: if 
you see yourself as a civil servant, not in a, ‘you’re there to fix 
problems as they arrive’, but being an active co-creator of value: 
wealth creator, market shaper, steerer of markets, not just fixers of 
problems when they come about, that does increase your 
confidence. I often said that I walk in as an economist, I come out 
as a life coach. Because this narrative of the entrepreneurial state, 
that you’re an investor of first resort, not a lender of last resort, not 
just a de-risker, but you’re taking risks, so have to kind of welcome 
that uncertainty. That’s just such a different narrative and it does 
increase your confidence, but also your happiness to get up and go 
to work.



 I think that’s not enough though. It’s not enough to tell different 
stories. I think one of the things I would encourage people to do is if 
you buy into that, big if, maybe you don’t, but if you do ask yourself, 
what does that then mean for that redesign of the tools that you’ve 
been handed? Procurement, grants, loans, investment schemes, 
this and the other. You’ve inherited the design that’s come from 
thinking that is, at best, you’re enabling and facilitating someone 
else. Well, what does it mean to bring much more agency into the 
role of the civil servant in the city? Enabling others to do things is a 
key role, but also, to see your actions in that kind of investor of first 
resort: co-creation, risk-taking kind of role. What does it mean for 
the portfolio type thinking you might have?
 That level of confidence is also about striking a deal. We often 
talk about things like the green deal and we know the green bit and 
there’s experts on that, but the deal is about negotiating a good 
deal. There’s no place like COVID to realise how you can do this 
badly. If you just have all these recovery funds out there without 
things like conditionality... In Austria and Denmark they’ve done so 
by saying that companies that don’t pay their tax or use tax havens 
can’t access the recovery funds. Or in France, they forced Air 
France and Renault to commit to reducing their carbon emissions in 
order to access recovery funds. Elizabeth Warren talked about 
making sure companies aren’t just using share backs with the share 
buy backs with the recovery funds. Conditionalities shouldn’t just be 
seen as kind of a stick, but a way to build back better, build a better, 
more symbiotic mutualistic ecosystem between different actors.
 We need to see relationships as contracts that can be better 
designed to be truly symbiotic and mutualistic and to foster 
collective intelligence. That does require confidence. It does require 
striking the deal, negotiating, not just kind of the doing on the 
investment side and the design and the planning, but also making 
sure that deal between the different actors in the ecosystem is the 
right one. I just see so little of that. It’d be really great to use Public 
Practice as a great sandbox for the deals of the 21st century to 
make sure that we’re really building back better.



FW: Thank you. And that is a perfect summary of what Public 
Practice’s practice-based R&D programme is all about. How we can 
design the mechanics of day-to-day government better, from 
procurement to data to the way we do post-occupancy evaluation. 
The more we can work with IIPP on that in the future, the better. I’m 
really pleased we managed to have this conversation before I step 
down, and know Pooja will want to continue it as our incoming Chief 
Executive.

MM: Congratulations. I talk about what you guys do all the time. It’s, 
it’s so much synergy. And you say, we began literally I think the 
same month. And it’s amazing to have Pooja, big congratulations to 
Pooja for becoming the new Chief Executive. And obviously she’s 
part of IIPP. So it’s going to be wonderful to work together.





The transcript of this event is authored by Ben Hockman.

A recording of this event is available to listen to here.

For more information, visit www.publicpractice.org,uk,
email info@publicpractice.org.uk, or call 020 3858 7447.
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