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Between chronos and kairos: Overlapping timeframes in public policy
Analysts often speak of governments’ “policy process” in the singular, as if
there is a single, pristine version of policymaking against which all others are
aberrations or deviations. This talk explores how there are actually many
policy processes at work in governments – notable among them
operations/implementation, planning and strategy. In each, time is
conceptualized and treated differently. In operations and implementation,
emphasis is placed on execution, speed and accuracy, so reaction times are
often short and compressed. In planning, the priority is optimization among
multiple constraints, with concomitant attention to efficient use of resources
and cost benefit analyses. Timeframes for decisions and actions can often
extend into multiple years. In strategy, timeframes are elongated even
further, allowing for open-ended exploration of trends, scenarios and
possible futures.
The talk will illustrate each timeframe with policy examples from Singapore.
In addition, it explores two further areas. First, how do the three timeframes
fit into a broader spectrum of times, including cultural time (in which human
values and attitudes shift), biological-ecological time (in which life repeats
and replenishes itself), and evolutionary time (wherein the very definition of
what constitutes life and living might vary)? I argue that there potentially
infinite “times” between the strict sequentiality of Chronos and the
timelessness of Kairos, each porous, affecting and affected by others. Second,
how malleable and manipulable is time? I suggest that it is possible for
policymakers, organisations and nations to manoeuvre across times, infusing
strategic thinking into operations and planning; as well as incorporating the
detail orientation and ground sensibility of operations and implementation
into planning and strategy. There is agency, not just passive reactiveness, in
the timeframes. The talk will explore implications for complex systems
approaches, especially how to include space not just for interdependence
among agents, but also interdependence among timeframes.

