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Introduction

Locating the phenomenon of rebuffed 
advice
After official policy advice to governments is publicly released, governments 
are often accused of ignoring or rejecting their experts. Commonly 
represented as politicisation, this depiction is superficial. Digging deeper, 
is there something about the official advice itself that makes it easy to 
ignore? This book asks: does the expert advice of policy officials feature 
characteristics that invite its government audience to overlook or misread 
it? To answer this, I critically examine official policy advice and find the 
language of the rebuffed: expert advisers reluctant to disclose what they 
know to accommodate political circumstances.

Perhaps one of the more infamous international cases of advice thus 
rebuffed is the United Kingdom’s mid-1990s bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy (BSE) crisis, in which Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Food advice to slaughter affected animals was not adequately 
disclosed by civil service advisers (Jasanoff 1997) and was ignored by 
their minister (Millstone and van Zwanenberg 2001). In a case involving 
a district government in Indonesia in 2003, advice related to ecological 
preservation was ignored because government actors—perhaps not always 
unreasonably—‘believe that they understand the solutions better than the 
researcher’ (Dharmawan et al. 2017: 409). In the United States in 2018, 
the White House ignored expert advice from the Department of Health 
and Human Services that separations of children and parents at the border 
would do psychological harm (Colby 2018) and violate migrants’ civil 
and human rights (Shuchart 2018).
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In Australia—a Westminster-style jurisdiction from which this book 
draws its cases—the phenomenon appears to be growing in frequency. 
Here, we have seen the commissioning of two major reviews of the tax 
system (in 2008 and 2015), with both largely swept under the carpet 
and cast as failures (Benson 2018b; Hodgson 2015, respectively). In 
2009, advice about the risks surrounding the so-called Home Insulation 
Program was allegedly ignored, with the program terminated when it 
led to the deaths of four young installers (Padula 2017; McGhee and 
McKinnon 2018). The subsequent government called a royal commission 
into the program, with the new prime minister then ignoring the advice of 
his government solicitors not to break Cabinet confidentiality by forcing 
the previous government to release related Cabinet papers (McGhee and 
McKinnon 2018). In 2018, the Australian Government also rebuffed 
advice by one of its security agencies to return refugees to the island 
detention centres from which they had been medically evacuated on 
completion of treatment on the Australian mainland so it could continue 
to claim the refugees posed a security threat (Middleton 2019). In 2019, 
advice recommending allocation of sports funding to regional Australian 
communities was ignored in favour of the responsible minister’s favoured 
electorates (ANAO 2020). This is by no means an exhaustive list, but each 
example is symptomatic of the phenomenon of rebuffal.

This book’s focus is on where the effectiveness of such advice comes 
to be established: during expert policy advisers’ construction and 
communication of advice, and its reception and use by government 
ministers. Stepping through these junctures, I suggest, demonstrates 
the argumentation of policy advisers is almost exclusively information-
focused, intentionally incomplete or so neutral as to evade stable meaning. 
While this is at least outwardly due to advisers’ commitment to notions of 
objectivity and political responsiveness, it also arises from knowing they 
could be rebuffed, because they fear clarity will damn them or because 
they recoil from exercising judgement in the face of risk or uncertainty—
all of which is cloaked in the language of evidence to maintain an 
appearance of responsive expertise. This is not to say that all evidence is 
powerless, but a language of evidence is incomplete and cannot persuade 
all by itself. It also casts in rather a different light the regular refrain of 
evidence-based, evidence-informed or evidence-inspired policy among 
public policy circles.
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It is difficult to imagine that civil servants have not noticed this is how 
their advice is constructed and used. Indeed, Boswell and Corbett (2015) 
describe a cynicism and even stoicism among policy elites that suggest 
an intense awareness of, and frustration with, the way policy is made. 
Yet, the status quo largely prevails, which implies that maintaining this 
style of advising makes them participants in their own rebuffal. With 
this, they have essentially institutionalised the provision of unproductive 
advice. One might go so far as to suggest they are complicit in their 
own marginalisation, as if advice were being written with an underlying 
invitation to ‘rebuff me if you need to’. This does not simply contribute to 
the erosion of their integrity as policy experts, it also weakens policy advice 
as a tool with which to legitimately govern democracy. That is, if public 
institutions, whose role it is to furnish governments with thorough, 
unmistakable and relevant information, are not doing so, there is no 
record and, thus, no accountability for tracing how political decisions are 
made. The result is effectively the same as concealment—that is, despite 
proceeding in relatively plain view, advice is articulated in a language that 
tries its best to blend into the background. Advice of a sort is being given, 
‘facts’ are being provided and evaluative and accountability measures 
are being observed, but meaning and views are invisible and cannot be 
critically interpreted. What one ends up with is policy advice as a political 
token or plaything, symbolising facts and evidence but uninterpretable by 
most—and, therefore, paradoxically, infinitely interpretable.

My central argument—that the language of such advice evades stable 
meaning and diminishes the democratic right of citizens to scrutinise the 
work of government—is on the grandiose side, certainly. If we want to 
determine whether expert advisers are holding back their knowledge, we 
need to be able to see the policy stories behind some of the examples 
above. But gaining a detailed understanding of the daily workings of 
organisations, particularly how their employees communicate their 
knowledge to each other and their superiors, can be a ‘problematic 
enterprise’ (Alvesson 2003: 13). This is perhaps especially the case in 
relation to policy advisers inside civil services. As Wagenaar suggests, 
‘we know surprisingly little about what the work of public administrators 
entails’ (2004: 643). Rhodes concurs, observing they ‘have been studied 
rarely’ (2005: 5). Wagenaar continues that, on the one hand, critical 
appraisals are ‘remarkably silent on the actual activities of administrators’, 
while on the other, relevant textbooks ‘largely ignore the sociology 
of administrative work’ (2004: 643).



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

4

To be sure, there are mountains of scholarly work on policymaking and 
there are, indeed, some studies that provide insights into how policy 
advisers in service to governments communicate in some of their day-
to-day dealings (Heclo and Wildavsky 1974; Mackie 2015; Stevens 
2011). There is also research, largely in the interpretive tradition, that 
has examined the communications of policy advisers, but this broadly 
occurs at a theoretical level (Schmidt 2008), where policy and political 
communication are grouped and not viewed as separate entities (Hajer 
1993), or to demonstrate how policy analysts (that is, analysts in the field 
of policy studies) should argue when making their case (Fischer 2003). 
When the impact of expert advice on government decision-making is 
considered, the focus is generally on scientific advisers (Boswell 2009; 
Cairney and Oliver 2017; Moore 2017; Wynne 1989). Overall, scholarly 
writing on policy tends to be quite targeted, such as on policy advising 
during the digital governance era (Marando and Craft 2017) or the public 
profiles of senior civil servants (Grube 2014a, 2015), or on the degrees to 
which evidence can or should be incorporated into policy (Head and Di 
Francesco 2019; Howlett and Wellstead 2011; Nair and Howlett 2017; 
Sanderson 2009).

All in all, gaining a detailed understanding of how official policy workers 
routinely communicate their knowledge to governments has largely been 
an under-researched area, at least in the English-speaking world (De Vries 
et al. 2010; Eriksson 2016; Hoppe and Jeliazkova 2006). This relative 
absence of study is due partly to the difficulty of accessing government 
policy advisers (Williams 2010), and to the fact that most of their advice 
to governments remains confidential. But it also stems from the fact that 
most of their advice to governments is being increasingly withdrawn from 
public accessibility, with Goldfarb (2009: 58) arguing ‘the government has 
claimed more privacy for its actions but has provided the citizenry with 
less’. While Goldfarb writes in the US context, a similar situation can be 
observed in Australia, where requests for government information are on 
the rise and compliance with those requests by government departments 
is down (Australian Government 2019: 14).

Of course, the officials of public administrations and public or civil 
services serving executive governments are regularly reviewed or on 
view—for example, in royal commissions and parliamentary inquiries, 
during audits or parliamentary hearings where they account for outputs 
like policy advice. Yet most of these appearances can be characterised 
more by confining information than by its clear presentation. Although 
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some inquiry processes have yielded insights into culture, becoming 
more cognisant of the way policy advice to governments is argued by 
policy workers at the coalface, as it were, does not appear to be an easily 
achievable task. Indeed, it is practically a given that government advisers 
advise impenetrably. But the popular narrative of impulsive governments 
ignoring the well-reasoned expertise of their policy workers only scratches 
the surface. Much more is at work here, because the language of official 
policy advisers enables certain affordances, serving as a kind of springboard 
from which to launch political manoeuvres. That is, it leaves political 
actors free to not just ignore but also reinterpret the offerings of their 
policy advisers as greenlighting any and all policy directions because those 
offerings are expressed in ways that render meaning malleable.

Given the central position of public accountability in democratic 
governments, one might reason that understanding how policy advisers 
to such governments go about the business of communicating their policy 
expertise should not be an arduous or prohibitive process. Further, in an 
ever more contestable policy environment in which citizens themselves 
are assigned only restricted roles in the decision-making process, they 
should be able to observe better than they do now how expert policy 
knowledge is produced and argued on their behalf. They should be able 
to know why and how some advice succeeds in convincing its political 
audience. They might also reasonably ask why and how it does not, 
particularly when one of its aims is to present the best available evidence. 
Indeed, instances of policy advice failing to convince may be particularly 
germane to those very citizens whose interests are thought to be at least 
nominally represented in that advice. If citizens cannot do any of these 
things, control of the government is not in the hands of the governed 
(Gruber 1987: 1). Further, if policy advice is being constructed in ways 
that curb this control, advisers risk appearing complicit in neglecting the 
democratic needs of citizens.

When public institutions furnish governments with such advice, interested 
publics are effectively excluded from gaining accurate impressions of how 
decisions are made on their behalf. Following Dewey, much as others have 
in staking out claims for more open, cooperative forms of deliberation 
(Forester 2012; Minteer 2005; Sanderson 2009; Wagenaar 2004), 
I argue that only in being able to judge and assess policy rationales can 
they assemble a picture of what is in their interest. Yet, far from helping 
assemble that picture, the language of the rebuffed seems designed to 
break it up.
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Case studies and book structure
This book examines three Australian case studies, which are drawn from 
three streams of written knowledge production across the Australian Public 
Service (APS): the economy, energy and the environment, and national 
security. They have been chosen due to their originally confidential nature 
but eventual public availability by means of freedom of information 
(FOI) requests and a parliamentary inquiry. Examining advice destined 
predominantly for ministers’ eyes makes it possible to observe, as 
closely as publicly possible and with some qualifications in mind, how 
policy advisers communicate when executing one of their core roles: 
supporting the government of the day to deliver its policy agendas and 
priorities. The first case study—on policy advice regarding the taxation 
of investment properties given in the leadup to an election—is discussed 
as a kind of abridged blueprint to help us construct a framework with 
which to interrogate the language of the rebuffed and the conditions 
under which it is produced. Two further and more exhaustive case studies 
drawn from distinctly different policy areas across the past two decades 
are then juxtaposed using this framework: advice about a 2016 statewide 
electricity blackout event blamed on renewable energy and Australia’s 
intelligence assessments in the leadup to the 2003 Iraq war. Each will 
form one chapter, with chapters on the blackout and Iraq making up 
a major component of this book, and each is divided into smaller sections 
dealing with aspects of my framework.

A brief note on the selection of these cases is in order. Although the simple 
fact of their availability (the first two by FOI, the third by parliamentary 
review) played a role in their selection, my ultimate choices were based 
on the fact they brought with them the visibility of policy advice and 
political reaction. This was essential given it would be difficult, if not 
impossible, to be rebuffed without first offering something. By seeing 
both offer and retort, it is possible to distinguish a performative pattern 
in which advice has the repeated perlocutionary effect of either irritating 
or polarising its political audience. Seeing both offer and retort, therefore, 
makes it possible to identify that advice has been rebuffed, rather than 
having simply been considered but set aside. Moreover, to understand 
how advice is rebuffed as an act in which advisers participate, I chose 
advice that grappled with uncomfortable knowledge to observe how 
policy advisers communicated when they anticipated the likelihood of 
a negative political reaction. This, I hope to show by way of my three case 
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studies, is the environment in which rebuffed government policy advice 
is generated. To test my findings, Chapter 5 discusses cases of politically 
accepted advice as the language of the ‘unrebuffed’.

Chapter 2 briefly details my first case study on the Australian 
Treasury’s advice about income tax deductions facilitated by investing 
in property (known as ‘negative gearing’). Provided to the government 
in 2016, this advice followed an early election announcement by the 
opposition Australian Labor Party (ALP) of a policy to restrict how 
homeowning property investors could minimise their income tax burden. 
The conservative Coalition government called this the most ‘destructive 
policy ever proposed’, which would lead to ‘mum and dad investors’ being 
forced out of the housing investment market. Emphasising the financial 
mayhem this would wreak, the government also projected the ALP’s policy 
change would reap a mere $600 million over four years. Two years later, 
in 2018, an FOI request by a news outlet seeking Treasury’s 2016 advice 
on the issue found the agency had confirmed the ALP’s claims that its 
proposed reforms would ‘increase revenue in the long run between $3.4 
and $3.9 billion a year’ and ‘the limit on negative gearing for established 
property would not differentiate between more or less wealthy investors’. 
At first glance, Treasury’s advice was ignored. By carefully avoiding the 
political context and practising ‘strategies of impersonality’ (Porter 1995: 
229), policy advisers constructed their advice in a way that would protect 
them from key political contexts. The political retort to this advice was 
the treasurer entrenching the government’s existing policy further.

Given the gap in research on the confidential communications of public 
policy advisers, I construct a new framework from this short case study 
with which to trace the conditions under which policy advisers construct 
and communicate their advice, and how government ministers receive 
and use that advice. Briefly, this framework will unpeel three layers that 
encase policy advice: the rhetoric of its text, the organisational aspects 
of its micro-context and the international comparisons suggested by its 
macro-context—each of them revealing an aspect of policy language. 
For example, by closely analysing the text itself, I will observe the 
rhetorical construction of advice and its relationship to time and timing, 
context, framing and self-perception. The micro-context focuses on the 
institutional, legislative, bureaucratic and cultural effects and burdens 
on advisers’ language, drawing much of its supporting literature from 
organisational and administrative studies. The macro-context connects to 
a much larger sphere of ideas around bureaucracy, objectivity, rationality 
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and evidence, both in Australia and internationally. By interrogating case 
studies with the help of my tripartite framework, I hope to demonstrate 
that policy language is more than words on a page; it is a complex 
arrangement of tracks from which one can deduce the settings under 
which this expert community weakens its own credibility.

The second case study, detailed in Chapter 3, chronicles advice released 
under FOI by the departments of the Prime Minister and Cabinet and 
Environment and Energy after a statewide power blackout in South 
Australia in late 2016. To accommodate misleading government rhetoric 
about wind energy as a bête noire and cause of the blackout, this advice 
sidestepped any mention of renewable energy and climate change, 
thereby expunging discord and uncertainty (Rayner 2012) and giving the 
appearance of certainty and solid evidence. It also gave the impression 
of being both objective and responsive to the government by frequently 
issuing damage status updates, but little else. My framework here makes 
possible some critical discoveries. For example, one finds a widespread 
anticipatory compliance—a dynamic that, because government actors 
did not ask policy experts about deeper arguments and rationales, saw 
policy experts not offer them or discuss them among themselves (at least 
on paper). Policy advisers became entirely transactional, functioning as 
vendors of rudimentary information, perhaps because the only advice 
they could provide objectively and responsively was on the status of 
storm damage. Official advice was intentionally ambiguous, deliberately 
one-dimensional and unknowing even while political hyperbole was at 
its most strident; it spoke a language of ‘knowing what not to know’ 
(Taussig 1999: 2).

Chapter 4 discusses my third case study, which considers Australian 
intelligence assessments of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) 
between 2002 and 2003. The assessments by Australia’s then Office of 
National Assessments (ONA) and Defence Intelligence Organisation 
(DIO) represent political responsiveness and detached neutrality when 
they are pursued separately. Within the text, the DIO presented as highly 
objective in its repeated acknowledgements of uncertainty and gaps in the 
available evidence, and revealed a lack of consensus, offering an almost 
textbook study of how to present evidence impartially. John Howard, 
Australia’s prime minister at the time, turned this element of doubt into 
strength in that it helped him demerit mounting arguments that absolute 
proof was needed before invading Iraq. The ONA, on the other hand, 
became increasingly responsive by falling into line with the dominant 
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political discourse. Even while neither was used by the government and 
both were later blamed as failures of intelligence, their inconsistency and 
‘excess of objectivity’ (Sarewitz 2004: 388) channelled an uncertainty that 
contributed to a highly effective political strategy.

My penultimate chapter will discuss some contemporaneous Australian 
examples of unrebuffed policy advice: amendments to Australian 
citizenship, marriage equality and the legal basis for military action in 
Iraq. Here, I consider whether the policy language conveyed features 
associated with successful advisers, such as openness to adaptation, 
a culture of curiosity and comfort with uncertainty (Luetjens and ’t Hart 
2019: 28). Is this the language of the unrebuffed? Or were additional, 
or entirely different, factors at play here? These examples, which follow 
a document-led approach, are juxtaposed with two short comparisons 
using a different methodology to test my findings. Following Rhodes’s 
(2018) suggestion to take up ‘bricolage’ as part of a menu of tools 
when undertaking qualitative research, I will briefly consider interviews 
I conducted with Australian policy advisers reflecting on the introduction 
of a consumption tax in the late 1990s, as well as Dutch policy actors 
who worked on prison reforms throughout much of the 2000s. These 
show us another style of policy advising with which to test my hypothesis. 
A conclusion will consider how both the public and the public interest are 
excluded by the type of policy advice examined in this book. Envisioned 
by pragmatist John Dewey (1946: 208, 218) as denoting either oligarchy 
or soliloquy, such advice helps normalise policy advisory environments 
in which civil servants neglect the democratic need of the governed to 
understand why they are governed in particular ways and not others.

The language of policy advice
Let us now consider why I have chosen language as the locus from which 
to study rebuffed policy advice. Policy language is not easy to pin down. 
Like the rhetoric of politics and expertise, the language of policy advisers 
seeks legitimation by being agreed to. In a political context, the rhetoric 
of government leaders is said to be both central to ‘the practice of modern 
government itself ’ and integral to ‘the way we are governed’ (Grube 
2013: 3), while ‘establishing oneself as an expert entails a judgment from 
an audience that is contingent on a rhetorical effort’ (Hartelius 2008: 3). 
Although the rhetorics of politics and of expertise contrive to be noticed, 
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the language of policy advice appears to aspire to authority through 
dullness. Rather than provoking inspiration or engagement, its flatness 
seems to discourage this. This does not mean policy language is less 
premeditated than political rhetoric, nor that it contains only univocal 
content. As Majone (1989: 1) has suggested, policy is ‘made of language’ 
and its contents can be understood as expressions of organisational realities 
(Alvesson and Kärreman 2000), such as institutional and subcultural 
constraints, expectations and circumstances.

Underpinning this view is an understanding of language as ‘more than 
reflect[ing] what we take to be reality’ (Fischer and Gottweis 2012: 8)—
not simply as ‘assertions about the world of “things”’ (Shapiro 1981: 26), 
but also as a particular kind of argumentation determined by one’s world 
view. How policy advice is argued and argued about is at the crux of 
any endeavour to examine its influence—or lack thereof. The idea that 
language is a construction that has much to tell us about how its users view 
the world also sheds light, in the institutional settings I will observe, on 
how its users think their political audience would like to view the world. 
As Michael Shapiro continues: ‘Insofar as we do not invent language or 
meanings in our typical speech, we end up buying into a model of political 
relations in almost everything we say without making a prior, deliberative 
evaluation of the purchasing decision’ (1981: 231).

Following Shapiro, Frank Fischer (2003: 43) concludes that, in the world 
of policy, ‘given that the languages of politics inscribe the meanings of 
a policy problem, public policy is not expressed in words, it is literally 
“constructed” through the language(s) in which it is described’.

David Farmer’s (1995: 19) work on the language of public administration 
offers the view that

we are condemned to see the world through the eyeglasses of a 
language. We cannot escape from the lens of language. We can 
see the world only in terms of some conceptual system, some 
perspective. Public administration is no different in this respect.

There are thus powerfully influential, premade grooves along which the 
language of policy advisers within public administrations comes to be 
conceived of, delivered and heard. In addition to the grooves and frames 
provided by politics, policy language is also shaped by the educational 
backgrounds of its speakers and by the organisational enculturation 
(Srivastava and Goldberg 2017) that takes place while working inside 
government and policy institutions. These may not be as separate as 
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they sound. When policy analysts or advisers come to public policy 
employment, they are often equipped with tertiary qualifications from 
the social sciences and will usually already speak at least a rudimentary 
version of the language of evidence or rationality (Dryzek 1993; Fischer 
2003; McCloskey 1994).1 When they enter the work environment, the 
language that is spoken and rewarded there takes great pains to express 
itself as neutrally and free of value or emotion as possible, underpinned 
by the vernacular of social science methodologies (Porter 1995; Stone 
1997), favouring the epistemological status of statements that sound 
like science over those that sound like value judgements (Farmer 1995). 
This depiction makes policy workers sound like robots. They are not, 
and we will see some instances to the contrary. However, the pervasive 
influence of precepts and organisational ethos on policy knowledge and 
construction should not be underestimated.

Commentary and scholarship on the ingrained rigidity of bureaucratic 
or policy language are hardly new—think of George Orwell’s ‘Politics 
and the English Language’ (1946), Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional 
Man (1964) or Murray Edelman’s Political Language (1977). Such work 
centres largely on the way bureaucratese impoverishes language. A better 
place from which to understand the language of rebuffed and ‘rebuffable’ 
policy advisers is Deborah Stone’s Policy Paradox, which criticises policy 
advice that ‘cherishes argument by fact and logic, and canonizes the 
scientific method of discovery. It drives a search for neutral facts, unbiased 
techniques, and disinterested conclusions’ (Stone 1997: 304).

Stone argues that, even though ‘language does matter’,

most proponents of rational decision models either ignore or deny 
it. Theorists of rationality tend to believe that … framing effects 
of language are a distortion of rational thinking, and that a purely 
rational decision is based on objective consequences of actions, 
somehow purified of the poetic impact of words. (Stone 1997: 
17, 248, 249)

This way of conceiving of policy—as a rational endeavour producing 
neutral information—is at odds with the world of politics, which is 
idiosyncratic and unpredictable, and ‘a type of policy analysis that does 

1  Advertisements announcing senior positions at the Australian Treasury, for instance, typically 
call for applicants with tertiary qualifications in economics, law, business, finance, commerce, public 
policy, political science and/or mathematics (see ‘Current Vacancies’, available from: careers.tspace.
gov.au/cw/en/listing/). 

http://careers.tspace.gov.au/cw/en/listing/
http://careers.tspace.gov.au/cw/en/listing/
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not make room for the centrality of ambiguity in politics can be of 
little use in the real world’ (Stone 1997: 157). As such, the purported 
presentation of evidence clothed in the language of neutral facts is likely 
to have very little effect. Indeed, due to the centrality of ambiguity and 
the social nature of manufacturing information in the real world, ‘there 
can be no neutral facts’ (Stone 1997: 308). Expecting policy advice that 
clings to the trappings of neutrality to successfully compete with such 
a multiplicity of interpretations and contingencies is therefore doomed 
to fail when it insists on inoculating ‘facts’ from the social construction 
of language—and politics.

Giandomenico Majone (1989: 21) charts the development of policy 
advice as marked by ‘decisionism’, which projects

the image of technical, nonpartisan problem solvers who map 
out the alternatives open to the policymaker and evaluate their 
consequences by means of mathematical models or other objective 
techniques of analysis. The analyst’s job is only to determine the 
best means to achieve given goals. He must be neutral about ends, 
since discussion of goals and values is necessarily subjective and 
unscientific. Analysis that aspires to be objective and scientific can 
deal only with factual statements.

This image, Majone suggests, is misguided because policy analysts or 
advisers should be

producer[s] of policy arguments, more similar to a lawyer—a 
specialist in legal arguments—than to an engineer or a scientist. 
His basic skills are not algorithmical but argumentative: the ability 
to probe assumption critically, to produce and evaluate evidence, 
to keep many threads in hand, to draw an argument from many 
disparate sources, to communicate effectively. He recognizes that 
to say anything of importance in public policy requires value 
judgements, which must be explained and justified. (Majone 1989: 
21–22)

However, the reality is that, as ‘firm believer[s] in the virtues of the 
scientific method’ (Majone 1989: 36), policy advisers will generally not 
produce arguments in the manner suggested. This adherence to scientism 
is a mistake, in Majone’s (1989: 37) estimation, because ‘[i]n policy 
analysis, as in science and in everyday reasoning, few arguments are purely 
rational or purely persuasive. A careful blend of reason and persuasion is 
usually more effective than exclusive reliance on one or the other.’
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Majone’s ‘reason and persuasion’ might also be understood in terms of 
Sheila Jasanoff and Hilton Simmet’s (2017: 763) ‘facts’ and ‘values’—
as two parts of a whole that invites broadly accepted truths. While 
Majone is clear about his preferred disposition for policy analysts, he 
acknowledges that most are still stuck in a rationalist, decisionist model of 
producing and articulating advice, which we will see lives on in the reform 
pronouncements to be considered shortly.

More than 20 years later, far from seeing the integration of reason and 
persuasion, or facts and values, Frank Fischer and Herbert Gottweis 
(2012:  3) find the ‘traditional approaches—often technocratic in 
nature’—to constructing policy advice have not only prevailed, but have 
also visibly ‘proven inadequate or have failed’. In their telling, technocratic 
approaches have continued to dominate as inputs to government decision-
making, with the Global Financial Crisis in 2008 and the Fukushima 
nuclear disaster in 2011 among the more recent high-profile cases (Fischer 
and Gottweis 2012: 4). The language of policy advice thus represents an 
interesting dilemma. On the one hand, its mode of expressing itself—
neutral, technocratic, factual—continues to be practised and is therefore 
likely to still be viewed as relatively authoritative. Perhaps it once was; 
perhaps it still is sometimes. The rhetoric of bureaucratic policy reformers 
in Australia certainly implies this, as we shall see.

On the other hand, there is a sense that its credibility, along with that of 
expertise more generally, is under siege (Nichols 2017; Thompson 2016). 
In shorthand, this state is usually expressed as post-truth, which casts 
experts as fragile or ignored. This reading would certainly account for 
the fact the policy experts observed in this book are rebuffed—the swell 
of populist politics in the halls of government across many democracies 
has seen to that. At first glance, this seems a valid judgement. Yet, 
I argue there has been no discernible change in the way policy advisers 
express themselves, and it is precisely the way they have always expressed 
themselves that has led to their complex and self-administered rebuffal. In 
other words, the traditional approach of expecting the language of policy 
advice to be somehow more influential than other, louder voices without 
incorporating facts and values, reason and persuasion will only hasten 
its own irrelevance. The image of the once-powerful policy adviser now 
fallen on hard times signals neither a transformation in the way policy 
advice is now regarded nor a lamentable death of expertise. Instead, in 
the worlds of my case studies, it signals the rigidity of the policy advisory 
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system and its institutions, as well as advisers’ inability or unwillingness to 
exercise judgement when faced with difficult or uncertain facts, favouring 
a retreat behind apparently neutral evidence.

When policy advisers retreat from exercising judgement and cling to the 
reassuring language of evidence, their approach is not merely inadequate, 
it ventures into the unethical. In his study on prudential public leadership, 
John Uhr (2015: 4) argues:

Public administration emerges in the space between the people 
and their chosen political representatives, with democratic 
constitutions making space for systems of public administration as 
mediators between politicians and the people—mediators trusted 
to use their administrative powers to protect the public interest.

Because they are mediators balancing the two constituent parts of 
democracy, public officials ‘work in environments of trust’, where trust 
‘is a good test of credibility’ and ‘a powerful source of ethics’ (Uhr 2015: 
187). This kind of trust

really means public trust, requiring officials to justify the public 
benefits of careful balancing of degrees of loyalty (often expected 
by the political executive) and independence (often expected in 
some degree by the legislature) consistent with the constitutional 
norms of the governance system. (Uhr 2015: 187)

To be seen to act ethically is to balance the two, but, to be able to do that, 
officials need to use ‘their best judgment’ (Uhr 2015: 187). It will become 
clear that this kind of judgement is not present in my case studies—not 
necessarily because policy advisers do not possess it but because their 
balancing act is tilting more towards loyalty to the political executive and 
away from independence and the public interest. Governments, for their 
part, have shown themselves willing to let officials’ lopsidedness work 
in their favour.

Primary materials and methodology
So, what kind of expert advice do my policy advisers construct? While the 
APS often commissions advice by outside experts, it usually generates its 
own expertise for the purposes of briefing ministers. Indeed, the public 
service in many ways represents a microcosm of ‘applied’ expertise in its 
policy advising function (that is, it advises on anything from funding 
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arrangements for pharmaceuticals to subsidising biofuels, to selling 
uranium to India). Political advisers aside, no other kind of expert has 
more assured and continuous access to the Australian Government than 
the policy advisers of the APS. Indeed, Australia’s Public Service Act 
calls secretaries of departments the ‘principal policy adviser(s)’ to their 
ministers (Federal Register of Legislation 1999)—the implication being 
secretaries provide the most important, highest-value advice to their 
single intended audience: their minister. But the reality is not as neat. 
Government ministers are a promiscuous audience; they talk to all sorts 
of people—some of them experts, as well as their own political advisers. 
Not only do they receive a lot of advice and opinions, they, like their 
international counterparts, also operate in an environment of daily public 
pressures and political motivations. When policy advisers give government 
ministers expert advice, they are competing against all these inputs. To be 
sure, dynamic conditions like these have likely also had an influence on 
the phenomenon of rebuffed policy language, but this absolves advisers 
neither from having contributed to their own predicament nor from 
acting now to change it.

As in similar parliamentary systems of government, Australia’s civil 
servants are expected to provide expert policy advice to their ministers 
in a way that is objective, frank, honest and based on the best available 
evidence. In a contestable marketplace, however, policy advisers must 
also be responsive to the needs of government ministers. To be anything 
less risks irrelevance. Two somewhat incompatible ideals, objectivity and 
responsiveness, suggest advice be formulated both scientifically (excluding 
nothing relevant) and with an eye to political requirements. Practising 
one without the other courts charges of intransigence or politicisation, 
respectively. Despite their inherent contradiction, they must therefore be 
performed concurrently. Yet, in practice, this concurrence means advice 
cannot be truly frank or based on all the relevant facts. Working hard to 
accommodate both its legislated obligations and the government of the 
day, this language calls to mind the image of using a microscope to scan 
the horizon. The APS performs this contortion daily and has incorporated 
it into its culture.

Earlier, I referred briefly to the difficulty of obtaining insights into the 
discursive world of policy advisers. I mentioned this was partly due 
to the  closed nature of government policy environments (Williams 
2010) and to the confidentiality surrounding government advice and 
deliberations. It also reflects a wider withdrawal of availability, with 
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requests for government information on the rise and compliance with 
those requests by  government  departments down (OAIC 2019: 14). 
An  inquirer might get  around this by examining publicly available 
material: those two reviews of the taxation system, for example, or annual 
budget statements. Although this would be a worthwhile endeavour, 
it does not get us much closer to understanding how knowledge is 
communicated and argued among policy advisers and to government 
ministers in their natural habitat, as it were, or how advice comes to be 
dismissed. Although we on the outside looking in may never know what 
was spoken inside administrations about policy choices, there is another 
way of seeing certain written advice—for instance, by accessing FOI 
requests and review processes.

Brian Rappert makes a strong case against resting too much of one’s 
argument on such material by arguing that ‘FOI responses are characterized 
by limitations and vagaries that mark a highly managed form of disclosure’ 
(2012b: 44). As such, ‘trying to extract a stable reading is … problematic’ 
(Rappert 2012b: 47). He suggests the risks associated with assigning 
such stability to words on a page include assuming conscious strategy 
(Rappert  2012b: 46), taking material out of context and attributing 
meaning where there may be very little (p. 47). This is because

the incompleteness of the empirical data available stifles 
determining what took place. While the FOI-released material 
obtained [in Rappert’s analysis] provides glimpses into otherwise 
closed-off bureaucratic deliberations, the fact that these are only 
partial glimpses undermined the attempt to settle on their standing 
and import. While many documents were made available, it is 
clear … that others were not. (Rappert 2012b: 54)

Recognising these limitations raise ‘doubts about how social analysis 
can take place in situations of partial information’, Rappert (2012b: 54) 
proposes some remedies: one is to interpret the ‘back region’ (the FOI 
releases) by placing ‘more analytical investment in statements made in 
front regions’ (p. 47), such as official public statements. Another is for 
analysts to become aware they are themselves

employing many of the same argumentative techniques as those 
under study, such as brushing over ambiguities in the use of words, 
focusing on certain statements over others, making questionable 
presumptions to assigning meaning and offering definite claims in 
conditions of partial knowledge. (Rappert 2012b: 56)
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In examining the language of written advice contained in my case studies, 
I  will also tread carefully, particularly in terms of assigning excessive 
stability  to meaning and intent. Yet, as will be shown, it is possible to 
perceive both to a certain degree by qualitative textual analysis, provided 
certain key inputs are included. Interviews, one might suggest, should 
be one of those inputs. Although it has been said interviews provide 
‘an authenticity that can only come from the main characters involved 
in the story’ (Rhodes 2005: 20), it has not been possible to speak with 
the relevant policy actors featured in my case studies given many were 
identified in the FOI material and continue to work for government. 
However, despite a lack of firsthand interviews, it is still possible to gain 
a deep understanding of how they communicate their expertise. As Linda 
J. Seligmann and Brian P. Estes propose:

It helps to talk to people, but then one must make connections 
among conversations, between conversations, and put a finger on 
networks, practices, policies, belief systems, fears, imaginaries, and 
ideologies that motivate the underpinnings of these conversations. 
(2020: 188–89)

Perhaps more critical than interviews, therefore, is delving into the layers 
between which organisations produce and communicate knowledge.

My framework attempts to make those connections by interrogating 
factors that influence language choice, such as timing, culture, legislated 
requirements and other pressures and expectations. These factors will 
clarify the underpinnings of the language selections of policy advisers in 
each of the case studies. Insight into those factors will be acquired from 
a variety of inputs: organisational and parliamentary reviews and inquiries, 
organisational mission statements and APS capabilities guidance, national 
and international comparisons with similar institutions and policies, 
autobiographies, speeches and other statements by relevant actors in the 
‘front regions’. Sifting through FOI releases can be laborious, particularly 
when they are long and have been significantly redacted, leaving only 
seemingly boring minutiae. But doing so can yield significant results, as 
we shall see, even in cases of overwhelming detail. As Walby and Larsen 
(2011: 39) point out, FOI provides an ‘entrance into a little known realm 
of texts that are crucial to understand how government organizations 
operate’ and researchers who overlook it ‘are missing out’ (p. 32). Joining 
this back region to the front can, at times, be painstaking and does 
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require time, as well as a bit of nous, but my framework doubles as a guide 
for those seeking to uncover hidden processes by engaging in this kind 
of forensic rhetorical analysis.

To test my analysis of rebuffed policy language, I also examine advice that 
was accepted, and here I succeeded in accessing policy actors who were 
prepared to be interviewed and cited. This counterpoint demonstrates 
that  there are policy advisers capable of reasoning not on behalf of 
a transient political context, but more durably and in the public interest. 
Instead of overturning my hypothesis, however, it simply highlights that 
the themes and behaviours observed in my case studies are the rule, not 
the exception.

Those following Australian politics closely will notice my main 
case studies are drawn from periods of conservative rule. This is not 
intentional. For example, I attempted to locate material rebuffed by Labor 
governments, such as the attempt by the Labor government under Julia 
Gillard to swap asylum-seekers with Malaysia, which was ruled illegal by 
Australia’s High Court in 2011. While some material existed in the public 
domain, there was not enough of it to build a sufficiently comprehensive 
picture in which one could connect policy communication and political 
reaction. Further, many government departments do not make such 
material widely available to the public, despite it having already been 
released under FOI. I could, of course, have applied for my own FOI, 
but I wanted to be able to access data without becoming known and 
potentially construed as adversarial. In other words, I wanted to be able to 
observe from a distance at which I could still be viewed as neutral, rather 
than as an actor. Where possible and relevant, I have included advice to 
Labor governments, such as in the material exposed by the 2014 Royal 
Commission into the Home Insulation Program. Although this did not 
establish rejected advice per se, it considered at some length the culture 
from which ambiguous policy communication emerges. As such, it will 
be referred to where relevant.

Do the rebuffed know they are 
a phenomenon?
This is all very well, but have civil services or some of the bodies that 
monitor their performance ever articulated concerns about the effectiveness 
and uses of their advice? After all, if they do not see a problem, why 
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diagnose one? The answer is not straightforward. On the one hand, trust 
in governments continues to be low (Edelman 2019: 5). On the other, the 
latest International Civil Service Effectiveness (InCiSE) Index finds that, 
even among some of the countries deemed distrustful of governments in 
the 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer (Edelman 2019), the policymaking 
capabilities of civil servants are considered effective. For example, InCiSE 
estimates the top-five effective civil services are those of the United 
Kingdom (whose general population Edelman deems distrustful of 
government), New Zealand (unassessed by Edelman), Canada (neutral), 
Finland (unassessed) and Australia (distrustful). Drilling down further 
into policymaking, which it views as ‘a central role of a civil service’ whose 
‘quality of evidence and appraisal are central to the success of policy’ 
(Blavatnik School of Government 2019: 52), the InCiSE Index assigns 
top honours to Finland, followed by Denmark, the United Kingdom, 
Canada, New Zealand, Sweden and Australia. None of these judgements 
suggests one needs to probe the capabilities of highly placed civil services, 
much less assign responsibility for a crisis.

But how reliable are such judgements? To rank countries’ quality of 
policy advice, InCiSE relies on just two metrics taken from one source, 
the Bertelsmann Stiftung Sustainable Government Indicators (SGI): 
‘How influential are non-governmental academic experts for government 
decision-making? Does the government office/prime minister’s office have 
the expertise to evaluate ministerial draft bills substantively?’ (Blavatnik 
School of Government 2019: 53).

To answer these questions, the Bertelsmann Stiftung (2016: 22) arranges 
for each country to be assessed by ‘two country experts (political scientists 
and economists) as well as a regional coordinator’ using ‘the SGI notebook’. 
Despite representing only one, somewhat arbitrary, strand of evidence 
of civil policy advisers’ professional capabilities—and InCiSE (Blavatnik 
School of Government 2019: 16) acknowledges its limitations—the top-
ranked countries are eager to publicise their status.2

Nonetheless, even while these types of rankings offer a simple appeal, 
I suggest their use masks self-doubt and insecurity about capability and 
credibility. Australia’s public service, for example, has undergone three 

2  See, for example, Dunton (2019): ‘The UK civil service is often described as the best in the 
world, but now it’s official: the latest global ranking of public administration effectiveness has seen 
Whitehall rise from fourth place two years ago to top spot today.’ And David Thodey’s (2019: 9) APS 
review: ‘Overall, international comparisons paint a positive picture of the APS.’
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major review processes that included a focus on policy capability and 
advice since 2010 (Moran 2010; Shergold 2015; Thodey 2019). Certainly, 
this could suggest an institution keen on continuous improvement, but 
it could just as easily imply fear of decline, irrelevance or loss of trust. 
Indeed, these are not mutually exclusive. So, despite the evidence—
however patchy—that the policy-advising capabilities of this and other 
countries’ civil services are above average, what can be observed in 
practice? When ongoing reform processes seem to hint at a less than rosy 
picture, it is reasonable to question the true state of the effectiveness of 
civil service policy advice. In this vein, it is useful to look at the literature 
on civil service capabilities and reforms to appreciate that concerns about 
ineffectiveness and loss of trust are not only related but also perennial 
and transnational.

For example, the United States (number 11 in the overall InCiSE Index) 
had already undergone several waves of reform when Carol Weiss, writing 
in 1980, estimated that, even without any ‘particular crisis’, several trends 
could put bureaucratic reform back on the public agenda. These included 
‘declining public confidence’, ‘declining faith in bureaucratic expertise’ 
and ‘high-complexity high-uncertainty missions’ (Weiss 1980: 13–15). 
The last trend in particular would see bureaucrats being forced to step 
outside their comfort zone and ‘improvise’. Yet, Weiss (1980: 15) argued, 
‘without a satisfactory body of expertise’, those uneasily improvising 
bureaucrats would be forced to ‘engage in strategies of trial and error—
with erratic results’. Her conclusion was that, in ‘this environment, the 
need for improvements in bureaucratic performance becomes a matter 
of increasing salience’ (Weiss 1980: 18).

Writing in 2004, Christopher Hood and Martin Lodge also examined the 
United States, as well as the United Kingdom (number one) and Germany 
(number 20). In each jurisdiction, they found dissatisfaction with ‘capacity 
in various roles’ and ‘new concerns about effective “craftsmanship” and 
“leadership” in public management’ (Hood and Lodge 2004: 313–14), 
as well as the challenges of radical changes still placing ‘new demands on 
older bureaucratic competencies’ (p. 329). Describing Canada (number 
three) in 2009, Michael Howlett suggested ‘the level of policy analytical 
capacity found in many governments … is low, potentially contributing 
to both a failure of evidence-based policy-making as well as effectively 
dealing with many complex contemporary policy challenges’ (2009: 153).
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In Australia, David Adams sees the rush to reform as ‘a response to 
the knowledge failures of the creed of expertise’ that should prompt 
a  reconception of ‘the capacity of our public administration ideas and 
instruments’ (2004: 41). Patrick Sullivan considers ‘there is little evidence 
that the necessary conceptual and organisational tools are available to the 
subordinate reaches of the bureaucracy charged with putting policy into 
effect’ (2008: 130). More recently, Helen Dickinson et al. describe their 
impression—gained during research conducted on an Australian state 
government agency—that

public servants manifest a lack of agency in the process of change, 
and a sense that they are unable to forge the sorts of changes that 
they want or believe are needed. Although we detected a clear and 
collective sense of what the future would look like, we did not 
detect similar conviction from public servants that they would be 
active players in reform. Rather we detected a concern that public 
services would become what others demand or allow. (Dickinson 
et al. 2015: 27)

Even across time and space, the overall sense of each of these excerpts is 
one of inadequately equipped actors forever swamped by new complexities 
beyond their control.

There is another important perspective on this—that of the ‘audience’ of 
policy advice. Within the time frame presented by the case studies in this 
book, from 2002 to 2016, several politicians have also commented on 
the policy-advising capabilities of the APS. For example, John Howard 
(2013b: 740), prime minister between 1996 and 2007, observed that 
‘Treasury produced few really inspiring policy ideas during our time in 
government’. This, of course, could be due to what journalist Paul Kelly 
has described as a reluctance among the public service more generally 
to offer conflicting advice. On Howard’s decision to join the invasion 
of Iraq, Kelly highlights

an astonishing and complete unity of opinion in Canberra. This is 
an insight into both strategy and governance. Ministers made clear 
they did not want contesting advice and the public service offered 
no advice on the merits of the war or Australia’s commitment. 
(2010: 260)

This gives an impression of government simultaneously expecting and 
discouraging stimulating advice.
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During the royal commission into risks and failures associated with the 
Home Insulation Program, Kevin Rudd (prime minister from 2007 to 
2010) insisted that, ‘far from being appraised about any safety concerns 
… departmental advice and reporting was consistently, uniformly positive’ 
(Rudd 2014). His environment minister, Peter Garrett (2014), told the 
same inquiry the ‘briefs I received did not alert me to any significant 
issues’, while Garrett’s political adviser, Matt Levey (2014), went further 
when he explained: ‘We had a repeated series of events where we didn’t 
believe we’ve [sic] been given adequate information or that the department 
was not performing at all satisfactorily and the Minister expressed extreme 
frustration on a number of occasions.’

Here, the encouraged interpretation appears to be one of either difficult 
information being withheld to cause no offence or underperformance.

A rather different example comes from Tony Abbott (prime minister from 
2013 to 2015), who explicitly criticised the APS when he declared that 
‘[o]ne of this government’s failings is that it too often takes advice from 
the “experts” who got us into difficulties in the first place’ and, more 
specifically, that it was ‘wrong in principle to let Treasury’s accounting 
rules determine what’s in our national interest’ (Abbott 2018b). This 
suggests Abbott believes governments are weak if they get their advice 
from its technocrats, whose expertise he holds responsible for adverse 
outcomes. Australia’s prime minister until May 2022, Scott Morrison, 
appears to conflate policy advice and policy implementation:

I want to see the public service focus on … implementation, doing 
… let me explain to you what I mean by implementation. It is the 
job of the public service to advise you of the challenges that may 
present to a Government in implementing its agenda. That is the 
advisory role of the public service. (Morrison 2019)

In this view, policy advice is all about execution and focuses only on the 
government’s agenda. Although this is not wrong, it leaves no room for 
ideas, variance or uninvited opinion. Overall, these extracts offer political 
impressions of the public service as either inept or restrained.

While there is little of it available publicly, criticism from inside the 
APS occasionally voices concern about a lack of agency and narrow-
mindedness, such as in a speech by its then head Martin Parkinson:
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[F]rom where I sit, too many departments, and too many individual 
public servants … do not open themselves up to ideas outside of 
their existing knowledge base. This is a failure of leadership. [And] 
this is a failure of their own personal leadership. When we neglect 
to reach far and wide for ideas we open ourselves up to a lethal 
combination of arrogance and ignorance. (Parkinson 2016)

The most recent review of the APS was announced in May 2018. 
Its impetus centred partly on civil servants’ ‘struggles to provide successive 
governments with integrated advice and support—informed by a deep 
understanding of the needs of the Australian people—to best tackle 
complex problems’ (Thodey 2019: 14). Its expectations of the APS’s 
‘ability to rise to complex challenges’ while ‘bringing all its expertise, 
perspectives and resources to bear’ (Thodey 2019: 16) suggest an unspoken 
deficit given the reform context and, coupled with its stated aspiration to 
become ‘a trusted APS’ (p. 6), an anxiety about the complementarity of 
ineffectiveness and distrust.

However, despite raising what appear to be significant, complex problems, 
the review’s aspirations tend to singularise potential improvements. 
For example, its vision for ‘a system geared to consistently provide robust 
advice to government’ is one that ensures ‘silos do not undermine the 
quality of advice to governments’ (Thodey 2019: 42). Terry Moran, one 
of Parkinson’s predecessors and himself chair of the 2010 APS reform 
paper Ahead of the Game, gave a speech in early 2019 that articulated in 
far more robust language what is needed for true reform in areas related 
to the provision of policy advice:

We must return to a public service able to provide frank advice to 
Ministers while securing continuity in our system of Government. 
This must involve … a significant investment in its capability … 
Security for the most senior public servants such that they may 
safely offer tough, independent professional advice in the face 
of stakeholder blandishments, whims and aggravation at the 
Ministerial level, must be reintroduced. (Moran 2019)

The difference between the tone of this now autonomous player in 
the broader policy field and that of the current reform process is stark. 
But therein lies the rub. Even a comprehensive review of the civil service, 
no matter how independent it claims to be, must still submit its report to 
the government of the day. This means its language and recommendations 
will tend to stop short of the frank and fearless advice required for 
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targeted and lasting improvements. A case in point is Moran’s own 2010 
review, which, like its more recent successor, raised the importance of 
public service advice being of ‘the highest quality to remain influential’ 
(Moran 2010) without pointing to any of the issues he went on to identify 
in 2019. Indeed, Moran—arguably, one of the APS leaders most willing 
to confront the standard of advice—nonetheless typifies the reverence 
for, and expectation of, ‘objective advice’ as somehow more capable of 
competing with other, often louder voices. For example, while his 2010 
proposals for reform acknowledged that the APS ‘operates in a contested 
market for policy ideas where business and community groups advocate 
their views strongly’, he implied that ‘forward and outward-looking, 
objective advice’ could cut through all those views (Moran 2010: 12). 
To be sure, policy advice ought to be more objective than its partisan 
‘competitors’. Yet, the assumption that arguments are inherently more 
persuasive when they claim objectivity in a more neutral voice than those 
competitors is not only problematic; it also valorises ‘information’ and 
eschews submitting a judgement (Daston and Galison 1992: 83).

The quality of advice and the factors that undermine its effectiveness 
are clearly extremely sensitive issues. As things stand, however, defined 
remedies are lacking. Nonetheless, there appears to be an awareness of 
the need for reform to rescue effectiveness and trust or, as Pallett puts it 
in relation to UK civil service reform, ‘to evolve and alter their practices 
in order to retain legitimacy and credibility’ (2015: 784). While various 
reform processes have isolated several important ways to do this, such 
as greater staff diversity and citizen engagement, I argue that the way 
policy advisers communicate their arguments to governments must be 
urgently addressed. Without this, it will not be possible for them to fulfil 
many of the expectations on them, which typically include a combination 
of providing ‘stability and surety’, promoting citizens’ wellbeing, 
supporting ‘successive governments in navigating future challenges’, 
‘tackling entrenched disadvantage’ and defending national ‘security and 
economic interests in a less stable world’ (Thodey 2019: 4). Language is 
a main ingredient in reaching each of these goals, yet current practice will 
not achieve them while it avoids staring into the abyss of the language 
of policy advice.
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Contribution and rationale
To provoke attentiveness to the circumstances in which policy advisers 
contribute to curbing citizens’ ability to scrutinise government work, this 
book inquires into the undercurrents that create the incidence of being 
rebuffed. By examining the language of Australian policy advisers, it 
seeks to contribute to broader thinking about how government officials 
produce and communicate their specific stream of expert knowledge, 
and how this compares with expert advisers in other fields and countries. 
With this, it will address a significant lack of comprehensive analysis of 
not only the state of this specific type of advice, but also how it fails to 
persuade and effectively damages its expert credibility. This absence of 
analysis is evident even in the study of argumentation by and about policy 
actors, where much of the research focus has been on ‘persuasive dialogue 
and negotiation’ and how ‘mutually acceptable decisions’ are reached 
(Fischer and Gottweis 2012: 9). In other words, the focus has largely been 
on relative success and compromise, rather than on ineffectiveness.

The methodology suggested by my framework dissects this phenomenon 
from the inside out—that is, by unpicking three layers from the ‘back’ 
and ‘front regions’ (Rappert 2012b: 47), which could, at their most basic, 
be described as words, institution and world. It observes the practices by 
which written advice itself comes to be drafted and finds a language that 
carefully avoids political context while being almost exclusively driven 
by it. My framework’s treatment of the micro-context then reveals the 
institutional struggle with uncertainty or disagreement, which culminates 
in the production of sufficiently truthful evidence. The macro-context 
shows how advisers’ construction of objectivity provides expert validation 
for governments’ preferred world view, and anchors this in international 
comparisons. Viewed separately, each layer of my tripartite framework 
reveals the hidden dimensions of official advice. Viewed as a whole, 
it uncovers the entrenched manner in which policy advisers stand in the 
way of facilitating public accountability.

This book’s rationale is to elevate the critical contribution policy advisers 
could make to helping publics determine what is in their interest. As such, 
those whose professional duty it is to help shape and communicate policy 
must actively consider their language as vital to public deliberation. 
However, as my discussion has made clear, relying on the efforts of 
public policy reformers, however well intentioned, to provide truly 
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difficult insights into the emergence of their language as an impediment 
to democratic public reasoning is not likely to bear fruit. Indeed, it is 
difficult to do so while governments are more likely to benefit from the 
status quo. Nevertheless, the need to be more open about shortcomings 
and impediments to improvement is no less pressing.
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