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Strategies of Impersonality: 

Constructing a Framework for 
the Rebuffed

Introduction
To bring the notion of rebuffed policy language to life, a relatively recent 
Australian example will be discussed as a type of blueprint. This example 
came to my attention just as I began to formulate my hypothesis that the 
language of the policy rebuffed is constructed in ways that accommodate 
political manoeuvres. It captured all the characteristics I sought, such as 
causing significant media attention that pointed to politicisation, and 
the availability of primary material with which to gauge policy advice 
and political reaction. Using this example as my blueprint, I constructed 
a framework capable of drawing out key aspects of policy language in 
other examples. Each layer of my framework discusses the machinations 
of becoming rebuffed, including how advisers participate in their own 
rebuffal and the types of political affordances they enable. Further, it will 
be shown that even the most innocuous background briefing—deemed 
harmless enough to be at least partially released to the public—can shed 
important light on the practices of this policy-advising community. 
In the example at hand, those practices can be characterised as attempts at 
objectivity or ‘strategies of impersonality’ (Porter 1995: 229) with which 
policy advisers protect themselves from key political contexts. Finally, 
demonstrating how my framework works in practice will set out some 
preparatory markers for interrogating my two more extensive Australian 
case studies.
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My blueprint takes us back to 2016—a federal election year. While 
Australia’s ruling conservative Coalition was reasonably confident of 
winning the election on 2 July, the contest was heating up when polls 
began to record a slight downturn for the government and an upswing for 
the opposition Australian Labor Party (ALP).1 In the months leading up 
to the election, ALP leader Bill Shorten gave a speech outlining his party’s 
intention to reform negative gearing, which is a tax break

where losses made on investments such as real estate can be 
deducted from taxable income derived from other sources. When 
an investor borrows money to buy an investment property and 
rents the property out and the rental income is less than the 
expenses relating to the property, then this loss can be deducted 
from other taxable income. (Blunden 2016: 342)

In Australia, negative gearing has generally been cherished by sympathetic 
governments and the property sector as ‘propping up the Australian 
economy’ (Pawson 2018: 132) and as an ‘almost inviolable taxation right’ 
(Blunden 2016: 342). Its benefits are generally rationalised as ‘increases 
in the supply of housing [that] will place downward pressure on rental 
prices’, which then ‘trickle down to low-income groups’ looking to rent 
and to ‘first-home buyers’ (Pawson 2018: 135). However, its impact has 
also been said to disproportionately accrue to ‘higher income earners’, 
with ‘50 per cent of the benefit going to the top 20 per cent of households 
by income’ (Blunden 2016: 342). Most economists see negative gearing as 
unjustifiable, in need of reform and leading to greater inequality (Blunden 
2016: 346). Even the Australian Treasury has argued that, while the ‘tax 
system is unlikely to be an effective instrument to move housing prices 
toward a particular desired level’, when it does affect house prices, ‘it can 
also affect fairness, for example, if [it] makes it difficult for disadvantaged 
groups to afford housing’ (Henry 2009). Shorten’s proposal to ‘level 
the playing field for first home buyers competing with investors’ and 
‘put the Australian dream of home ownership back within the reach of 
middle and working class families’ invoked this type of thinking and 
challenged the  political status quo. As well as pledging greater fairness 
for entry into  the housing market, he also claimed that Labor’s reform 
would ‘improve the budget bottom line by $32.1 billion over ten years’ 
(ALP 2016).

1  See Wikimedia Commons (2015).
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The next day, then treasurer Scott Morrison hit back in the Sunday 
Telegraph, claiming the ALP’s proposed change to negative gearing 
would not only raise very little revenue, it ‘could also have some very 
nasty consequences for everyday mum and dad investors just trying to 
get ahead’. Specifically, Morrison charged that Labor’s change would 
raise just $600 million over four years and ‘runs the risk that … modest 
mums and dads will be forced out’ (Morrison 2016)—presumably, out 
of the housing investment market. Malcolm Turnbull, prime minister 
at the time, went further by calling the ALP’s proposal ‘the most ill-
conceived, potentially destructive policy ever proposed by any opposition’ 
(Peatling 2016). These are tough, definitive words. Are they informed by 
equally definitive advice?

To find out, one must fast-forward to January 2018, when the 
government’s principal economic adviser, the Australian Treasury,2 
made headlines after its appeal to withhold advice raised under an FOI 
request by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) was rejected. 
Following a  two-year battle, Treasury had been ordered to release the 
documents, which pertained to briefings to the treasurer about the 
ALP’s proposed changes to negative gearing in 2016. The story was big 
because the treasurer had not only ignored his department’s advice but 
had also apparently contradicted it. Moreover, Treasury’s advice ostensibly 
authenticated the ALP’s policy proposals. As Christina Boswell (2009: 8) 
puts it, this type of expert knowledge ‘can lend authority to particular policy 
positions … substantiate [a] party’s policy preferences, and undermine 
those of rival[s]’. Instead of lending authority to the government, Treasury 
had essentially handed it to the opposition. The appearance of this may be 
why it was reluctant to hand over its advice.

The treasurer’s comments should here be viewed alongside two important 
passages in Treasury’s advice:

2  The Treasury is ‘a central policy agency … expected to anticipate and analyse policy issues 
with a whole-of-economy perspective, understand government and stakeholder circumstances, and 
respond rapidly to changing events and directions. Treasury provides sound economic analysis and 
authoritative policy advice on issues such as: the economy, budget, taxation, financial sector, foreign 
investment, structural policy, superannuation, small business, housing affordability and international 
economic policy’ (The Treasury n.d.).



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

30

On Labor’s negative gearing policy, [s. 47G redaction]3 found that 
removing negative gearing will increase revenue in the long run 
between $3.4 and $3.9 billion a year, depending on the increase 
in new housing construction flowing from the new housing 
exemption. (The Treasury 2018)

In what appears to be a response to a request to fact check the treasurer’s 
newspaper opinion piece ahead of publication, Treasury noted:

We presume ‘Labor’s proposal therefore runs the risk that more 
wealthy investors will continue to enjoy the same tax incentive 
they get now, while more modest mums and dads will have to 
look elsewhere.’ refers to structuring opportunities, as the limit on 
negative gearing for established property would not differentiate 
between more or less wealthy investors? (The Treasury 2018)

In the first passage cited here, Treasury’s amount of revenue raised seems 
to align more closely with Labor’s figure of $32.1 billion over 10 years; 
Treasury puts it potentially even higher, at $3.4 to $3.9 billion a year 
‘in  the  long run’ (a typically woolly expression suggesting that, if one 
were to sleep for 10 years, one would very likely wake up to this change). 
In contrast, the treasurer’s figure comes in at $1.5 billion over 10 years. 
There could be at least two reasons for this. First, Treasury’s expert 
advice could not help Morrison make the point he wanted, so he got his 
advice elsewhere. And second, Treasury’s proviso around an increase in 
new housing construction was interrogated by the treasurer and his own 
ministerial advisers4 to a point where Treasury may have had to concede 
that, yes, it was possible revenue could only amount to $600 million over 
four years. Beyond these rudimentary explanations lies the larger issue 
of how figures and numbers are used. As Stone notes: ‘The resolution 
numbers offer is nothing more than a human decision about how to “count 
as”. Numbers, in fact, work exactly like metaphors … Every number 
is a political claim about “where to draw the line”’ (1997:  165,  167). 

3  Section 47G of the FOI Act allows business-related text to be exempt if its disclosure would reveal 
‘information concerning a person in respect of his or her business or professional affairs or concerning 
the business, commercial or financial affairs of an organisation or undertaking’ (Commonwealth 
Consolidated Acts 1982). In practical terms, the redaction here probably simply conceals the name of 
the unit or person who made these calculations and/or wrote the briefing advice. 
4  Ministerial advisers work in the offices of ministers and deal with policy and political issues. 
While they can be drawn from departments (that is, the public service), this is generally isolated to 
roles that require extensive policy knowledge. Often, they are political appointments and, as such, 
serve as partisan advisers who operate ‘in a fluid, largely unregulated universe’ (Ng 2017: 117). 
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Viewed this way, numbers are plastic, and the treasurer may have used 
Treasury’s numbers and advice as nothing more than inspiration for an 
entirely different idea.

In the second passage, the treasurer’s opinion piece seemed to ignore 
Treasury’s question about structuring opportunities entirely, going on to 
strengthen his original words: ‘Labor’s proposal therefore runs the risk 
that more wealthy investors will continue to enjoy the same tax incentive 
benefits they get now, while more modest mums and dads will be forced 
out’ (Morrison 2016).

So, why did Treasury attempt to stop the release of its advice? According 
to journalist Peter Martin (2018), it was because, ‘[f ]ar from disowning 
the memo, the Treasury has spent much of the past two years arguing 
that its contents reflected its genuinely-held opinion’. But is it accurate to 
accept Treasury’s advice as contradictory? Its stated rationale for objecting 
to the release of the documents was that it would impair its ability to 
provide frank and fearless advice to the treasurer. In reporting the story, 
the ABC noted:

Senior bureaucrats threatened to stop giving honest advice to 
the Federal Treasurer if negative gearing documents were not 
kept secret from the ABC … They argued that disclosure of 
the information would prejudice Treasury’s ‘ability to provide 
candid and confidential advice to ministers in the future’. Public 
servants often argue that if their full and frank advice to politicians 
about policies is released, this will damage the relationship with 
ministers, and releasing documents is therefore against the public 
interest. (McKinnon and Conifer 2018)

While Treasury’s advice attempted to explain the implications of the ALP’s 
policy, this would have occurred in response to a request by Morrison’s 
ministerial office to do so following the opposition leader’s speech. 
Although Treasury’s explanation was probably not exactly what he was 
hoping to hear, he had likely also entertained the possibility that the ALP’s 
costings were not necessarily wrong. It is stretching reality to imply that, 
by simply responding to a request to model Labor’s proposed changes, 
the advice is candid and somehow at odds with the treasurer. Indeed, 
it seems to have had no impact on the treasurer—apart from entrenching 
his existing position further.
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By February 2018, one month after the release of the documents, the 
ABC had caught up with Morrison to seek his thoughts on the quality 
of his expert advisers. It reported that, in ‘dismissing Treasury’s expert 
advice on negative gearing’, he ‘drew upon his “own experience and 
understanding”’. Moreover:

‘I didn’t agree with them,’ Mr Morrison said on Tuesday. ‘I take 
advice from my officials but I’ll make my own decisions based 
on my experience and based on consulting widely.’ Mr Morrison 
pointed to his experience as a ‘research economist in the property 
sector’. (Conifer 2018)

Morrison’s statement suggests three competitors vying for his attention: 
Treasury, his principal expert advisers (although note he calls them simply 
‘officials’); his life and career experience in the property sector; and 
consultations with other people presumably claiming to have knowledge 
or expertise, such as property lobbyists or advocates. A promiscuous 
audience, indeed, but it is not unreasonable to seek advice from many 
sources when making policy decisions with potentially far-reaching 
impacts. Nonetheless, here, expert advice not only failed to establish 
itself, but also led to the treasurer hardening his own position. Indeed, 
the subsequent annual budget ‘largely preserved the ongoing presence of 
investment opportunities within Australia’s housing market, including 
no changes to negative gearing’, to ‘preserve the investing interests of 
homeowners’ and facilitate ‘the ongoing growth of the housing market’ 
(Pawson 2018: 137).

Even in an election environment in which the appetite for change can be 
magnified, policy advice contributed to the status quo becoming further 
entrenched. This is not a unique situation, of course, but the role of 
official advice has not been scrutinised in this scenario. My three-layered 
framework will probe how it contributed.

The text
The first layer examines the text itself, which will help to contextualise its 
language amid the two layers that follow. My examination here considers 
language in terms that observe its rhetorical construction, which is critical 
to recognising implicit meanings. Jonathan Charteris-Black (2011: 312), 
for example, emphasises the significance of ‘becoming aware of linguistic 
choices’ because it leads to an awareness ‘of the political choices that they 
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imply and their underlying ethical assumptions’. Understanding the 
language of the rebuffed thus entails thinking about how words, structure 
and style are constituted to guide one towards a better awareness of the 
social, cultural and political conditions that surround the enactment of 
policy advising. It is important to add that I am here less interested in 
the technicalities of rhetoric, and more in the circumstances and reasons 
for a particular type of rhetoric. As Herbert Gottweis reminds us of the 
Aristotelian tradition, in grasping the dimensions of how policymaking 
does or does not become persuasive, one should also

try to better understand the intermediation of pathos, ethos, 
and logos, or, in other words, the intersecting of argumentation, 
feelings, and status of speakers. What thus comes into view is 
the complex scenography of policy making, its argumentative 
performativity and location in time and space. (2006: 477)

There is, then, much to be gained from noticing some of the elements 
that intersect across the text: the circumstances under which it came to be 
produced, who it was for, when it was made and how long it took. Each 
can reveal choice and a kind of Weltanschauung. Looking at the texts in 
this way raises several important points of inquiry.

One of these is kairos—that is, time as a meaningful point in a process 
(Smith  1969: 6) and as a guide to help ‘determine and explain what 
happened’ (p. 13). The opposition leader’s speech looks to have been 
provided to the media on 12 February—one day before delivery. 
On reading it, the treasurer’s office may have requested Treasury advice 
early on 12 February with the aim of assisting with the drafting of 
Morrison’s opinion piece to counter the opposition. This means Treasury 
may have had less than 24 hours to prepare their briefing. Although this 
may not be ideal, it is not unusual. For instance, while it is difficult to 
provide a comprehensive briefing that includes modelling in such a short 
time, the policy-advising environment is largely reactive—that is, advice 
is often formulated in response to urgent requests with little room for 
reflection (APSC 2018b). In other words, this is a known and unsurprising 
reality for contemporary policymakers. Moreover, calls for reform to 
negative gearing are not new (see ACOSS 2015; Daley and Wood 2016; 
Henry 2009), meaning a government department like the Treasury 
should be sufficiently prepared to provide such a briefing even within 
a short turnaround, particularly in an election year. So, while urgency and 
reactiveness are not necessarily conducive to ideal policy advice, they are 
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not unexpected. Further, illuminating how changes to well-established 
components of Australia’s tax system like negative gearing might work 
in practice should not take Treasury by surprise. One should therefore 
examine how rebuffed advice connects to temporal circumstances and 
how that may impact on its language.

Within the text itself, does the advice reflect an awareness of the context in 
which it is being constructed? This is related to time in the sense that the 
advice was requested in response to the opposition’s proposal and the fact 
it occurred during an election year. But it also connects to awareness of 
the government’s traditional position on this policy, and of the treasurer’s 
own point of view. Further, what context surrounds negative gearing 
itself? Negative gearing in Australia carries some political baggage—most 
notably, perhaps, then ALP treasurer Paul Keating’s attempt to abolish 
it in 1985 only to reinstate it in 1987 after pressure from lobby groups 
(Blunden 2016; Jericho 2014). Treasury policy advisers might themselves 
recall the still recent recommendations to reform negative gearing in 
their own 2009 tax review, Australia’s Future Tax System. Perhaps most 
pronounced within all this is the strong support for negative gearing 
among the property industry. Indeed, as a Treasury official quoted in 
Keith Jacobs (2015: 701) put it:

The Treasury has, to some extent, internalised the arguments 
put forward by the housing industry against meddling with 
negative gearing. The memory of what is known as the ‘Keating 
experience’—the sustained campaign following Treasurer Paul 
Keating [sic] decision to amend negative gearing—is still fresh 
in their minds. Housing can be viewed as ‘the third rail’ … 
of Australian housing politics and an issue that is viewed by 
politicians as too difficult to reform.

Although it has been noted that policy elites are often eager to embrace 
tax reform (Eccleston 2007), Treasury may have been hesitant in this 
instance. Whatever the case, negative gearing in Australia has a politically 
implicated past, which was still being brought into play in 2016 by an ALP 
opposition keen to reveal a conservative government in the pocket of the 
property sector and its wealthy electorates. Time and context, therefore, 
provide important insights in terms of how the environment in which 
advice is constructed bears on how policy advisers frame their expertise.
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Another important point of inquiry relates to the audience. For example, 
does Treasury’s advice indicate a sense that it is trying to persuade or 
influence an audience—one that is likely to listen to others? Does it 
indicate its own point of view to its audience, or does it hide behind 
a frame of innocuous information? Although the audience for written 
policy advice is usually implied, can its presence be discerned in the text 
of this case study? It can be tricky to locate the audience in written text, 
but it is not impossible. As Joan Leach notes:

We can see in texts ways of positioning readers, or ‘creating’ 
audiences. Take, for example, the scientific paper that might 
appear in the journal Nature. The text and its context position 
readers in very particular ways as an ‘audience’. The specialised 
language, the conventions of citation, the structure of the text 
with ordered sections, and the relationship between diagrams and 
the text, all select a certain audience of readers, as well as position 
them in certain ways … So, while the audience does not always 
reside in  the text in any obvious fashion, the text rhetorically 
positions its audience in ways that can be discerned through 
analysis. (2000: 8)

Treasury’s text, with its clipped structure and semi-technical terminology, 
suggests an assumption that its audience shares Treasury’s vernacular. 
It is dispassionate, which implies a studied neutrality, but it also poses 
its response about structuring opportunities as a question. Treasury’s 
question—‘We presume [you are referring] to structuring opportunities, 
as the limit on negative gearing for established property would not 
differentiate between more or less wealthy investors?’—may simply be 
a way of confirming whether its presumption is right. Yet, there is an 
oxymoronic tension here: on the one hand, the question mark indicates 
Treasury needs reassurance of what the treasurer and his office want; on 
the other, pointing out what is probably obvious to Treasury—that a limit 
on negative gearing cannot discern the relative wealth of investors—in 
the form of a rhetorical, perhaps patronising, question could suggest 
arrogance. With this tension, the text positions Treasury’s audience as 
both powerful and potentially ignorant. This says more about the writers 
than their audience and suggests they are uncertain about their own status 
in relation to this audience. In other words, although they may feel they 
possess epistemic authority among themselves, this authority becomes 
more tentative when faced with its primary audience.
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The inherent dynamics of this type of rebuffed advice—that is, 
the submission of ‘neutral information’ to a demanding and clearly 
unconvinced political audience—suggest there is much to be discovered 
by contemplating how these advisers’ tentatively framed authority might 
have  affected their audience’s perception of them. In a discussion of 
how expert credibility on policy issues is perceived by the public, Erick 
Lachapelle et al. find that ‘individuals evaluate expert credibility based on 
the way in which experts frame issues’ and ‘issue framing might in fact 
shape perceptions of source credibility’ (2014: 674, 676). A negative or 
deficit version of this may hold true for government ministers receiving 
the expert advice under consideration here—that is, the framing contrived 
by policy advisers shapes ministerial perceptions of their advisers’ lack 
of credibility. To be sure, ‘individuals tend to rely more on their own 
prior values, beliefs, and opinions than on expert cues’ (Lachapelle et al. 
2014: 676), and we saw this to be the case in Morrison’s public statement 
that he relied on his own experience rather than on Treasury’s advice. But 
on top of that, Morrison’s eventual public rejection of Treasury’s advice 
reflected his evaluation of their epistemic authority—an evaluation that 
may not have been formed based solely on the framing of just this advice 
but on how countless pieces of other advice had been framed in his time 
as a  government minister. Using Jasanoff ’s (2007: 249) terminology, 
Treasury’s advice did not meet Morrison’s expectations of ‘what 
credible claims should look like and how they ought to be articulated, 
represented, and defended’ and thus ‘about how knowledge should be 
made authoritative’. Deficit framing like this complicates the work of 
policy advisers on at least two levels: one, their authority vis-a-vis their 
target audience is weakened, which makes rebuffing them rather easy; and 
two, if necessary, ministers can choose to sow doubts about their advisers’ 
credibility rather than fully explain how they arrived at their decisions.

What can the ‘front region’ (Rappert 2012b: 47) reveal about how the 
treasurer consumed and publicly construed this advice? More specifically, 
based on how it was used and publicly recast, can one make a judgement 
about how it might have been heard? For instance, Treasury’s advice 
questioned the statement that ‘mums and dads’ would be disadvantaged 
by Labor’s policy by highlighting that wealthy investors could structure 
their taxes and assets in ways ordinary ‘mums and dads’ usually cannot. 
By giving emphasis to that point, Treasury may have influenced the 
treasurer’s decision to replace the words ‘more modest mums and dads 
will have to look elsewhere’ with ‘more modest mums and dads will be 
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forced out’ (my emphasis). The treasurer and his office may have realised 
that, based on this advice, they could not logically make the point that 
mums and dads would be disadvantaged and able to invest elsewhere. This 
detail clearly prompted him to aim for maximum impact by altogether 
forcing them ‘out’—a more extreme image of destitution. Here, one can 
observe something different to rejecting or stretching the accuracy of 
the advice. That is, one can see Treasury offering details that made the 
treasurer notice something, only to discard it entirely to execute the point 
he seemed intent on making all along. Treasury’s expert advice effectively 
provided an affordance—that is, it provided the medium through which 
the treasurer boosted his already held position.

Being rebuffed suggests a two-way dynamic. Put simply, the first is action 
(the policy advice being provided); the other is reaction (the  political 
response). In the negative-gearing case, the treasurer’s rebuffal could 
be viewed as disagreement, even arguing back (Hughes and Lavery 
2008: 237); indeed, Morrison said as much when he proclaimed, ‘I didn’t 
agree with them’. To judge whether advice has been rebuffed, therefore, 
it is important to assess how the advice put forward by policy advisers goes 
on to be used by ministers, in the front regions. Judging reactions connects 
back to framing in the sense that a frame of ‘neutral information’, such 
as Treasury’s, may be neither influential nor capable of competing with 
others, thus effectively inviting an indifferent or unfavourable reaction. 
But judging reactions also shows more than weak advice being rebuffed. 
As Toby Bolsen et al. (2014: 2) argue in relation to effective political 
communication, ‘a framing effect occurs when a communication changes 
a person’s attitude toward an object (e.g., policy)’. From a rhetorical 
perspective, too, discourse aimed at an audience can change ‘reality 
through the mediation of thought and action’, engaging the audience 
in such a way as to cause it to become a ‘mediator of change’ (Bitzer 
1968: 4). In this case study, however, one may hold the opposite to be 
true. That is, even though Treasury’s advice neither persuaded nor nudged 
its audience towards change or even a neutral (re)appraisal of the issue, 
it strengthened that audience’s already firmly held beliefs and prompted 
an emphatic denunciation of any change. However, while it seems clear 
it was not deemed sufficiently authoritative by the treasurer, Treasury’s 
advice was nonetheless influential in a complex, even surreptitious way in 
that it appears to have helped him to amplify the status quo. It achieved 
this not despite its weakness, but because of it. This layer of my framework 
suggests this weakness is part of an institutional reflex.
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Although one cannot know exactly how a minister’s reaction is formed 
without being there with them, comparing the front regions with the 
policy advice under consideration does afford insights of the kind 
proposed above. It is also important to note that reactions are usually not 
formed in a neatly stepped process whereby advice is given to ministers, 
who then duly consider and respond to it in isolation. Many other factors 
can influence the formation of reaction, not all of them knowable. It is all 
but certain, however, that ministers are surrounded by their ministerial, 
or political, advisers. In Australia, these kinds of advisers are bound by 
a code of conduct, which expects them to facilitate ‘direct and effective 
communication between their Minister’s department and their Minister’ 
(Farrell 2022). As such, ministerial advisers play a kind of intermediary role 
between advice given and advice (not) taken. Writing in the New Zealand 
context, Chris Eichbaum and Richard Shaw (2008: 356) have suggested 
these ministerial advisers can ‘provide skepticism in circumstances where 
that is necessary’ and thereby provide a layer of contestability in advisory 
situations. This means they may inject an additional dynamic into the 
formation of reactions and should, when possible, also be included in 
my analysis.

Within this first layer, there are four key focal points from which to 
view the policy text and four follow-on questions one should ask to help 
gain a better understanding of the language of rebuffed policy advisers 
(Table 2.1).

Table 2.1 Text framework

Focus Question

1. Kairos What effect does time have on the advice? 

2. Context How does context potentially affect language—
and does language affect context?

3. Awareness of self 
and audience

How does the advice conceive of itself, how is it 
framed and what does its audience do with it?

4. Response What is the political reaction to the advice and 
how is it formed?

The micro-context
The language of policy advisers, of which Treasury’s negative-gearing 
advice is an example, connects to an additional layer, in which institutional 
constraints and expectations play a major, even inhibiting,  role. 
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In Australia, the language and framing of policy advice such as Treasury’s 
go directly to the obligations stipulated by the Public Service Act, as well 
as to FOI legislation. I will consider each in turn. The Public Service Act 
1999 requires that ‘[t]he APS is apolitical and provides the Government 
with advice that is frank, honest, timely and based on the best available 
evidence’. Moreover, the APS is to be ‘objective’ (Federal Register of 
Legislation 1999: Part 3, s. 10) and ‘responsive’ (APSC n.d.)—a complex 
combination that seems to necessitate a contorted, frequently ineffective 
language. I will consider this in more detail in due course. Before 
I investigate how those requirements have played out on the language of 
policy advice, a brief history of how the Australian context has dealt with 
ideas of objectivity and evidence in terms of policy advice to governments 
is in order.

Expectations of objectivity and advice being evidence-based were not 
always as explicit as they are now. When the APS was established in 1901, 
its emphasis was on efficiency, management, structure and remuneration 
(Minns 2004) rather than on how its advice should be conceived. 
However, by the time of the 1976 Royal Commission on Australian 
Government Administration, the ideal of objective advice had come to be 
codified as ‘one of the most important functions of a departmental head’ 
(Coombs  1976). The 2007 election of Kevin Rudd as prime minister 
saw Australian public servants given the clear role of objective evidence 
providers. Rudd echoed UK prime minister Tony Blair’s emphasis on 
the use of evidence in policymaking, which was as much a statement of 
publicising Rudd’s reforming credentials and articulating difference with 
the government he had overthrown as an appeal to his administration to 
help him be seen to be governing with ‘facts, not fads’ (Rudd 2008).

From thereon in, evidence and objectivity seem to have become an 
unchallenged part of the APS’s advice-giving identity. Two years after 
Rudd’s election, then Productivity Commission chairman Gary Banks 
published an essay—by then already thrice delivered as a speech—entitled 
‘Evidence-Based Policy-Making: What Is It? How Do We Get It?’. Still 
in the early stages of the government’s overt fondness for evidence-
based policy, the audience and readers were nonetheless told: ‘I  don’t 
think I have to convince anyone here of the value of an evidence-based 
approach to public policy’ (Banks 2009: 3). Yet, exactly what was involved 
in being objective and evidence-based was not entirely clear, perhaps 
because ideals are not easily concretised. By March 2010, Rudd’s secretary 
at the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C), Terry 
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Moran, delivered Ahead of the Game: Blueprint for the Reform of Australian 
Government Administration, which argued the APS’s role was to ‘provide 
advice that considers all evidence and provides impartial considerations 
free from vested interests’. It also noted that ‘[p]olicy issues are increasingly 
complex and interrelated, which heightens the need to provide forward 
and outward-looking, objective advice’ (Moran 2010: 12). In 2015, former 
secretary of PM&C Peter Shergold delivered Learning from Failure: Why 
Large Government Policy Initiatives Have Gone So Badly Wrong in the Past 
and How the Chances of Success in the Future Can Be Improved, which 
concluded that good policy advice ‘needs to be analytically rigorous, 
carefully balanced and unbiased in its assessment of evidence’, seeking 
to be ‘as objective as possible’ (Shergold 2015: 16, 18). None provided 
detail about what exactly such objective evidence might include and how 
it might be done; its mere mention seemed powerful enough.

This is not to say that civil administrators striving to craft advice based on 
evidence are foolish. It is clearly better to make policy recommendations 
to governments based on an attempt at evidence than to make them 
up on a hunch. Indeed, the appeal of the concept is underscored by 
the enthusiasm with which Australian administrators demonstrate their 
observance of it. However, I wish to draw attention to what appears to 
be an uncritical acceptance of communicating in a way that sounds like 
evidence without necessarily being evidence. This is apparent in some of 
the statements by Australia’s public service leadership encountered earlier, 
as well as its implied—but not always real—presence in the orientation 
of policy advice more broadly. As David Adams observes:

[W]hen I ask people … what are the types of knowledge that are 
relevant to policy considerations in your program/department and 
how is such knowledge constructed … [it] tends to generate more 
blank looks or perhaps vague statements about the importance of 
‘evidenced-based [sic] policy making’. (2004: 29)

Although one might reasonably expect otherwise, this unquestioned 
acceptance is present even ‘[i]n the evidence-based policy literature’, where 
‘the idea of “evidence” itself is typically understood to be so commonsense 
and clear an idea to need neither exemplification nor clarification’ 
(Watts 2014: 38).

The overall presence of objectivity and evidence in public administration, 
then, is a given. When they produce advice, policy advisers are engaged in 
a ‘cultural practice’ (Farmer 1995: 186), which directs how they construct 
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and perceive their knowledge. This can mean that going through the 
motions of policy advising signifies the act of constructing evidence-
based policy because evidence has been cast as an inextricable component 
of policy advice. In other words, even when evidence is not actually used 
in policy advice, its presence is assumed and hovers around the culture 
and its language, standing in for argument or knowledge. As Adams 
continues:

Now it could well be that the eclectic nature of the responses are 
[sic] not simply because of my esoteric line of inquiry but because 
we don’t have a knowledge orientation to our work in public 
administration and public policy—despite the rhetoric. Even 
more seriously it could be that we don’t know what knowledge 
looks like because it has become self-referential—that is, the way 
we work and the tools we use largely define what is good and 
proper in policy work. (2004: 29)

So, within the micro-context, one sees the language of Australian policy 
advisers enmeshed and even stymied in legislated structures and tools 
cocreated by them and their political ‘masters’. On the one hand, this 
language is expected to be robust, frank and fearless; on the other, its 
adherence to the tenets of objectivity leaves it sounding like evidence but 
far from frank—not to mention ostensibly fearful of being ‘outed’ by 
FOI requests (which will be discussed shortly). This is not to suggest that 
bureaucrats are robotic in their provision of policy advice. As Brian Head 
notes, at their best, ‘policy decisions emerge from politics, judgement 
and debate, rather than being deduced from empirical analysis. Policy 
debate and analysis involves an interplay between facts, norms and desired 
actions, in which evidence is diverse and contestable’ (2013: 398).

At its best, there is little doubt that successful policy advice has 
communicated knowledge in ways that proceeded from engagement and 
debate while acknowledging contestability and embracing judgement. 
My chapter on the language of the unrebuffed will offer examples of this 
nature. Yet, the trend I observe in my case studies on the rebuffed leads 
me to ask whether a culture of objectivity and evidence, which seems 
to steer much of the language of policy advice and whose professional 
energy frequently centres on political responsiveness, is causing advisers to 
surrender their ability to probe, argue and make a judgement.
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Palmer et al. (2019: 244) discuss the relationship between advice-givers 
and governments in terms of ‘boundary bridging’ and ‘co-production’, 
where invoking ‘the intrinsic substance of supposedly objective facts—
whether to support or oppose [a] particular policy proposal—is unhelpful’ 
(p. 249). It is unproductive, in other words, to reinforce ‘the perception 
of science and politics as mutually exclusive spheres’ (Palmer et  al. 
2019: 246) and better to acknowledge that ‘expert advisory processes’ 
are ‘influenced by more transient and situated factors, including the 
prevailing political climate within which advisory interactions take place, 
the specific characteristics of the policy problem(s) discussed, and the 
balance of interests amongst relevant stakeholders and publics’ (p. 249).

To cite one of the chief scientific advisers interviewed by Palmer et al. 
(2019: 249), such work ‘consists of … actually explaining the scientific 
position, understanding it, but working with the grain’ (emphasis in 
original). Working with the grain in this way could be said to ‘constitute 
the purposeful hybridisation of science and politics’, where ‘good advice’ 
is produced through ‘a collaborative, iterative approach to the process 
of formulating advice’ and engaging ‘closely with decision makers on 
a sustained, face-to-face basis—in both cases building processes of 
mediation and translation into the substance of their advisory work’ 
(Palmer et al. 2019: 250).

While maintaining a posture of both objectivity and political responsiveness 
seems to suggest Australian policy advisers embrace such hybridisation, 
it is difficult to gauge how they are ‘working with the grain’. For example, 
if we accept that my examples of rebuffed advice represent instances 
of working with the grain, should some of the key assumptions about 
the relationship between knowledge and policy be recalibrated? That is, 
if advisers’ and decision-makers’ ‘collaborative, iterative approach to the 
process of formulating advice’ still resulted in that advice being rebuffed, 
working with the grain in the Australian context is not so much a bridge 
across which objectivity and responsiveness are actively integrated to 
arrive at workable arguments as a case of one overwhelming the other. 
If my examples do not represent instances of working with the grain, 
should Australian advisers focus more squarely on political relevance and 
embrace the notion of policy advice as a hybrid activity? I will return to 
this in my conclusion.
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Another factor that appears to influence the language of policy advice 
is FOI legislation, which exists in tension with what is required under 
the Public Service Act. Recall Treasury’s retort, as it was reported, that 
‘disclosure of the information would prejudice Treasury’s “ability to 
provide candid and confidential advice to ministers in the future”’. This 
seems to imply the requirement for transparency exerts an inhibiting and 
unwanted influence on how forthright language can be. The Office of the 
Australian Information Commissioner, which administers the Freedom 
of Information Act 1982 (FOI Act) in Australia, rejects this reasoning as 
misplaced in most circumstances, noting:

[A] common factor considered to weigh against disclosure of internal 
working documents was that disclosure would inhibit frank and 
candid advice from public servants in the future … Public servants 
are expected to operate within a framework that encourages open 
access to information and recognises Government information 
as a national resource to be managed for public purposes … 
In particular, the FOI Act recognises that Australia’s democracy 
is strengthened when the public is empowered to participate in 
Government processes and scrutinise Government activities 
… In  this setting, transparency of the work of public servants 
should be the accepted operating environment and fears about 
a lessening of frank and candid advice correspondingly diminished 
… While frankness and candour claims may still be contemplated 
when considering deliberative material and weighing the public 
interest, they should be approached cautiously … Generally, the 
circumstances will be special and specific. (OAIC 2016)

In other words, democracy is supported when public servants make clarity 
and candour the rule rather than the exception. Yet, Treasury’s argument 
in the negative-gearing case appears to be that candour can only be 
achieved when it is not possible for the public to see their advice. This 
argument represents one of two schools of thought on how much impact 
these requirements and expectations have on the language of policy 
advisers. The first, typified by Treasury, views FOI laws as an impediment 
to providing candid advice. Here, one should cite Shergold, whose 2015 
report, Learning from Failure, concluded the FOI Act should be amended 
to support greater confidentiality around ‘advice and opinion provided to 
support the deliberative processes of government policy formulation’ 
(Shergold 2015: 15). At the time of their release, Shergold’s comments 
were welcomed by a swathe of high-ranking APS officials, such as the 
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Australian Public Service Commissioner and others.5 The most recent APS 
review echoed these sentiments, noting ‘members of the review’s reference 
group, including former ministers and senior public servants, highlighted 
their own experiences of FOI legislation inhibiting the provision of frank 
and fearless advice to government on deliberative matters, especially in 
writing’ (Thodey 2019: 121).

It concluded:

Ensuring that APS advice and opinion provided to support the 
deliberative processes of government policy formulation remain 
confidential will give public servants the confidence to provide 
frank and fearless advice, and ministers and the Cabinet the best 
advice to make fully informed decisions. (Thodey 2019: 121)

It seems there is no room for the public in this tight relationship. The second 
school of thought views candid advice as a touchstone for transparent and 
inclusive governments, such as former senior public servant Bill Blick, 
who, in 2016, noted that calls for greater confidentiality were ‘self-serving 
comments from the usual suspects’ that ‘might have more credibility if 
supported by some frank and fearless evidence’ (quoted in Towell 2016). 
Looking at the language offerings of Australia’s public servants while 
working as a prime ministerial speechwriter, James Button (2013: 168) 
routinely saw advice that had ‘no confidence in its own truth’, which he 
considered as expressing ‘a kind of powerlessness’. This suggests that, far 
from practising candour in most situations, the language of policy advisers 
is deeply entrenched in a kind of self-inhibiting form of expression that—
with or without the perceived influence of FOI requirements—belies 
a lack of confidence in what its expert advice should be and do. Treasury 
fighting the FOI release therefore also provides an important insight 
into how it views its own identity, its role and its responsibilities. When 
viewed in tandem with its actual advice, what does Treasury’s claim that 
disclosure would prejudice its ‘ability to provide candid and confidential 
advice’ say about how it views its own abilities? Moreover, what does this 
say about its understanding of candour, objectivity and evidence? Does 
the requirement to be responsive conflict with communicating clearly?

5  They included then PM&C secretary Martin Parkinson, then Department of Industry, Innovation 
and Science secretary Glenys Beauchamp and then Treasury secretary John Fraser (Belot 2016).
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The micro-context should also include a discussion of the reputation and 
organisational identity of the institution giving the advice. In Treasury’s 
case, its reputation rests on being one of the two oldest Australian 
government departments, having operated since 1901. It is usually 
deemed to be powerful, with ‘a strong track record of delivering to 
government’ and ‘successive governments … request[ing] it to take a lead 
role on a broad range of issues, some of which are arguably beyond the 
traditional remit of a national treasury’ (APSC 2013b). However, while its 
‘reputation is a cornerstone on which its ongoing influence is founded’,

[t]here is a widespread view among stakeholders … that Treasury 
is closed to external experience and that practical implications are 
not always given sufficient consideration in forming policy advice. 
This widely held perception has the potential to undermine 
Treasury’s reputation and so will be important to address further to 
protect the department’s reputation and influence. (APSC 2013b)

The ‘front regions’ with which I will augment my discussion include 
publicly available material on capabilities and performance, such as the 
two reviews cited above, as well as annual reports and other statements. 
For example, after ‘missing its budget revenue forecasts for most of the 
decade’, Treasury came under fire from Australian National University 
academic Bob Gregory, who said forecasting should be taken away from 
the department given it had ‘continued to apply the same approach of 
“reversion to a 30 year trend … despite the fact that the experience of 
the last ten years doesn’t fit that model, and despite the fact that we can’t 
explain what is going on”’ (quoted in Potter 2017). Similarly, the Grattan 
Institute’s John Daley charged that

Treasury is using the same assumption for the last 40 years as if the 
world hasn’t changed … We have been doing this for quite a long 
time and the answers have been the same, the projections are not 
matching reality. Why hasn’t Treasury changed its approach yet? 
(FINSIA Staff 2017)

On this issue, even Treasury’s own earlier internal review tentatively noted:

[T]here is a natural bias in forecasting to assume that the past 
will be a reliable guide to the future. This is not a bad assumption 
most of the time but will bias forecasts in periods like the present 
when we are dealing with not one but a range of unusual forces. 
(Tease 2016)
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These types of statements help assemble a more complete impression of the 
reputation and, more specifically, the organisational identity and culture 
of this policy adviser. In the case of Treasury, one might conclude it is an 
institution whose perceived dominance will slip without recourse to a more 
expansive, open-minded approach to constructing policy knowledge.

In summary, this second layer looks at the institutional—that is, 
administrative, legislative, organisational and cultural—effects and 
burdens on policy language. With the foregoing discussion in mind, the 
focus and questions arising from this layer are shown in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2 Micro-context framework

Focus Question

1. Expectations What are the expectations—legislated and/or 
institutional—of the adviser?

2. Culture Does culture influence the language of the policy 
adviser?

3. Effect on knowledge How might this bear on how policy expertise is 
constructed and communicated?

The macro-context
As the term suggests, the macro-context represents the widest of the three 
layers. I have panned out from examining the text itself to observing 
the culture within which it is constructed. I will now consider how 
rebuffed Australian policy advice compares with the rest of the world. 
For example, what comes to light when one considers the characteristics 
of my Australian case studies alongside international scholarly work on 
policy advice and language? Can international policy norms or appraisals 
regarding policy advice identify whether the examined advice is unique 
or astonishingly similar to global counterparts? How do my case studies 
compare with similar international policy examples? I will briefly take 
each question in turn to lay out some signposts for how my two more 
substantial case studies will proceed.

A diverse span of scholarship from the social sciences to science policy 
studies has noticed the constraints imposed by concepts like evidence 
and objectivity. Many have argued that what has come to be regarded 
as objectivity is—perhaps paradoxically—incompatible with public 
reasoning. Economist Deirdre McCloskey, for instance, asks:
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If some good economists espouse positivism the question arises 
how economics would be different without it. That remains to 
be seen, though one thing is clear: economics without positivism 
would be more, not less, rigorous and scientific, because it would 
have to face up to more arguments. (1994: 23)

Science historian Theodore Porter (1995: 8) claims, rather damningly, that 
‘[o]bjectivity lends authority to officials who have very little of their own’. 
Objectivity can thus be worn as a defence against being seen as biased or 
arbitrary. Being ‘objective’ is therefore connected not only to immunising 
oneself against criticism, but also to publicly projecting professional 
authority. Such ‘strategies of impersonality’ ‘must be understood partly 
as defences against such suspicions [and] generally take the form of 
objectivity claims. Objectivity means knowledge that does not depend 
too much on the particular individuals who author it’ (Porter 1995: 229).

Objectivity, in this sense, takes the heat off; it works to pre-empt potential 
charges of bias, lack of expertise or lack of authority. Ironically, its 
anonymity has also created an ethos in which policy advisers can leave out 
any arguments or judgements—perhaps for fear of seeming subjective.

But despite some of its undesirable spillover effects, it is difficult to see how 
government advisers can offer their knowledge in diverse and contestable 
policy situations without a standard like objectivity. To  round off my 
scholarly trio, political scientist Aaron Wildavsky (1979: 7) observes: 
‘Without agreement on a starting place, there is no end to debate.’ 
Objectivity provides common ground—an agreement from which to 
proceed towards reaching decisions. Without that initial agreement, 
Wildavsky (1979: 7) continues: ‘Theories harden into dogma, and 
assertion replaces evidence. Policies then are judged not by their merits 
but by the motives of their proposers.’ This is a prescient statement, yet 
the language of rebuffed policy advisers may have managed to effect 
a rather similar endpoint despite sounding like objective evidence. As the 
phenomenon was described in my introduction, the Australian advice 
under consideration here may symbolise facts and evidence—something 
akin to Wildavsky’s ‘starting place’—but its content provides the policy 
basis for facilitating assertion-driven outcomes.

The works cited here may be wideranging, but the emphasis in each 
on how a device like objectivity can shape and even bend epistemic 
authority is consistent. Sandra Harding (1992: 568–69) adds nuance to 
these considered reflections by calling this conception of objectivity the 
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‘neutrality  ideal’, which ‘certifies as value-neutral, normal, natural, and 
therefore not political at all the existing scientific policies and practices 
through which powerful groups can gain the information and explanations 
that they need to advance their priorities’. While references to objectivity 
in the legislation, rules and guidelines that encase the advice under 
consideration promise truth or at least truthfulness, Harding (1992: 569) 
calls this out as depoliticising and substantiating the already held 
intentions of those in power, with scientists—or policy advisers, in our 
case—playing the role of enabling ‘company men’. To  strengthen the 
notion of objectivity, Harding calls for ‘a strong objectivity’ (1992: 569), 
which maximises the possibility of objectivity by reaching outside 
‘institutions, practices, and conceptual schemes’ to ‘gain a causal, 
critical view of them’ (p. 581). Different points of view—or ‘standpoint 
epistemologies’, as Harding (1992: 569) calls them—must therefore be 
included in any attempt to be strongly objective. This kind of reaching 
outside institutions and practices is patently absent in the examples under 
review, as we shall see. While each reflection on objectivity will weave its 
way through my case studies, it is Harding’s that will inform some early 
proposals in my conclusion.

Can international policy norms regarding the quality of language and 
advice point to something distinctive in the Australian context? In the 
United Kingdom, for example, a House of Commons report on official 
language found much to criticise in the ‘unlovely language’ of politicians 
and civil servants (House of Commons Public Administration Select 
Committee 2009: 6). Arguing that ‘good government requires good 
language, while bad language is a sign of poor government’ (House of 
Commons Public Administration Select Committee 2009: 19), the 
committee’s chairman proposed that ‘cases of bad official language 
should be treated as “maladministration”, as for any other type of poor 
administration’ (p. 20). These sentiments show just how seriously the 
accessibility of government and public-sector language has been taken in 
the United Kingdom. Subsequent initiatives, however, appear to have been 
discontinued after only short periods of operation. It is easy to discern 
here echoes of Australia’s frequent but short-lived attempts at reform. 
Does this shared diffidence emerge from jurisdictional similarities?

Perhaps not. New Zealand—another Westminster-style jurisdiction—has 
placed advice-giving at the core of its operations rather more enduringly, 
as well as more substantially. Its Policy Project’s ‘policy quality framework’ 
describes the characteristics of good advice as encapsulating:
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Purpose and story: engages the decision-maker and tells the 
full story
Inputs: is informed by evidence and insights and is analytically 
sound
Context: is put into context, links to the desired future state and 
exposes risks, opportunities and implications
Best option: balances what is desirable, can be delivered and is cost 
effective. (DPMC 2017)

Under this framework, quality advice should also include a focus on 
‘the decision maker’s intent’ and should be ‘frank, honest and apolitical 
about the best way to achieve that’ (DPMC 2017). Although these are 
good words and are not dissimilar to Australian aspirations, New Zealand 
Government policy agencies are required to use the framework and report 
their results in their annual reports (DPMC 2022). This means their 
quality, effectiveness and status can be accessed and gauged by anyone.

For its part, Australia’s Public Service Commission, which generally 
sets the direction for performance and training, is not ignorant of the 
need for attending to clearer communication—for example, it provides 
communication-related training and encourages staff appraisal against 
criteria that include ‘communicating with influence’ (APSC 2012b). 
Yet,  the focus here tends mostly to be on plain English rather than on 
the construction or courage of policy advice. Having said that, one 
serious attempt has been made at evaluating the policy advice of the 
APS, in 1995, when the Australian Department of Finance joined with 
The Australian National University to explore bureaucrats’ inputs into 
government decision-making. This included evaluating policy advice in 
the form of policy management reviews, a colloquium and a publication, 
Evaluating Policy Advice: Learning from Commonwealth Experience, with 
contributions from academics and senior public servants (Uhr and 
Mackay 1996).

In 2000, Michael Di Francesco assessed these policy management reviews, 
concluding that ‘bureaucratic politics’ had actively avoided linking 
the quality of advice to public accountability by refusing to assume 
responsibility for policy outcomes (as outcomes were thought to be 
a political responsibility). Instead, bureaucrats focused on ‘arrangements 
for achieving more effective control of the processes underpinning 
production of advice’ (Di Francesco 2000: 36). Process was therefore 
viewed as within policy advisers’ control, while linking accountability to 
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policy outcomes meant policy advisers could not be blamed, even though 
their advice is clearly part of the outcomes mix. When it came to making 
such reviews public:

sanitised ‘public’ versions of [policy management reviews] will 
inevitably exclude much of the classified evidence of either good 
or bad advisory processes [and] there is every likelihood that the 
advising programs or the discrete policy tasks to be evaluated will 
be carefully selected so as not to reflect too badly on a department’s 
performance. (Di Francesco 2000: 46)

Apart from this ‘evaluation experiment in Australian government’ 
(Di Francesco 2000: 36), and the 2001 ‘Developing Policy Advice’ report 
by the Australian National Audit Office assessing three departments’ advice 
output as ‘adequate’ when measured against ‘standards established by the 
departments themselves’ (ANAO 2001: 12, 17), there have been no other 
concerted efforts to evaluate the effects of policy advice in the Australian 
context. Even though numerous reviews have delved into other aspects 
of  administration (such as capability reviews,6 which will be consulted 
in due course, and an ‘efficiency through contestability programme’),7 
it seems likely Australia will not follow New Zealand’s rather more 
transparent, less risk-averse approach. Diffidence may therefore not 
be a characteristic problem of Westminster-style jurisdictions, given the 
New Zealand example.

The foregoing discussion, as well as my introduction, seem to indicate that, 
despite undergoing various review processes, Australian policy norms are 
not generally subject to deep or sustained appraisal, while the execution 
of policy advising itself may be perceived as a safely separate output that 
has nothing to do with political outcomes. What about international 
comparisons in similar policy situations? The practice of negative gearing 
is not universal; only New Zealand and Germany have similar provisions, 
while Canada, the United States and Sweden have limited versions of 
it (Martin et al. 2017: 42). This does not mean one should expect to 
find predictable parallels and contrasts between Australian and other 
countries when looking at negative gearing. For example, as Chris Martin 
et al. suggest:

6  See APSC (2021).
7  See Department of Finance (2015).
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Australia and Germany’s treatment of negative gearing and capital 
gains tax underlie quite different housing market outcomes: 
speculative inflation in Australia; relatively steady house prices 
in Germany. The United Kingdom taxes landlords more heavily 
than most other countries, yet has a faster growing [private rental 
sector] than most countries included in our survey. (2017: 71)

But I am specifically concerned not with policies themselves, as 
consequential as they may be to the way advisers articulate their advice, 
but with a particular way of constructing policy evidence and how that 
creates an affordance. It could therefore be more instructive to compare 
how international policy counterparts have sought to express similar, 
totemic issues within the context of tax reform more generally, given 
what is ultimately suggested by the political fight over negative gearing 
is whether to change or maintain the status quo, and which of the two is 
more likely to attract voters in an election year. What interests me here, 
therefore, is how policy advisers choose to communicate their expertise 
in the face of that fight. I will briefly examine four countries’ attempts to 
enact various reforms in a contested taxation space: Ireland, New Zealand, 
Norway and Japan.

In his comparison of tax reform in Ireland and New Zealand, Johan 
Christensen argues the policy advice approach of tax policy bureaucrats—
advisers, just like those in my Treasury case—‘had a major impact on 
tax policymaking’ (2013: 563). In New Zealand, whose neoliberal tax 
reforms under the left-leaning Labour government of the 1980s were 
world-leading, Christensen found a civil service that

produced tax policy bureaucrats that identified as economists, 
had extensive economic expertise, were highly receptive to the 
neoliberal ideas from the economics discipline, and took an 
activist approach to policy advice. Through the formulation and 
advocacy of reform ideas, officials influenced the policy preferences 
of politicians and led tax policy change in a neoliberal direction. 
(2013: 566)

During the same time in Ireland, where governments moved between 
centre-right and centre-left:

The persistence of a generalist civil service with closed recruitment 
policies created a tax policy bureaucracy that identified as civil 
servants, had little economic expertise, was oblivious to micro-
economic ideas about taxation, and took a passive approach to 
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policy advice. These features allowed tax policymaking to be 
completely dominated by the ideas and concerns of politicians. 
(Christensen 2013: 566)

In relation to this short Australian case study, Treasury (2019c) recruits, 
and identifies as, economists and has previously been associated with 
influencing both Labor and Liberal governments (Gittins 2015), which 
aligns it more closely to New Zealand in Christensen’s analysis. Yet, 
my more contemporary example demonstrates the Australian Treasury 
appears to have assumed a passive, non-advocacy approach to policy 
advice dominated by politicians, like Ireland’s generalist civil service.

In Norway, Rune Ervik and Tord Skogedal Lindén (2015: 394) consider 
government reforms to pensions in the face of declining revenue and find 
a Ministry of Finance that ‘held a dominant position over the politicians 
… regarding both the description of the problem and possible policy 
solutions’. This leads the authors to conclude that ‘Norwegian policy 
actors have had great success in conducting comprehensive retrenchment 
reform without long-lasting protests’ (Ervik and Lindén 2015: 406). 
Richard Eccleston’s observations of Japan’s attempts to introduce and then 
increase a value-added tax (VAT) in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s chart 
the dominance and later decline of the Ministry of Finance (MoF) in 
setting the economic policy agenda. Yet, despite its earlier ‘bureaucratic 
independence and expertise’ (Eccleston 2007: 117), the ministry’s initial 
attempts to introduce a VAT in 1979 failed. Ten years later, due to 
various factors that included the ‘MoF’s central role in agenda setting 
and commitment to the introduction of a national consumption tax’, 
Japan introduced a 3 per cent VAT. By the time it was raised to 5 per cent 
in 1997, however, the ‘reputation of the MoF was tarnished and its 
bureaucratic influence limited still further by the widely held perception 
that the agency had mismanaged the recession economy and fiscal reform’ 
(Eccleston 2007: 130).

One may never know whether tax reform would have happened in these 
examples without the involvement of policy bureaucrats. Yet, it seems 
clear there were two types of policy advisers in these circumstances: those 
who dominated or actively argued for certain policy choices and those who 
took a passive stance or held a rather ineffectual position. Judging 
by the briefing under consideration, not to mention the subsequent 
unfavourable reaction to it, the Australian Treasury would seem to fit into 
the latter category, despite claiming to be ‘the Government’s pre-eminent 
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economic adviser’ (The Treasury 2019b: 1). But is it fair to compare one 
small piece of policy advice from the ‘back regions’ with publicly available 
retrospectives of major reform initiatives? I propose it is—provided it is 
judged using a framework, such as mine, that considers its meaning from 
multiple perspectives or layers.

As noted above, at the time the text under consideration was constructed, 
Treasury had several decades of experience in the establishment and 
development of negative gearing, including facilitating the attempt to 
both abolish it in 1985 and reinstate it in 1987; examining it at length 
in its own 2009 tax review; and even, as it was claimed, internalising 
‘arguments put forward by the housing industry against meddling with 
negative gearing’ (Jacobs 2015: 701). Just like its international comparisons 
here, it is highly likely Treasury has solid, expertise-driven views. Just like 
the other tax reforms referred to above, negative gearing has a politically 
charged past. And just like all those other attempts at reform, this small 
piece of advice offered an opportunity to be influential. Perhaps some 
of the redacted text in this back region attempted this. Judging by the 
tone and style of the remaining, unredacted text, however, one might 
hazard a guess that it did not. Further, I argue that the unredacted text 
demonstrates habitual practices of a kind that will be observed repeatedly 
in this book.

Given the rather substantial history of negative gearing inside Treasury 
itself, it would not be wrong-headed to assume that many of Treasury’s 
policy advisers favour at least some degree of reform to the way investment 
properties are geared. Even in the face of political resistance, it is not 
impossible to find alternative ways of making one’s expert view cut 
through. For example, when New Zealand’s Treasury failed to persuade 
ministers to cut personal income tax rates following the usual advisory 
routine, it ‘started looking for a different format’ (Christensen 2013: 576) 
by taking the debate outside government circles and into a conference that 
included nongovernmental actors. Taking the heat out of the argument 
by moving it into the public arena where its pros and cons could be 
discussed and then normalised eventually led to convincing ‘key ministers 
that reform of the tax system was integral to growth’ (Christensen 2013: 
577). It was possible for policy bureaucrats to help political actors make 
difficult policy decisions, even though they had not originally found them 
electorally palatable. In my example, Treasury appears to have abstained 
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from seizing the opportunity to provide a more incisive briefing and its 
advice for the treasurer serves as a broader illustration of advisers’ reluctance 
to exercise judgement in the face of complex political circumstances.

As a final point in the macro-context, rebuffed advice does not exist in 
isolation to other advice. Rather, there are important interplays between 
this policy advice on negative gearing and advice on other policy issues 
at the time. For example, shortly after Treasury’s negative-gearing advice 
and Morrison’s rebuffing of it became public, former prime minister 
Tony Abbott commented on the impact of ‘the rate of immigration at 
a time of stagnant wages, clogged infrastructure, soaring house prices 
and, in Melbourne at least, ethnic gangs that are testing the resolve of 
police’ (Abbott 2018a; author’s emphasis). His colleagues, treasurer 
Scott Morrison, finance minister Mathias Cormann and trade minister 
Steven Ciobo (Hunter 2018), as well as the Housing Industry Association 
(Baxendale 2018) and Infrastructure Australia (Benson 2018a), repudiated 
the claims, citing expert policy advice that immigration, especially skilled 
migration, was undeniably beneficial to the nation. Even ultraconservative 
home affairs minister Peter Dutton followed suit, proposing there was 
‘an economic benefit to bringing people in who are skilled, who will work 
and pay taxes and contribute to society’ (Hunter 2018), despite having 
earlier in the year claimed that

people are scared to go out to restaurants of a night time because 
they’re followed home by these gangs, home invasions and cars 
are stolen and we just need to call it for what it is. Of course it’s 
African gang violence. (Dutton 2018)

There are powerful, often populist, narratives and players with whom 
policy advisers must vie for ministerial attention. I am not blind to the 
fact that even the most convincingly argued advice cannot always cut 
through this type of noise. But one can see that, when it comes to looking 
at immigration purely through the lens of economic benefits, expert 
policy advice is valorised, particularly when its emphasis is on skilled 
migration—people who, presumably, will pay tax and own property 
on arrival in Australia. Other elements linked either to negative gearing 
(for example, equality of opportunity to enter the housing market) or to 
immigration (for example, humanitarian settlement or social cohesion), 
however, may not be afforded the same diligence.
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2. STRATEGIES OF IMPERSONALITY

Comparing advice that is rebuffed (on negative gearing) and advice that 
is not (on skilled migration) tells us something about political narratives. 
In the case of negative gearing, that narrative may convey something 
like ‘we want growth in the property sector to continue but we won’t 
let Labor take “mum and dad” voters away from us, which is why we 
like immigration when there’s an economic benefit, as long as we reserve 
the right to target certain groups if it helps us highlight aspects of our 
persona that appeal to various audiences’. As Adam Masters and John Uhr 
(2017: 21) argue: ‘Public leaders use whatever evidence they think works 
with their audiences.’ For the purposes at hand, I propose that examining 
the language of unrebuffed advice will lead to some conclusions about 
whether and how it is different to the language of the rebuffed.

The macro-context thus prompts the focus and questions in Table 2.3.

Table 2.3 Macro-context framework

Focus Question

1. Engagement with 
objectivity and evidence

Is the spectre of ‘objectivity’ present in policy 
advice? How does the advice engage with or 
construe the notion of evidence?

2. International 
comparisons and 
contexts

What do international comparisons tell us about 
Australia’s rebuffed advice? Are contexts and 
circumstances similar or is Australia unique?

3. Language of 
contemporaneous, 
unrebuffed advice

Can some conclusions be reached about rebuffed 
advice by viewing it alongside advice sourced 
from around the same time that was accepted?

Each of the preceding questions will be asked of my case studies. However, 
the last (number three above) will be considered in a separate chapter on the 
language of the unrebuffed to test my findings. Finally, all these questions 
should guide any interested future researcher’s inquiry rather than control 
it. Similarly, the works cited here and the examination of negative gearing 
itself represent an indication of what I will do in the comprehensive case 
studies that follow, and what could be done more generally by others 
when scrutinising the language of policy advice. These questions will 
therefore help to construct a map of the neighbourhood towards which 
I am headed. In subsequent chapters, I will dig a lot further and land on 
some conclusions. In them, I will follow the framework constructed here, 
but—due to different topics, circumstances and access to both primary 
and secondary materials—each will unfold slightly differently and point 
to different tropes in how rebuffed advice is communicated and what 
it affects.
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In closing, I have drawn together all my preceding questions with which 
to interrogate the language of the rebuffed to provide an overall, and more 
surveyable, analytic framework (Table 2.4).

Table 2.4 Complete rebuffed framework

Focus Question

1. Kairos What effect does time have on the advice? 

2. Context How does context potentially affect language—
and does language affect context?

3. Awareness of self 
and audience

How does the advice conceive of itself, how is it 
framed and what does its audience do with it?

4. Response What is the political reaction to the advice and 
how is it formed?

5. Expectations What are the expectations—legislated and/or 
institutional—of the adviser?

6. Culture Does culture influence the language of the policy 
adviser?

7. Effect on knowledge How might this bear on how policy expertise is 
constructed and communicated?

8. Engagement with 
objectivity and evidence

Is the spectre of ‘objectivity’ present in policy 
advice? How does the advice engage with or 
construe the notion of evidence?

9. International 
comparisons and 
contexts

What do international comparisons tell us about 
Australia’s rebuffed advice? Are contexts and 
circumstances similar or is Australia unique?

10. Language of 
contemporaneous, 
unrebuffed advice

Can some conclusions be reached about rebuffed 
advice by viewing it alongside advice sourced 
from around the same time that was accepted?
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