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5
The Language of the 

Unrebuffed

Contemporaneous comparisons
The language of Australia’s expert policy advice should not be judged by 
only a handful of examples that demonstrate ineffectiveness. We need 
to be able to investigate, as far as possible, whether a language of the 
unrebuffed is different—that is, whether it features characteristics that 
invite stable meaning and clear interpretation by its government audience. 
This chapter considers three contemporaneous Australian examples that 
appear to find some basis in unrebuffed policy advice: amendments to 
Australian citizenship, marriage equality and the legal basis for military 
action in Iraq. I investigate whether such advice is the language of persuasive 
advisers and whether it features additional, or entirely different, factors 
compared with that in this book’s three primary case studies. I find that, 
even while they represent contemporaneous policy ‘wins’, my unrebuffed 
examples display a similarly constrained mode of advice-giving to those 
of the rebuffed. 

This is baffling. Are the findings from each the same because they have 
used the same document-led approach using my tripartite framework? 
To  test whether those findings are robust, I juxtapose them with two 
short comparisons borrowing from Rhodes’ (2018: 8) ‘bricolage’ to find 
‘other ways of “being there”’ by switching to a different methodology. 
That is, I  will briefly consider interviews I conducted with Australian 
policy advisers reflecting on the introduction of a consumption tax in the 
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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.

Readers may recall that the tenth and last question of my framework 
(see Chapter 2) asked whether viewing unrebuffed advice alongside 
contemporaneous rebuffed advice could shed further light on the advice 
that was not accepted. Will this line-up help us see why some advice is 
overlooked but other advice is not? Two policies that are now implemented 
bookend the advice on renewable energy that we considered earlier. One, 
the Australian Citizenship Amendment (Allegiance to Australia) Act 2015, 
which gives the relevant minister the power to strip dual nationals of their 
Australian citizenship if s/he determines they have engaged in terrorist 
conduct, passed into law on 11 December 2015. The other, which 
amended the Marriage Act 1961 to redefine marriage as a union between 
two people, became legal on 9 December 2017. I will discuss each in 
turn before considering unrebuffed advice as it connects to intelligence 
assessments of Iraq. Here, I will look at contemporaneous advice that 
provided the legal basis for Australia’s deployment of military forces 
to Iraq.

For now, I will return to the time frame of South Australia’s electricity 
blackout. The citizenship Bill was introduced into parliament in June 
2015 and was ‘resoundingly criticised for its poor drafting and unclear 
operation’ (Pillai 2015b). It was then referred to the Parliamentary 
Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security with a view to proposing 
amendments. Consisting of government and opposition members, the 
committee returned with ‘a serious and responsive report’ containing 
‘27 recommendations for change’ (Thwaites 2015), such as Australia’s 
commitment to the United Nations’ 1961 Convention on the Reduction 
of Statelessness as only applying to dual, not sole, nationals. The Bill 
subsequently passed into law with bipartisan input and support, partly 
based on 43 submissions from legal experts, human and civil rights 
organisations, community stakeholders and others. Inspired by the earlier 
Swedish example of co-produced energy policy decisions, one might 
expect the final legislation to reflect an amalgamation of stakeholder 
opinions and the evidence base, particularly in terms of the strength of its 
legal basis. However, in addition to wide criticism of its perceived flaws—
such as the lack of mechanisms for determining whether terrorist conduct 
has occurred (Irving 2015), revoking only dual nationals’ citizenship 
despite identical conduct by a sole national incurring a law-and-order 



205

5. THE LANGUAGE OF THE UNREBUFFED

response (Thwaites 2015) and its retrospectivity applying to cases where 
individuals had previously been convicted and sentenced to at least 
10  years’ imprisonment (Pillai 2015a)—the legislation has also drawn 
condemnation for its potential unconstitutionality. Specifically, it has 
been noted that the legislation likely breaches ‘the separation of powers’ 
in that ‘the courts would not be involved in determining whether terrorist 
conduct had occurred’ (Irving 2015), thereby effectively renouncing ‘our 
own ability to bring a person to justice for breaking our laws’ (Vines 2015) 
and giving ‘the executive federal judicial power which would make it 
unconstitutional’ (CEFA 2015). In June 2022, Australia’s High Court 
ruled that the law was ‘constitutionally invalid’ (SBS News 2022). Four 
months later, in October 2022, the government announced it would 
again ‘legislate to allow courts to strip terrorist suspects’ citizenship’ even 
after the High Court ruling in June 2022 (Karp 2022).

Despite its subsequent seesawing, the law’s originally successful passage 
in 2015 nonetheless suggests that whatever policy advice was provided to 
government by its public servants was broadly influential. Before I unpack 
this, I will briefly discuss marriage equality. Following more than a decade 
of parliamentary attempts to overturn the Marriage Act, in August 2015, 
then prime minister Tony Abbott declared his government would ‘go into 
the next election with a  commitment to put this to the people’, even 
though his party room had just confirmed that marriage was ‘between 
a man and a woman’ (Parliament of Australia 2015: 8092). Perhaps as 
planned, putting this to the people became a fraught and drawn-out issue 
as government ministers argued about whether it should take the form of 
a referendum or a plebiscite.1 Choosing one or the other was said to be 
politically driven: government ministers closer to the centre preferred the 
relative ease of a plebiscite as the ‘plainly appropriate method’, while those 
further to the right favoured the relative complexities of a referendum as 
‘a much better chance of holding it off ’ because it needed ‘to be carried 
by a majority of states as well as an overall majority’ (Grattan 2015). 
After deposing Abbott just a month later, Malcolm Turnbull promised 
to hold a national plebiscite after the federal election in 2016. Following 

1  A referendum ‘is a vote to change the Constitution, subject to strict rules … Legally a referendum 
to decide the Commonwealth’s power over same-sex marriage is not necessary. The High Court has 
determined that, in the same-sex marriage case, the federal Parliament has the power to legislate with 
respect to same-sex marriage’. A plebiscite ‘is a vote by citizens on any subject of national significance 
but which does not affect the Constitution. Plebiscites are normally advisory and do not compel 
a government to act on the outcome’ (Neilsen 2016).
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Turnbull’s narrow election victory in July 2016, the government began 
the process of arranging a plebiscite. On 14 September 2016, Turnbull 
introduced the Plebiscite (Same-Sex) Marriage Bill 2016 in the House 
of Representatives, where it passed in October 2016. It was defeated 
twice in the Senate, in November 2016 and again on 9 August 2017 
(McKeown 2018). That day, the government directed the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics to conduct a voluntary postal survey, which opened in 
September and closed in November 2017. The results—61.6 per cent in 
favour—were announced on 15 November 2017 and legislation to amend 
the Marriage Act finally passed both houses of parliament on 7 December 
2017 (SSCFPA 2018). 

Marriage equality is now law in Australia. While this represents a national 
success, it is less clear whether this extends to success in policymaking. 
For example, considering the Marriage Act can be changed by a simple act 
of parliament—as, indeed, it was in 2004 by then prime minister John 
Howard to ‘make it absolutely clear that Australia will not recognise same-
sex marriages’ (McKeown 2018)—the protracted way the policy stumbled 
towards eventual implementation could have been avoided. Further, the 
cost of conducting the survey ($80.5 million) (ABS 2018: 56) and, perhaps 
most importantly, the distress caused to the community (Brown 2017; 
Cook 2017; Heydt 2017) had needless impacts. Both policies discussed 
here, however, represent successful implementation of policy change. 

I will now consider the policy advice that supported the government’s 
decision-making. At the outset, it should be clarified that in neither 
case is it known exactly what policy advisers provided to government; 
no related material has been made publicly available. We do know, 
however, what was not contained in policy advice about changes to 
citizenship and marriage equality. To give an adequate description of this 
absence, one needs to go back to 14 October 2016, just 16 days after 
South Australia’s blackout, when Solicitor-General Justin Gleeson SC 
appeared before a Senate committee on legal and constitutional affairs in 
response to an amendment drafted by Attorney-General George Brandis 
that stopped the solicitor-general from advising anyone in government 
without the attorney-general’s approval (Tingle 2016). Until that point, 
the role of the solicitor-general had been to act as the Commonwealth’s 
counsel and to appear on its behalf ‘in most matters in the High Court of 
Australia’ (Attorney-General’s Department n.d.). Although the solicitor-
general furnishes opinions on questions of law ‘referred to him by the 
Attorney-General’ and, as such, functions as the ‘second law officer of 
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the Commonwealth of Australia’, they are also the ‘most independent 
lawyer in Australian Government Service’ (Barratt 2016). In Gleeson’s 
own words, the job involves looking

at a proposed policy and see whether it complies with the 
Constitution and whether it complies with the statute of law. 
If it does not, can it be modified to be brought within the law? 
There are times when any government lawyer, but particularly a 
Solicitor-General, has to give the hard news that it is his or her 
view that a particular policy if turned into legislation would be 
struck down by the High Court. (Senate Legal and Constitutional 
Affairs References Committee 2016a: 4)

Brandis’s direction to amend Gleeson’s legal services was viewed as highly 
contentious, not least by Gleeson himself, who said he regarded it ‘as a 
threat to the independence of the office’ (Senate Legal and Constitutional 
Affairs References Committee 2016a: 6). 

During the 14 October Senate committee proceedings, Gleeson provided 
further information about his exclusion when he described advice he had 
given or had sought to give on matters related to citizenship amendments 
and marriage equality. On citizenship, he noted:

My concern in relation to the citizenship bill was that I had 
provided a lengthy advice in respect to that proposal in 2014, and 
apparently within the department of immigration in the first half 
of 2015 a substantial change was made to that proposal. No-one 
had come back to me for advice, and it was only by accident that 
I learnt that the proposal had been radically changed. The issue 
I was raising was that if I had been asked to advise on legislation, 
proposed legislation, which is then amended there ought to 
be further Solicitor-General advice on the relevant version of 
legislation so that no-one can be misled as to exactly who was 
advising on the document. My concerns with citizenship were that 
I was brought into the process, taken out of the process and then 
brought back into it in unsatisfactory circumstances. (Senate Legal 
and Constitutional Affairs References Committee 2016a: 12)

A key point here is Gleeson’s expert advice underwent significant changes 
within the department—presumably, at the hands of public officials 
working on citizenship policy. Although his expertise bracketed the 
beginning and end of the advisory process, it was not included when 
decisions were being made. This suggests its use was purely symbolic and, 
much like the use of the Australian Energy Market Operator’s statements 



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

208

in my chapter on renewables, lent the department’s advice the hue of 
evidence without incorporating that evidence into the substance of policy 
decisions. Gleeson’s testimony also suggests departmental policy advisers 
knew exactly what the government required and accordingly excluded 
Gleeson’s advice. 

In a 12 November 2015 letter to the attorney-general, which was included 
in Gleeson’s written submission to the Senate hearing, he detailed that

the Bill which was introduced into Parliament some 24 hours 
later reflected new changes that were made without seeking my 
further advice. However, a written statement was later made 
by you to [Shadow Attorney-General] Mark Dreyfus QC, and 
ultimately published as an appendix to the Advisory Report of 
the Parliamentary Joint Committee (Joint Committee), that I had 
advised that ‘there is a good prospect that a majority of the High 
Court would reject a constitutional challenge to the core aspects 
of the draft Bill’ … In this morning’s Sydney Morning Herald, the 
Prime Minister is reported to have made the following statements 
about the current version of the Bill before Parliament:

The Government’s advice is that the [citizenship] laws, if 
challenged in the High Court, would be upheld. But of course, 
advice isn’t always born [sic] out …

[The Bill has] gone through a proper process now, and we are 
confident that it would survive a High Court challenge, but only 
time will tell.

Those statements, in context, are capable of being understood 
as statements about the Solicitor-General having advised on the 
current Bill. If so understood, they are inaccurate. (Senate Legal 
and Constitutional Affairs References Committee 2016b: 19–20) 

In other words, despite Gleeson’s only sporadic input, the government’s 
public statements on the citizenship Bill strongly implied the solicitor-
general’s independent advice validated the current Bill’s constitutionality 
and had even been submitted as evidence to the joint committee 
deliberating its fate. Appearing to draw on independent government 
advisers is thus useful in lending authority to government proposals 
even if advice is sought only rarely or perfunctorily. We saw a similar 
phenomenon in the previous chapter, where political statements gave the 
appearance of intelligence insights without really using the insights that 
had been provided by expert advisers. 
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On marriage equality, Gleeson told the hearing:

My concern in relation to marriage equality was that during the 
second half of last year, when that matter was being considered 
within government, no-one came to me. My concern was very 
much that had that matter proceeded through to legislation, had 
it been under challenge in the High Court, it would be important 
that the primary government lawyer, who was expected to defend 
the legislation in due course in the High Court, had had inadequate 
opportunity to advise on it during the process. (Senate Legal and 
Constitutional Affairs References Committee 2016a: 12)

As a key adviser in each matter, the solicitor-general was either not consulted 
or was consulted only irregularly, with a final decision falsely presented as 
bearing his independent imprimatur despite his frequent absence from 
that process. Further, although his advice was originally sought in the 
citizenship matter, the proposal underwent significant changes ‘within 
the department of immigration’ (Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs 
References Committee 2016b: 12), suggesting departmental policy advisers 
contributed to reshaping the Bill, perhaps to align it more closely with 
the government’s disposition. This suggests departmental advice was not 
rebuffed because it excluded vital (but uncomfortable) evidence. Finally, 
the politically appointed attorney-general’s legal services amendment 
seeking to remove the statutorily appointed solicitor-general’s ability to 
consult with others in government without prior consent suggests the 
independence of advice is deemed subordinate to political will (even while 
that independence can be symbolically useful).

In my chapter on South Australia’s blackout, I explored several weeks in 
the life of Australia’s federal renewable energy policy setting and found 
it characterised by advisers’ excision of unpalatable knowledge. In this 
chapter, I have so far considered two contemporaneous policy ‘wins’ 
and found a related mode of advice-giving prevailed. This similarity 
suggests policy advice and political objectives can align when the former 
is incomplete. While policy advice on the blackout was largely marked 
by departmental policy advisers’ almost instinctive mode of ‘knowing 
what not to know’, the input of the solicitor-general on matters clearly 
linked to his advisory capabilities was simply not sought or sought only 
fleetingly. In other words, to respond to political objectives, these advisers 
either constrained themselves or constrained the input of evidence—the 
solicitor-general’s—destined for political decision-makers. 
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This example also suggests governments can be reasonably sure their 
departmental policy advisers are unlikely to give them difficult written 
advice, while those, such as the solicitor-general and AEMO, who are 
further removed from government, ostensibly more independent and 
filtered by those advisers, are simply not included. In comparing these 
two, one also finds departmental policy advisers utilising once-removed 
expertise—from AEMO and the solicitor-general—as an input that 
symbolised evidence, facilitated the carrying out of their functions as 
purveyors of objective advice and created a buffer by which to minimise 
their direct accountability. In comparing examples of rebuffed and 
unrebuffed advice from within the same time frame, I have found 
a  similar cultural impetus: an ingrained administrative milieu accustomed 
to limiting ‘knowing in some directions’ (Vaughan 1999: 931), which 
excludes either their own or relevant others’ expertise if it is deemed 
politically discomfiting. My findings on rebuffed advice thus appear to 
extend to its unrebuffed counterpart.

This provides several insights into how policy advice escapes being rebuffed 
by its ministerial audiences. One is that potentially disagreeable expertise, 
which is more likely to be given the further away it resides from government, 
needs to be excluded to maintain the clarity of political policy preferences. 
A second is that being called independent is useful in helping governments 
signify objectivity if that type of advice does not put forward complicating 
or contrary views that might dilute or undermine the government’s policy 
objectives. A third is that those objectives can appear to be within the law 
provided they are insulated from truly independent appraisal. A fourth 
is that ambiguity can operate as a safeguard not just against rebuffal, but 
also against other career consequences. To be more specific, being publicly 
unambiguous about the true content of one’s advice can be career-limiting; 
Gleeson, like Clean Energy Finance Corporation CEO Oliver Yates, 
resigned shortly after his Senate appearance, on 24 October 2016.

In the chapter on intelligence about Iraq’s WMD, we encountered a language 
marked by equivocation clothed in the appearance of independence. 
We saw that advice was accepted when it helped governments make their 
case to invade—perhaps most spectacularly illustrated by Colin Powell’s 
5 February 2003 speech to the United Nations in which he grouped experts 
who disagreed with the political argument that the centrifuges were capable 
of enriching uranium with the Iraqi government: ‘Other experts, and the 
Iraqis themselves, argue that they are really to produce the rocket bodies for 
a conventional weapon, a multiple rocket launcher’ (Powell 2003).
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As Hersh reported in 2003, this demonstration of rebuffing unpopular 
expertise was the culmination of lengthy rhetorical battles within the Bush 
administration. To contest and challenge more circumspect assessments 
of Iraq’s capabilities, the Pentagon’s Office of Special Plans (OSP) sourced 
its own intelligence and, as an adviser who had worked with the OSP told 
Hersh, it 

cleaned up against [the] State [Department] and the C.I.A. There’s 
no mystery why they won—because they were more effective in 
making their argument … They out-argued them. It was a fair 
fight. They persuaded the President of the need to make a new 
security policy … The [CIA] was out to disprove linkages between 
Iraq and terrorism. If you’ve ever worked with intelligence data, 
you can see the ingrained views at C.I.A that color the way it sees 
data … [The OSP] put the data under the microscope to reveal 
what the intelligence community can’t see. (Hersh 2003; emphasis 
in original)

The OSP thus presented a dominant discourse that was compelling, 
urgent, all-seeing, powerfully argued and that undermined the intelligence 
community’s doubts. The clarity of the OSP’s intelligence was thus 
essential in representing an evidence base that could justify war.

A somewhat reminiscent dynamic played out in the Australian context, 
where advice provided to the government by officials from the attorney-
general’s and foreign affairs departments on the legality of invading Iraq 
went on to be used in a prime ministerial speech and tabled in parliament 
on 18 March 2003 (Commonwealth of Australia 2003). There have been 
dissenting views about the appropriateness of this advice, not least that 
the government did not pursue the correct channels in seeking advice, 
such as—unsurprisingly—the solicitor-general (see, for instance, Barratt 
2016). These views are reasonable, particularly when one remembers 
that departmental policy advisers have seemed more likely to provide the 
type of advice that further-removed advisers, like the solicitor-general, 
will not. Yet it is also worth looking at the opening paragraph of the 
advice itself, which is starkly different to the cautionary tone of Australia’s 
intelligence assessments:

We have been asked whether, in the current circumstances, any 
deployment of Australian forces to Iraq and subsequent military 
action by those forces would be consistent with Australia’s 
obligations under international law. The short answer is ‘yes’. 
Existing United Nations Security Council resolutions provide 
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authority for the use of force directed towards disarming Iraq of 
weapons of mass destruction and restoring international peace and 
security in the area. This existing authority for the use of force 
would only be negated in current circumstances if the Security 
Council were to pass a resolution that required Member States to 
refrain from the use of force against Iraq. (Quoted in SMH 2003)

Even allowing for the government seeking this advice for only one 
specific purpose, its vigour is in striking contrast to some of the excerpts 
encountered in my case studies. It is interesting to compare it with my 
earlier negative-gearing example, which was similarly requested for a single 
reason. Certainly, Treasury’s advice modelled the opposition’s policy while 
the advice at hand effectively sanctioned the government’s oft-stated 
policy preference. The rhetorical difference between them, however, is 
vast. While the language of Treasury’s piece revealed policy actors who 
seemed studiously unaware of the broader context, the language of Prime 
Minister Howard’s legal advice was direct, persuasive and aware of the 
context in which it was being requested. This advice is also different to 
Gleeson’s in  that it was asked for and tailored precisely to government 
requirements. Knowing it would be accepted gave it the authority to 
be forceful and compelling and that strength, in turn, furnished the 
government with unequivocal information that helped frame the invasion 
as based on not only evidence but also the law, as both true and just. 
Policy and politics were mutually reinforcing.

There are other examples of rebuffed and unrebuffed advice within this 
approximate time frame, some of it straddling both domains. For example, 
the advice provided to the Australian Government regarding kickbacks 
paid by the then Australian Wheat Board to Iraq in the years leading up to 
the invasion is representative of the grey area created by tentative advice. 
Between 2000 and 2001, Australian diplomatic cables reporting potential 
irregularities in the Wheat Board’s transport payments to Iraq seem to 
have been ignored by their administrative and ministerial audiences until 
disaster threatened (in the form of media exposure and the 2005–06 royal 
commission in Australia following the US Volcker Inquiry). When it 
struck, it was claimed some advice had been lost while the remainder was 
cast in a light that enabled the government to interpret it as proof it 
was unaware of the whole matter (see, for instance, Bradford 2006).

The administrative milieu of limiting ‘knowing in some directions’ is 
almost certainly a display of responsiveness to political expectations and 
all my examples are instances of this. Facing a choice between contrary 
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candour and resigning one’s position, on the one hand, and compliance 
and self-preservation on the other, this language and the culture from 
which it emerges exhibit an entirely reasonable preference for the latter. 
Relying on administrators to choose the latter, government ministers 
can be confident their policy advisers will continue to work hard to not 
embarrass them by giving them divergent or unpalatable advice. To fulfil 
expectations of objectivity and impartiality, policy advisers’ language 
will increasingly bear signs of equivocation at best or excision at worst. 
They will operate in a twilight zone, where they go through the motions 
of reasoning in the public interest but their advice is constrained and 
tractable. Viewed in this way, it is really neither here nor there whether 
advice is objective, evidence-based, impartial or candid. 

Triangulation
The above is not to say that objective and comprehensive policy advice does 
not exist, nor that government decisions are never based on such advice. 
Rather, it means my examples overwhelmingly did not demonstrate any 
such scenarios. Nonetheless, this is still an unsettling finding that requires 
further testing. Has my methodology—of utilising written material 
obtained through FOI or review processes—cast the net wide enough? 
Even though it has proved useful and productive because it has given us 
insights into advice constructed in its ‘natural habitat’ (inasmuch as this 
can be said to exist), I have essentially studied the construction of written 
knowledge at arm’s length. Although I attempted to find ethnographic and 
other accounts to provide a thicker understanding of policy environments, 
I have not given policy advisers themselves an opportunity to reflect on 
their practices more directly. 

Certainly, my at times forensic textual analysis enabled significant 
discoveries. Yet, while deep, perhaps my analysis was not broad or 
diverse enough, and thus returned the same or similar results across 
my case studies. If so, other methods should be used to triangulate my 
research. Writing about the interpretative approach as one that ‘does not 
necessarily favour particular methods’ or ‘prescribe a particular toolkit for 
producing data’, Rhodes (2018: 7–8) proposes a ‘menu’ of tools (in his 
case, ‘ethnographic tools’) with which to find ‘other ways of “being there”’ 
to recover meaning from policymaking. As a case in point, Boswell’s work 
on anti-obesity advocacy in the United Kingdom and Australia draws on 
‘over 1000 documents, 25 hours of video footage and 36 semi-structured 
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interviews’ to determine how ‘actors engaged in this policymaking network 
experienced and perceived the process and their role in it’ (Boswell 
2018: 124). Following in their footsteps, I propose briefly switching to 
interviews as part of my toolkit in piecing together the rest of my story 
about the rebuffed.

Unlike close textual analysis, interviews can offer valuable firsthand 
explorations of the ‘activities and role perceptions of civil servants in 
their daily routines’ (Geuijen et al. 2008: 25), in which interviewees can 
produce ‘situated accounts’ about ‘their social reality’ (Alvesson 2003: 17). 
Perhaps such accounts—as fallible as my principal methodology but 
ostensibly adding a more lived context—can show us what was absent in 
the advisory methods of my case studies’ advisers? 

As indicated earlier, policy advisers in Australia can be reluctant to discuss 
their work, particularly if they continue to hold official government 
positions. Speaking even without attribution can lead to speculation or 
discovery and, when the policy environment is as risk averse as my findings 
suggest, this is a reasonable concern, particularly in cases of perceived 
failure. But this becomes less of a concern when discussion centres on past 
policies viewed as successes. As we saw earlier, policy officials in various 
countries are generally more open to discussion with researchers, perhaps 
especially in the Netherlands, where there is ‘a strong willingness to connect 
knowledge and policymaking’ (Van Nispen and Scholten 2015: 2) owing 
to ‘a high density of institutes specialised in policy analysis and a strongly 
institutionalised role of policy analysis in policymaking’ (p. 4). 

To help understand how the social realities of policy advisers might 
bear on how their advice is communicated and received, let us spend 
the remainder of this chapter listening to a handful of officials from 
two jurisdictions reflect on their work. From the Netherlands, three 
policy actors will discuss providing input into policies to address prison 
overcrowding; from Australia, advice on introducing the goods and 
services tax (GST) will be discussed by two officials who were closely 
involved in its implementation. It should be noted that, while the policies 
themselves form part of the overall background for these interviews, the 
way policy actors recount communicating their work to decision-makers 
is of key interest here. Given the greater willingness in Australia to speak 
on the record about past success, both policy samples depict a language of 
the unrebuffed. More broadly, we will see how a small sample of highly 
placed policy actors think about influence. I should add that all five agreed 
to be identified. 
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In May 2019, I spent three weeks in The Hague to talk to officials who 
had been involved in formulating and implementing alternative sanctions 
in the Netherlands throughout the 2000s and much of the 2010s—
that is, they worked on how to address prison overcrowding by keeping 
people out of the prison system altogether or rehabilitating them in 
other settings. While Dutch postwar penal policy has ebbed and flowed 
between tolerance and punitivism (Campbell et al. 2017; Downes and 
van Swaaningen 2007), the Netherlands has been familiar with alternative 
forms of sanctions since the end of World War II. Although the reforms 
to incarceration under consideration here do not necessarily represent an 
unprecedented change to the status quo, they nonetheless occurred in 
a period of ‘exacerbated public fears’ and ‘informal support for punitive 
policy’ (Campbell et al. 2017: 548). My interview questions broadly asked 
how a potentially unpopular reform gained traction and how interviewed 
officials saw their role in the decision-making process. 

My first interviewee, Michèle Blom, previously worked at the Ministry of 
Justice, where she was responsible for the development and implementation 
of prison reforms. When we spoke, she was director-general at the 
Netherlands Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management. Blom 
acknowledged the hurdles to advising on unpopular policies:

[O]f course, it’s not popular to say prisons don’t work; it’s more 
popular that they work, and that people are behind bars for ages. 
So, we had this case as well in the 1990s and 2010s. In the 2000s, 
mainly because of the huge lack of capacity and lack of money. 
And in the 2010s, we again had politicians saying they [offenders] 
should be put behind bars for ages. (Blom 2019)

Her approach to overcoming these obstacles included consistent delivery 
of what she and her colleagues knew: ‘[W]hat we could do, because of all 
the studies, we could put all the figures upfront. We could say these are 
the facts. And, in my second period, we tried to put the topic again on the 
agenda’ (Blom 2019).

But these facts were not simply handed by advisers to their ministers:

What we did was not to start with the politicians here in 
The Hague at the state level, but we started with the politicians on 
the local level. In the Netherlands, the mayor of the city, they are 
responsible for social safety in their communities. And they were 
having a lot of problems with the people coming out of prison 
… At the same time, the state government had decentralised, 
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for example, youth work, which was at the higher level and 
it was decentralised to the local level. The mayors were getting 
responsibility for youth work … and saw that the people they were 
responsible for were the people leaving prison. They suddenly had 
a stake in the prison system.

What we did, when I was director-general, we started a process 
of telling those mayors, those people at the local level, that the 
people they were getting at their desks were receiving their help 
on welfare. We were telling them, actually, you have to deal with 
them, you have to help them. You have to get better agreements 
with us at the state level on people who are getting into the prison 
system. If we start at re-educating or resocialising them in prison, 
when they leave prison, half of the work is done and then you can 
do the rest of the work out of your own responsibility on welfare. 
Just by analysing who would have a stake, we were able to get, 
from the local level, on to the state level again the discussion of 
more money and more capacity not of prisons but of sanctions … 
I wasn’t telling the minister what to do but the mayors were telling 
them they had a problem. They wanted to negotiate with him the 
state policy on prisons. (Blom 2019)

To help steer this multiplayer policy issue into the public arena, Blom 
described the mobilisation of a network of expertise:

My opinion of the civil servant is that he or she has to deliver the 
facts. There are different schemes for how to get to the solution 
but what we did, it wasn’t just us who were giving the facts. It was 
also the mayors who were giving the facts to the minister, the 
people who work in this business, they gave the facts. There was 
actually a huge amount [sic] of stakeholders who were telling the 
same story. Not because we wanted them to tell the same story 
but because we organised it through the same process in which we 
invited all kinds of people and asked: Can you help us define the 
problem? What is the problem? Can you help define solutions as 
well? So, we were merely facilitating the process, then defining, as a 
civil servant, what the facts were. The outcome was the outcome 
of several stakeholders. Not the civil servants. That helped …

[T]he Dutch, they like facts. Maybe not the politicians, but the 
others, they like facts. Over the last years, you see an upcoming 
populism here as well, which we are very worried about because 
populism isn’t based on facts, only on propaganda. So, as civil 
servants, we try to get those facts on the table all the time, again 
and again … [t]hrough these advisory boards, through getting all 
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the stakeholders putting them on the table, by doing it ourselves. 
Actually, getting everybody in the policy arena to give the facts … 
on the table. (Blom 2019)

Blom’s comments show civil servants steering a policy process in 
a  particular way, not exactly as advocacy but rather by identifying 
interested stakeholders who could themselves carry their message, 
amplified by academics and advisory boards. A variety of groups repeating 
a unified message based on agreed facts made it easier for politicians to 
take policy action because it aligned with a group of informed exponents’ 
preferred outcome.

Another perspective comes from Peter Hennephof, previously of the 
Custodial Institutions Agency at the Ministry of Justice, who went 
on to become the general secretary of the City of The Hague. In our 
discussion, he described a situation in which budget cuts had triggered 
a reconsideration of prison overcrowding. One of the solutions proposed 
was the use of anklets. This, however, raised the question of which crimes 
and sentences could be managed with anklets. Like Blom, Hennephof 
took a tactical approach when presenting this issue to his minister:

[W]e made up a list of the crimes and categories and took it to 
the minister. He looked at it and said, oh, no, no, no. No, this is 
politically impossible. But what we did, we had the numbers, but 
we had given him the list without the numbers. So, on our list we 
had a reduction of the number of cells of 1,800. By the time he 
was finished checking the list, he said, good plan, that’s what we’re 
going to do. Yes, but now there are only 324 left. ‘Well, bad plan!’

… [W]hat we did, every time, was to make lists of possible 
scenarios. We started with about 30 or 35 locations. ‘Oh, we 
have to close some’ … But if you say, yes, we have this district 
and, dear minister, you still want a court and a police force and 
a prison in this district? ‘Yes, yes, yes!’ Okay. Well, then, this one 
we can’t close because this is the only one in that district. So, we 
tried to, every time, we reflected on the effect of doing A or B. 
And sometimes we said no … you can’t close the high-security 
prison because it is the only one we have. It is not possible. Unless 
you want the terrorists in the low-security prison. ‘No, no, no!’ 
The most difficult thing for us was, every time, to reflect on the 
political issues which were sometimes important … That was 
difficult, because the motivation of my own people, you have to 
be very keen on what’s happening because, still, it’s a prison with 
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people who want different things, to keep them motivated, and 
on the other side, to confront the politicians with the possibilities 
and the impossibilities and the consequences. (Hennephof 2019)

Hennephof seemed doubtful of the power or efficacy of facts, expressing 
a pragmatic attitude that expected to see real change only when scarce 
resources prompted innovation:

There was a point where we stopped thinking, our imagination 
stopped looking for more possibilities to reduce budgets. I learned 
something very important. In every mentionable book you can 
read, listen to the people who do the work … We decided [to] give 
the governors in the prisons the space to talk with their people … 
Then they started, I call them a student house. Now there are two 
or three blocks who are working on this principle. It reduces the 
number of people to run that block incredibly. Because the block 
itself, the prisoners, are responsible for running it … what you can 
save when you are changing the mindset … these kinds of things, 
more responsibility, that’s why I say, give them the responsibility 
to run their own block. It’s cheaper and more effective than many 
other programs … If you can’t prove that it’s worth it to invest in 
prisons and the whole chain, to rehabilitate people, it’s worth it 
for society, if you can’t prove that, I can understand that public 
opinion or the politicians say I am going to make an issue out of 
this. We have to invest in our prison system, in our rehabilitation. 
Okay, but why? … To be honest, we do measure. But open 
the black box—what happened? I think we are not that good. 
(Hennephof 2019)

This pragmatism and empathy with a sceptical public and political class, 
however, did not replace attempts to be convincing and to effect policy 
action; rather, they complemented them.

Finally, we will hear from an evidence producer. Frans Leeuw, a professor 
of law, public policy and social science research at the University of 
Maastricht, was the director of the International Institute of Justice and 
Security Research (or WODC), which provides much of the scientific basis 
for law-and-order policy for the Ministry of Justice. When I mentioned 
the possibility of silence regarding disagreeable facts, Leeuw pointed out 
he had himself been subject to an investigation that had tried to uncover 
the same thing:
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That is interesting that you say that, also on the basis of the 
investigations that have been taking place since last year by 
several committees, when I was accused in one of the reports—
the weed [marijuana] credit card—of contextualising the results 
… A committee looked into the more than 10,000 studies we 
had done—and published—over the last 15 years. Those were 
exactly my 15 years as director of the institute, and they found 
four studies where at least some people had said maybe something 
has been left out. Now, the point is why are issues left out? That 
point was not, or inadequately, addressed by that report. It can be 
that the program theory was only partially articulated, but it is also 
possible that a researcher is not focused on the specific problem 
and adds, so to say, anything and everything. The opposite is also 
possible: that researchers leave things out without a good, scientific 
reason. This is what happened, according to a second committee 
that looked very precisely into three drugs evaluation reports my 
institute had produced, and which concerned the accusation that 
I had ‘contextualised’ some things. That committee found that my 
involvement in that report had been to bring information back 
into the report, which was collected during the research but was left 
out by the researcher. I called that ‘contextualisation’. According 
to the committee, this enhanced, instead of jeopardised, the 
quality of that evaluation. Moreover, all our reports are published 
on the website free as PDFs, so [they are] available to everybody. 
(Leeuw 2019)

The WODC is thus said to be comprehensive and open about its 
research, making all its reports public and even pushing back in the event 
of political pressure:

Many years ago, there was a situation where the Netherlands 
got a new Cabinet and one of the issues was to have minimum 
penalties. The question was if we could, with our prediction 
models, find out how many people would be in prison and what 
that would cost society … We developed four scenarios and one of 
the senior researchers presented the scenarios in a meeting without 
documents and only a PowerPoint. I remember the then minister 
came up to me saying that he would appreciate to have a letter 
from me that same day saying that scenario X is the ‘best’ scenario. 
I said, ‘I cannot do that as I do not know what best is as we did 
not have the time to do a thorough ex ante evaluation.’ Then he 
mumbled something like that he ‘had no use of this institute’ or 
something similar and walked away. So, indeed … sometimes 
policymakers believe so strong[ly] in their program theory, in their 
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theory of the change, that they can’t accept that things are working 
different[ly]. So, you simply have to say, ‘Sorry, but we have to 
agree to disagree. This is your program, this is not a scientific 
theory, you are developing it as a policymaker or politician.’ And 
we have the evidence after the program is implemented, multi-
method and over the years. (Leeuw 2019)

Despite some of their differences—likely due to their different roles and 
perspectives—each of these speakers shows an understanding of what 
their ministerial audiences can tolerate and pull off in terms of policy 
implementation. Further, each is clear that informed and open problem-
framing, as well as the participation of relevant stakeholders, can have 
a positive bearing on the prospects of a credible policy and political 
response. This, one might propose, is what Harding (1992) had in 
mind when calling for the use of ‘standpoint epistemologies’ to achieve 
‘strong objectivity’.

My Australian interviews contemplate the introduction of a consumption 
tax in 1999. Australia’s GST represents a kind of microcosm of policy 
failure and success, which dominated two elections. The first, in 1993, 
led to the election loss of opposition leader John Hewson, who had 
advocated for a consumption tax, and the re-election of Prime Minister 
Paul Keating, who had campaigned against it. The second, in 1998, 
saw John Howard winning re-election on a platform that included the 
introduction of the GST. Its history also includes some stunning U-turns: 
despite being a passionate proponent of a consumption tax during the 
1980s, Keating triumphantly denounced it in 1993, while Howard, who 
championed it  in 1998, had only three years earlier promised to ‘never 
ever’ introduce it (Megalogenis 2012: 288). Paul McCullough, until 
recently a senior official at the Treasury, worked on implementing the tax 
package that included the GST as part of Treasury’s Tax Taskforce from 
1997. I interviewed him in Canberra on two occasions in early 2019. 
Reflecting on how he and the taskforce worked through the tax package in 
a way that would lead to an agreed position, he singled out understanding 
the ‘detail on the implementation’: 

We probably spent as much, probably more, time on the 
implementation as the design of the thing in the first place. 
That, I think, meant the difference … Because of all our work 
on the implementation … things turned out almost exactly 
as we’d predicted … The benefit of having been seen to have a 
well-managed process, it gave everybody a bit of confidence. 
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No  matter how well [the government had] done in the ’98 
election, if the actual implementation of this thing in 2000 had 
been crap, they wouldn’t have got up in 2001, other political 
issues notwithstanding. It  wouldn’t have mattered what had 
happened with other things if the GST had been implemented 
poorly. I reckon they would have lost in 2001. My thesis is, if it 
had been a bad implementation, nothing would have saved them. 
(McCullough 2019b)

To succeed at implementation, the taskforce’s work was

very much an iterative process … So, whenever [the treasurer] 
asked a question, it was a kind of management of that issue. Look, 
if he’s got a question and we don’t have a convincing answer, that’s 
on us. So, we had to find a way to respond to his questions, by 
the second time round, if we’re going to stick to our guns, and say 
‘yes, this is true’, we had to be able to explain it. Sometimes, the 
questions would make us say, ‘Well, actually, we’re not so strong 
on that, we’ve got to modify that, the language, the expressions, 
the concepts have got to be married to something else’ or whatever. 
By the time you get to the Treasurer, and maybe we do two 
passes with him on each particular issue, we were pretty robust. 
(McCullough 2019b)

‘We ended up,’ McCullough (2019a) observed, ‘with them truly 
understanding, rather than us trying to manipulate them.’ McCullough 
also described another policy process, the Review of Self-Assessment, 
or ROSA, which is reminiscent of Blom’s outreach:

In 2003–04, when it came to the Review of Self-Assessment, 
because it was so much to do with complaints from stakeholders 
… from people involved in the industry, the clear message was ‘go 
out and involve them, make sure that they were happy with the 
answers’—doesn’t matter what the answers are objectively, they’ve 
got to be good answers and answers that these people want. So, it 
was one of the first times Treasury started consulting. We did some 
wonderful things, we held kind of town forums, we went out to, 
I remember going to Wollongong and somewhere in regional 
Victoria, maybe somewhere in South Australia as well, where we 
invited a random sample of tax agents. We got 50 or 100 turning 
up, we gave a little spiel about what we were on about, what the 
government wanted to do and that we wanted to genuinely get 
their advice and their suggestions. We had a list of things for them 
to comment on … the success of ROSA—and it was regarded 
a success at the time—was just fundamentally about the change 



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

222

around the method of engagement, issuing a draft report and 
getting people to comment on the draft. That hadn’t been done 
before, not since the old days of green papers and white papers. 
But for the 10 or 15 years in between, people had just gone straight 
to the white paper and it looked like government had … [a] fait 
accompli. (McCullough 2019a)

Implementation and engagement were crucial to success, McCullough 
commented, and the difference between successful and unsuccessful 
processes

depends on whether you’re prepared to listen. Only hearing and not 
saying … collaboration is a concept that I think is tremendously 
important. If we are collaborating, I’ve got to accept that even 
if your views are different from mine, I can’t just make a call … 
That’s the difference between good reports and bad reports. I think 
[A New Tax System, which included the GST] and ROSA, and 
a few of the other ones that might have been successful, genuinely 
say: here are these two conflicting views, and none of them can 
be successful without excluding the other. But here is a way of 
coming up with … not a compromise, but a creative alternative 
that gives the best of both of these and the best of both of those. 
That, by the way, both of these interested parties say goes a long 
way to meeting a lot of their problems. (McCullough 2019a)

McCullough said he observed these kinds of strategies towards compromise 
or ‘creative alternatives’ less frequently now. Yet, even despite examples 
of effective policy processes, he seemed ultimately doubtful of policy 
advisers’ influence. Asked whether policy advisers should ever pitch ideas 
to governments, McCullough responded:

I would have thought so … I don’t know whether we’re stopp[ed] 
from pitching ideas, it’s the influence with which we pitch … 
I don’t think we’ve ever really had it. I don’t think we really ever 
had a clarity of ideas. We sort of got by asserting generalisations 
… sometimes we haven’t really understood the direction properly, 
sometimes we’ve argued amongst ourselves, but we’ve never 
effectively convinced them to go in a particular direction. That’s 
the challenge that we’re coming up to now … I think the way you 
convince people is you bring the argument down to the practical 
level. You solve the implementation problems, you solve the 
communication problems … if we are incapable of explaining it 
to the politicians in ways they can understand, well, no wonder 
everybody gets it wrong. (McCullough 2019b)
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Even without influence, however, it still seemed possible to contribute to 
policy success in cases where the government had a clear policy direction:

Distilled to its essence … the government had a particular intent 
[on tax reforms]. It was embodied in the collective choices of 
the Treasurer and the Prime Minister. Treasury’s role was as the 
voice of experience, saying, ‘Hey, you can do this’ or ‘Hey, you 
should modify that’. We used an active design process that took 
the gaps between those two things and tried to—that was the 
whole goal—try and get something we could both live with. 
If we could get that sort of process again, we could do anything 
… It does rely on the powerful element—the voice of intent, 
typically—agreeing to play. If they don’t want to play, if they 
don’t want to go through that design process, then, no, you can’t. 
That’s the only way you can ever do it, I think. If they just want 
to make their own choices—‘you give us advice and we’ll decide 
how to use it’—that’s … a valid enough thing, they’re the elected 
people, but it’s a completely different process to the design process 
that actually has ‘this is the goal I want to achieve, now let us 
work through, together, the best way for us to achieve that goal’. 
(McCullough 2019a)

While it was possible to simply be implementers of government preferences, 
it seems McCullough’s philosophy was that a partnership between public 
servants and the government would make for truly effective policy 
outcomes. Intriguingly, here, as in the advice that provided the Australian 
Government’s legal basis for invading Iraq in 2003, policy and politics 
can be viewed as mutually reinforcing. Unlike the Iraq example, however, 
which presented as a single requested piece of advice, McCullough’s 
example displays an ongoing affiliation between policy and politics.

This sense of success through partnership is echoed by Ken Henry, who 
was secretary of the Treasury between 2001 and 2011. I interviewed 
Henry  twice in Canberra in late 2017. Henry, who headed the Tax 
Taskforce, reflected that helping the government introduce the GST was

probably the best policy process I’d ever been involved in … There 
have been more … exciting policy projects I’ve been involved in, but 
less satisfying in the sense of an appropriate partnering—I think 
partnership is the right word, an appropriate partnering—of the 
technical expertise and the policy messaging. Policy messaging is 
obviously principally the job of the politicians; it is their job to 
take ownership of the policy messaging; it is their policy, after all. 
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But it’s not something that public service advisers should … well, 
I guess they can divorce themselves from it, but I don’t think they 
should divorce themselves from it. (Henry 2017b)

Yet, he questioned whether it was still possible to partner in this way 
to ‘deliver genuinely world’s-best policy’, not because policy advisers no 
longer had the capacity, but because

there’s no political appetite … It’s easy enough to understand why 
the politicians might be nervous about doing really challenging 
things, obviously, but there was a time in the 1980s and 1990s 
when politicians felt that they had no choice. John Howard did not 
announce this extraordinary review of Australia’s taxation system 
because he thought it’d be a nice, fun thing to do. He genuinely 
thought he had no option. (Henry 2017b)

When asked whether there was a role for the APS to stimulate politicians 
to do challenging things, Henry observed:

It has to be the case that the public service cannot discharge its 
obligation to the executive government without having a very 
clear view itself on what might promote the welfare of the citizens. 
I took the view that it wasn’t enough as a policy adviser or as a 
policy-advising department like the Treasury—it wasn’t enough to 
have a view on what enhances the welfare of the citizens and then 
to develop policy proposals that you thought would do so and 
then to present them to the government and then leave it to the 
government. My view was if you did all of that, and the government 
still said ‘not interested’, then you should accept that you failed … 
That means you cannot take any comfort in the fact of providing 
outstanding technical advice that goes nowhere, well, that goes to 
government and then doesn’t go anywhere; that doesn’t translate 
into change, into something which does improve the lives of 
people, the wellbeing of the Australian people; then you’ve got to 
take some responsibility for that. Now, what does it imply about 
how you should do your job—well, I think it does mean you’ve 
got to be capable of preparing policy advice in a manner which is 
sufficiently compelling to motivate government action. I think it 
does mean that. The really tricky thing for a policy person is that, 
because you’re part of the executive government, it’s difficult for 
you to go out publicly and agitate. Public agitation always runs the 
risk of embarrassing the government—that’s obviously inimical. 
That cannot possibly help you in achieving your mission. But it’s 
also possible, I still think it is possible, for senior public servants 
anyway, to play a role—a public role—talking directly to the 
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public in a way which actually makes it easier for government to 
accept your advice, your policy advice, on ways to improve the 
wellbeing of the Australian people. (Henry 2017c)

Henry here goes further than Blom in setting out a public role for senior 
public servants, where public dialogue of some sort complements the 
production of persuasive policy advice. It is the responsibility of public 
servants, Henry seems to be saying, to communicate their expertise 
broadly. One way of making that possible, he argued, was to

motivate either a public call for action or even just a preparedness 
on the part of the public to hear from government about particular 
initiatives, to deal with those emerging challenges. It  might be 
something the government is not necessarily interested in, but … 
if there’s growing public interest in the issues then government 
may be interested … I am convinced that the Hawke government 
and Keating government—they might not see it this way—but 
I reckon they were assisted mightily by the fact that a generation 
of mainly academics had agitated for very broad, sweeping reforms 
before they were elected to government. Some senior public 
servants, too, had contributed to the public debate in a way that 
ultimately proved helpful to the Hawke/Keating reforms. And 
also to Howard … when he decided that he was going to embrace 
a  GST reform, in 1997, having ruled it out in the election 
campaign in 1996, he could not have done that, he could not have 
seen that as being a sensible thing to do politically, had it not been 
for decades of agitation from academics and from some leading 
public servants who had set up the case publicly. That ultimately 
proved helpful. Anyway, the optimistic side of me thinks that 
there is still a role for the public service to play … Maybe we need 
some institutional arrangements, I don’t know, some tinkering 
or maybe even major changes to the arrangements. I don’t think 
it’s an inappropriate role for a public service to play because it 
is a role which I consider to be helpful to executive government 
even if it may not always be helpful to the government of the day. 
(Henry 2017c)

Henry’s final words here remind us of Mulgan’s (2008) thoughts on 
democratic integrity—that is, of a public service reasoning not on behalf 
of a transient political context but more durably and in the public 
interest. More broadly, there are some compelling similarities among these 
interviews, despite their differences in social, cultural and political contexts. 
One theme that emerged strongly is that of advisers encouraging others to 
be stakeholders and then facilitating their being heard (Blom, McCullough 
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and Henry), thus making it politically possible for potentially unpopular 
policy change to occur. This strategy was also apparent in Chapter 2 when 
I briefly discussed tax reform in New Zealand. Constructing a public 
case for governments was evident not just in relationship-building, but 
also through policy–political partnerships (Blom, Henry, McCullough); 
understanding political limitations (Leeuw, Henry); openness to other 
ways of doing business (Hennephof, McCullough); comprehensiveness 
through multiplayer problem definition and fact negotiation (Blom, 
Leeuw, McCullough); the ability to vouch for the ‘facts’ to enable political 
players to understand and own the issues (Blom, Leeuw, McCullough); 
making those issues practical (Hennephof, McCullough); and tenacity 
and consistency (all of them). Based on their statements, it is easy to 
imagine each of my interviewees engaging comfortably with some of the 
hallmarks of a professional civil service, which, according to Paul du Gay, 
include ‘the possession of enough skill, status and independence to offer 
frank and fearless advice about the formulation and implementation of 
distinctive public purposes and to try to achieve purposes impartially, 
responsibly and with energy if not enthusiasm’ (2000: 146).

Indeed, they all indicated an openness to adaptation, a culture of curiosity 
and comfort with uncertainty, which Luetjens and ’t Hart (2019: 28) 
named as the characteristics of successful policy advisers in their submission 
to Australia’s most recent public service review. It is interesting to note the 
Netherlands and Australia here seemed far more alike than they did in my 
renewable energy case study.

Comparing these interviews with my rebuffed examples may seem like 
comparing apples with oranges. For example, interviews are substantially 
different accounts to FOI-released emails, the former being retrospective 
and potentially subjective while the latter were organisationally 
dependent and formulated in real time. Further, the case studies were 
part of ongoing policy processes while the interviews detailed policy 
reform outcomes. But I did not set out to achieve a neat comparison 
between two methodologies. Instead, I sought to cast my net wider to see 
whether something was missing from my findings that constrained policy 
advice appears to be common across both rebuffed and unrebuffed tropes, 
while robust, comprehensive advice seems rare. Giving policy advisers an 
opportunity to reflect on their practices revealed what was missing from 
my case studies: the ability to adapt and reason in the public interest, 
even in tricky circumstances. My interviews showed this to be the case 
in a contemporary setting in the Netherlands, as well as in Australia in 
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the late 1990s. Although this clearly broadens and enriches my original 
findings, it does not stretch them out of shape. Indeed, it gives them 
greater emphasis in the sense that it is difficult to imagine the themes 
and behaviours observed in my policy advisers’ firsthand reflections were 
present in my case studies. 

We have now observed policy advisers who argue robustly in the public 
interest, and those who do not—the latter perhaps due to the absence of 
what McCullough called a political voice of intent. How and whether 
civil services should work in the public interest are as contested as the 
meaning of the phrase itself (Mulgan 2000a, 2000b; Raman et al. 2018). 
Yet, the public interest has been the underlying concern of this book as 
it sought to interrogate whether the language of policy advisers enables 
unfounded or arbitrary political manoeuvres. It will guide my conclusion 
as this discussion draws to a close.
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