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Conclusion

I have critically analysed three case studies drawn from different streams of 
knowledge production across the Australian Public Service: the economy, 
energy and the environment, and national security. Each was chosen due to 
its originally confidential nature but eventual public availability by means 
of two FOI requests and a parliamentary review process. Viewing the 
written advice associated with these case studies through my framework 
made it possible to examine, as closely as publicly possible, the ways in 
which the written communications of policy advisers were overlooked 
or reinterpreted by their government audiences. I then unravelled the 
specific features of how those policy communications came to be rebuffed 
with the help of that framework, which is reproduced here both for ease 
of reference and to identify how it enabled my conclusions. 

Table 6.1 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 is the advice conceived of, 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?
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Focus Question

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?

The framework essentially grouped questions into three layers: words 
(which encompassed time, context, framing and response), institution 
(which included expectations, culture and the construction of policy 
expertise) and world (which considered how the requirement for objectivity 
influenced the construction of evidence, including internationally and 
against unrebuffed counterparts). By carefully locating how and when 
advice was constructed, the first grouping revealed a language that visibly 
avoided the political context even while being almost entirely propelled 
by it. My analysis of the organisational conditions under which advisers 
construct their expertise in the second grouping uncovered their struggle 
with uncertainty to produce advice that could represent responsiveness 
and evidence. By panning out to take in how objectivity is assembled when 
it rubs up against official interpretations of reality, the third grouping 
showed advisers providing expert validation for governments’ preferred 
world view. Viewed separately, each grouping identified some key, largely 
hidden dimensions of official advice. Viewed as a whole, my framework 
uncovered the entrenched ways in which policy advisers stand in the way 
of facilitating public accountability. 

This hindrance expressed itself in three broad types of articulating advice 
that seemed designed to fit almost any interpretation, each giving its 
ultimate communicator/s much rhetorical leverage: 

1. Advice focused extensively on one strand of inquiry while sidestepping 
the wider context, making it possible for the government to claim, 
at various moments, that advice was both contrary to and consistent 
with its position. 

2. Advice expunged complexity, thereby giving the appearance of 
certainty and solid evidence, enabling the government to maintain 
the threat of renewables to energy security.



231

6. CONCLUSION

3. Advice routinely raised the presence of inconclusiveness, leaving it 
unusable as evidence while handing the government its rationale for 
invading Iraq.

Each of these three types struggled to accommodate its legislated 
obligations to be objective and frank while also being responsive to the 
government of the day. This book, through its framework, witnessed the 
emergence of a policy rhetoric that appeared as a contorted language of 
myopic expertise, which, at least superficially, ensured the concurrence of 
objectivity and responsiveness. The first type, observed in Treasury’s advice 
on negative gearing, addressed the treasurer’s question but bypassed crucial 
context. The second (advice about South Australia’s blackout) frequently 
responded with status updates but little else. The third (intelligence 
assessments on Iraq’s WMD) weakened its impact by responding with 
an ‘excess of objectivity’ (Sarewitz 2004: 388), enabling the influence of 
those with a simpler, more conclusive story to tell. While they appear 
to have been constructed in ways that adhered to their obligations, this 
may be precisely why each type also proved problematic as means with 
which to account for political decisions. This left policy advice incapable 
of serving as a tool to govern democracy.

A brief review of my case studies will extract their key moves. 
My  introductory case study on negative-gearing advice by Australia’s 
Treasury was used to construct a three-tier framework comprising text, 
micro-context and macro-context, each of which revealed an aspect of 
the language of the rebuffed. By closely analysing the text of Treasury’s 
briefing and emails, one saw how text connected to timing, context, 
framing and even self-perception. Featuring a policy-advising frame 
of ‘pure information’ that seemed to exist in a temporal vacuum, this 
policy advice allowed detail to dominate context, making it easy to invite 
multiple interpretations and doubts. Even when a further FOI request 
in 2018 revealed Treasury attempting greater clarity in some follow-
up advice, the government was able to argue that its position was not 
inconsistent with Treasury’s advice.1 As we know, the way experts frame 
issues can shape perceptions of their credibility (Lachapelle et al. 2014), 
but the framing by Treasury experts here made it possible for government 
ministers to undermine Treasury’s credibility while resurrecting it when 
needed. Even while some argued that Treasury’s advice contradicted the 

1  At the time, the acting treasurer noted that Treasury’s advice ‘confirms what we have been saying 
all along’ (Karp 2018a).
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government (Conifer and McKinnon 2019), the subsequently released 
FOI text revealed Treasury accommodating the government’s position by 
helpfully suggesting its advice had not been ‘inconsistent with what the 
Government has been saying’ (see The Treasury 2019a).

The micro-context focused on the institutional effects on advisers’ 
language. Here, one could observe a culture potentially overly reliant 
on its reputation. Treasury argued against making public its briefings on 
negative gearing for two years, claiming disclosure would prejudice its 
ability ‘to provide candid and confidential advice to ministers’. When 
made public, the briefings revealed very little of its legislated requirement 
to be frank, nor did they display any degree of the forthrightness the 
APS frequently claims will be forgone with uncompromising FOI laws. 
The  macro-context linked to trust in objectivity and evidence, both 
in Australia and internationally. As suggested earlier, an important 
characteristic of credibility is being seen to be objective (Porter 1995). 
Becoming credible by means of objectivity can require ‘strategies of 
impersonality’ (Porter 1995: 229). While those strategies can be used 
within civil services as a protective measure to defend against criticism, 
they also exert an inhibiting influence on how policy advisers articulate and 
argue. In the case of negative gearing, advising in this way was unmasked 
as inadequate; it was easy to rebuff and reinterpret advice when it became 
politically necessary. When objectivity is no longer enough to be credible 
and convincing, authority is increasingly attributed to those who convey 
judgement, practice and experience (Jasanoff 2005). Treasury conveyed 
none of these, maintaining its singular gaze on technicalities instead of 
providing a clear account of its knowledge so that policy rationales could 
be meaningfully appraised by interested others. 

Chapter 3 chronicled FOI-released advice by the departments of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet and Environment and Energy following 
South Australia’s statewide blackout. To accommodate government 
rhetoric about renewable energy as the cause of the blackout, policy 
advice was careful not to contradict that rhetoric by excluding anything 
that might have challenged the government’s narrative. This was achieved 
largely by issuing frequent factual updates, which gave the advice 
the appearance of being objective and responsive—as well as a variety 
of other behaviours, such as advisers’ anticipatory compliance, their 
transactionality as vendors of rudimentary information, ambiguity, one-
dimensionality and unknowingness. I also offered some insights into FOI 
itself and how officials often react to it. Others have discussed FOI as 
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allowing those in authority to engage in ‘feigned ignorance’ (McGoey 
2007: 217) to fly under the radar, and this can undoubtedly be the case. 
But communicating ignorance is a more pervasive institutional response 
that cannot be explained solely by way of FOI, because not knowing can 
hold broader political capital, which offers both a ‘reprieve from having 
to answer for the consequences of one’s knowledge’ and ‘protection from 
blame’ (McGoey 2007: 230). This means ignorance can act to counter 
the challenge of being held accountable for unfortunate outcomes (Best 
2012) and serve as a social glue for maintaining working relationships 
between officials and ministers. Yet, when not knowing or not advising 
becomes an institutional, cultural response, it is also part of bureaucratic 
identity and can lead to acceptance or standardisation of failure. 

Feigned ignorance has additional downsides. By excising facts about 
relevant matters, policy advice appeared consistent with government 
rhetoric and implied that rhetoric was supported by policy evidence. 
Although politically convenient, by abandoning candid argument in 
favour of myopia, advisers in this case study effectively undermined the 
independence of their expertise. This realisation led me to speculate how 
such behaviours, frequently driven by the requirement for responsiveness, 
can impede the conditions for accountability in a democracy. It is 
understood that ‘the completely neutral bureaucracy is a myth rather 
than an empirical reality’ and ‘all democracies have to balance demands 
for both neutral expertise and political responsiveness’ (Hustedt and 
Salomonsen 2014: 746). It is also understood that ‘the policies that 
can produce the greatest amount of political support are often not the 
policies that are most beneficial to citizens’ (Holcombe 2016: 9). Yet, 
being responsive goes beyond acting in accordance with the wishes of 
one’s political masters. It is also about telling governments what they need 
to know if they want to meet their chosen objectives, which is a duty 
that serves the public interest: it cuts across responsiveness and stems 
from independent considerations of democratic integrity (Mulgan 2008). 
The deliberate silence and ambiguity observed in this case study did not 
simply avoid criticism or preserve relevance; they overlooked the legislated 
obligation to help governments deliver on their promised commitments 
and compromised the public’s ability to hold government to account. 

My third case study considered Australian intelligence assessments of Iraq’s 
WMD between 2002 and 2003. The assessments by ONA and DIO were 
split between responsiveness and objectivity, respectively. For its part, 
DIO repeatedly acknowledged gaps in evidence and the related lack of 
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consensus generated by those gaps, signifying a more concerted attempt 
to be comprehensive than any of the other organisations examined in this 
book. Prime Minister John Howard used this element of doubt to dismiss 
arguments that absolute proof was needed, thus effectively borrowing the 
inconclusiveness emanating from DIO’s assessments as his strategy for 
action. We have seen acknowledgement of doubt, such as DIO’s, utilised 
in other types of expert advice like science and economics, and that this 
language is easy for political actors to disrupt. ONA’s assessments, on 
the other hand, gradually aligned with the dominant political discourse. 
Despite ONA’s responsiveness and DIO’s objectivity, neither was used by 
the government and both went on to eventually shoulder the blame for 
Iraq’s nonexistent WMD. 

Even while reviews of intelligence in Australia have been cognisant of 
the difficulty of being both connected to political decision-making and 
sufficiently detached from it, and understand that it cannot always be 
accurate, expectations of intelligence still assume it can provide ‘hard 
evidence about the often harsh realities of how the world works’ (PM&C 
2017a: 32). Yet, what my examination revealed was a culture mostly 
characterised by a reticence to exercise judgement and an eagerness to be 
responsive; an acceptance of its own world view as an undisputed marker 
of reality; indistinctiveness in ‘the analytical and interpretative processes’ 
(Eriksson 2016: 204); and, given its practice of executive filtering, an 
ingrained administrative milieu accustomed to limiting knowing in some 
directions (Vaughan 1999) similar to the previous case study. Despite or 
perhaps because at least parts of this culture were liable to soft politicisation 
(Rovner 2013), it was easily scapegoated for failure (Flood 2004; Chilcot 
2016). Each of these alone, not to mention in combination, made it 
possible for political actors to credibly blame knowledge producers for 
failure. Indeed, advice became the backbone for the construal of failure. 
That is, even though subsequent review processes across each of the major 
players’ jurisdictions made a show of holding their various governments 
to account, it was the language of advisers that ultimately bore the brunt 
of political failure. Certainly, some of that language may not have been as 
judicious as it could have been, particularly in the UK and US contexts. 
But in Australia’s case, the language of intelligence advice made it possible 
for Howard to remain untouched by accountability mechanisms in the 
sense that he could truthfully claim to have been aware of all the evidence, 
whether certain or uncertain, and that he reflected those views publicly. 
With the implication that he followed intelligence in good faith, this gave 
his own claims of intelligence failure a canny ring of truth. 
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My penultimate chapter examined what appeared to be unrebuffed policy 
advice: amendments to Australian citizenship, marriage equality and the 
legal basis for military action in Iraq. Drawn from similar time frames to 
my case studies, these examples were examined to gauge whether their 
ostensibly successful outcomes could be attributed to a less-conflicted 
policy language and whether that looked different to the language of the 
rebuffed. Only the legal advice on invading Iraq could be said to have 
spoken that language, albeit with strong qualifications. That is, requested 
by and tailored precisely to the government, this advice could be forcefully 
argued because its drafters knew it would be accepted. In this circumstance, 
it seemed possible to argue frankly and fearlessly—perhaps because there 
was nothing to fear. Examples on citizenship and marriage equality were 
shown to feature characteristics related to my rebuffed examples in that 
each involved elements of constraint: policy advisers either constrained 
themselves or constrained the input of evidence destined for political 
decision-makers. Even when observing ‘unrebuffed’ types of advice-
giving, this book was unable to find frankly argued advice that resisted 
accommodating political circumstances. This seemed to indicate that 
we had discovered a practice of avoiding making difficult judgements, 
making it difficult for citizens to trace and scrutinise policy rationales. 

Although this confirmed my hypothesis that some policy advice is 
constructed in ways that render meaning malleable, enable arbitrary or 
unfounded political manoeuvres and thus obfuscate public accountability, 
it was still an alarming discovery. I therefore tested my findings by switching 
methodology. I speculated whether examining language and culture at 
arm’s length—even while performed in almost forensic detail—may have 
held some limitations. To that end, I turned to interviews as providing 
a potentially more grounded appreciation of the social realities of advice-
giving. We heard from two long-serving Australian policy officials about 
the introduction of a consumption tax and three Dutch policy officials, 
who discussed reforms to address prison overcrowding. There were some 
compelling similarities across these interviews, despite their small number 
and different contexts. These included advisers encouraging stakeholder 
participation, which helped facilitate politically uncomfortable policy 
change; a partnership between policy and politics; appreciation for 
political limitations; adaptability; and negotiated problem-solving by way 
of openness. All my interviewees, we might say, worked with the grain 
(Palmer et al. 2019). I also found my interviewees displayed many of the 
traits usually associated with successful policy advisers, such as ‘status and 
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independence’ (du Gay 2000: 146), as well as ‘space for doubt, [comfort] 
with uncertainty, well aware of limitations, and [seeking] errors and 
failures as data points rather than as sources of professional embarrassment 
and political risk’ (Luetjens and ’t Hart 2019: 28).

By hearing from just a handful of policy advisers, one was able to see 
a contrast with the constrained, almost timid communications of my case 
studies. This contrast thickened our understanding of policy advisers. 
Ultimately, however, we simply saw a gulf between empowered policy 
actors who use their judgement in the public interest and those who 
avoid it. Much in the same way as evaluation forms ‘a legitimizing part of 
bureaucratic life’ when it becomes captured and loses its ‘“instrumental 
function” of informing decisions and speaking truth to power’ (Raimondo 
and Leeuw 2021: 145), the language of the rebuffed is not without 
advantage. All three of my main case studies indicated that advisers had 
assembled a way of reasoning that could both look truthful and be suited 
to whatever decision the government chose to adopt. This is different 
to Palmer et al.’s (2019) notion of working with the grain in the sense 
that, although it may look like a hybridisation of advice and politics on 
the surface, it is actually a withdrawal from actively engaging with either. 
In a counterfactual world where these three reasoned more strongly in the 
public interest, Treasury could have provided a more usable, contextually 
aware policy basis for the government to formulate a sustainable argument 
on negative gearing; advice on renewables could have more frequently 
articulated its awareness of inconclusive evidence and helped the 
government adapt to new information as it came to hand; and intelligence 
assessments could have explained the process by which their knowledge 
is constructed to qualify what their uncertainty meant. Even while these 
sorts of approaches may have made advice more robust and inclusive, 
it may still have been rebuffed; yet it would also have made it substantially 
easier for interested citizens to assess political actors’ policy rationales. 

It could be argued that the types of rebuffed policy language encountered 
in this book are essentially coping mechanisms for policy advisers in 
highly complex environments. Although pragmatic, coping in this way 
disregards the needs of those who wish to engage in the political decision-
making process and follow the input that influences and guides those 
decisions. My introduction argued that this mode of operating renders 
meaning malleable and leaves political actors free to reinterpret the 
offerings of their policy advisers, contributing to the erosion of trust in 
democracy because any advice can thus conceivably give governments the 
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rationale on which to make any decision. This malleability also effectively 
means there is no record properly available for scrutiny and, thus, no 
accountability for tracing how political decisions are made. Writing in 
the context of releasing government records, Goldfarb argues: ‘If the 
public cannot scrutinize government policies by checking public records, 
democratic society is endangered’ (2009: 57). The same is true of public 
records that camouflage or evade meaning. 

Illustrated by three types, this book contends that the language of policy 
advice effectively excludes interested publics from gaining accurate 
impressions of the basis on which their elected representatives make 
decisions on their behalf and whether those decisions have been subject to 
robust reasoning in the public interest. Invoking the public interest is all 
very well; it alludes to a higher ground and suggests that serving it must be 
morally good. Surely this is what civil servants are working towards? But 
can it really be claimed that civil servants, such as those in the APS, are 
directly working in and for the public interest? There are two broad views 
on this in the Australian context.

One view proposes that ‘the primary duty’ of career public servants ‘is 
to be true to their professional conscience as “statesmen in disguise”’ by 
following a ‘professional agenda of what they hold to be in the public 
interest’ (Uhr 1999: 100). Here, public servants themselves interpret what 
is in the public interest. The other view sees that duty as being ‘responsive 
to requests for assistance from the government of the day’ by only providing 
‘advice that fits within the framework of the government’s questioning’ 
(Uhr 1999: 100). Although the latter may still include public servants’ 
interpretation of the public interest, it can only guide their actions up 
to a certain point. That is, although ‘public servants do have a role as 
guardians of the public interest in protecting constitutional processes’, 
they have ‘no right to impede or challenge a government decision’ (Mulgan 
2000b: 3). In the absence of ‘explicit direction’, such as exactly how a 
policy is to be achieved, a public servant ‘will have to trust his or her own 
judgment about what the public interest demands’, which can take the 
form of ‘“frank and fearless” advice’. However, such advice should only 
be given ‘within the context of the government to reach its own goals and 
objectives’, which precludes the ‘right of the public servant to insist on 
his or her own view of the public interest’ (Mulgan 2000a: 11). As such, 
there can potentially be two types of public interest: that of the public 
servant as a guardian whose responsibility is to what they deem to be in 
the public interest, and that of the public servant serving the government’s 



HOW GOVERNMENT EXPERTS SELF-SABOTAGE

238

construal of the public interest. My case studies leaned towards the latter 
and, as such, it seems severe to hold them responsible for inhibiting the 
public interest. But when public servants contribute to the inability of the 
governed to ‘evaluate the knowledge claims that justify actions taken on 
[their] behalf ’ (Jasanoff 2006: 21), they stray dangerously close to serving 
only the interests of the government.

Locating the public interest—what it is and precisely whom it serves—is 
not easy. For instance, as Raman et al. show, when calling on the public to 
support scientific research, political discourse often tends to link science 
with the public interest, characterising it in terms of ‘technological 
solutions to economic, health and environmental challenges’ (2018: 232). 
This presumes a widely shared conception of scientific research as a public 
benefit. Yet, members of the public with divergent positions, such as those 
who engage in ‘public protests against topics such as genetically modified 
(GM) crop trials or animal experiments’ (Raman et al. 2018: 230), 
appeal and lay claim to the public interest as well. With more than one 
conception of it, it is harder for governments to maintain they are acting 
in the public interest. However, those with a different conception can 
periodically shift and renegotiate what is in the public interest (Raman 
et al. 2018: 230) when they insert themselves into wider debate: public 
support for scientific research can only be said to have been achieved 
when the public has had its say and been heard (p. 235). It is public 
engagement, in other words, that determines the public interest (Raman 
et al. 2018: 237). Under this reasoning, the public interest is only fully 
realised when the public itself is involved, not just the government or its 
civil service. 

Most of the time, of course, this is not how public policy is made nor is it 
necessarily always practical. Indeed, the public’s engagement is presumed 
through their participation in the election process. And, as Mulgan 
concludes, ‘democratic principle dictates that elected politicians should 
generally have the right to decide the particular balance to be given to 
the various elements constituting the public interest’ (2000a: 11). The 
overall impression is one of successive governments ascertaining what is 
in the public interest, and of their civil service policy advisers helping 
them work towards each government’s conception of the public interest 
as their primary goal. When I claim that the language of the rebuffed 
does not serve the public interest, I am not disputing this arrangement. 
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Serving governments’ constructions of the public interest is proper 
conduct for officials. Indeed, it is one of the most democratic functions 
of policy advisers. 

The way in which officials carry out their advisory function here in Australia, 
however, neglects the public’s ability to assess policy decisions made on 
its behalf. Further, serving successive governments’ interpretation of the 
public interest does not preclude, nor should it stop, public policy officials 
from arguing and reasoning with a longer view towards accommodating 
the public’s potential engagement with policy directions and decisions. 
This is not the same as impeding or challenging a government decision 
(Mulgan 2000b: 3). Rather, it facilitates a strengthening of such decisions 
in the sense that publics seeing and understanding policy rationales 
can enhance how effective those rationales are in their implementation 
or, alternatively, how they might usefully be shifted and renegotiated 
to become more effective. Policy advice thus argued is surely a key 
component in facilitating control of the government by the governed 
(Gruber 1987: 1).

In exactly this vein, Dewey has argued that ‘discussion and publicity’ 
can bring about ‘some clarification’ of what our common interests are 
(1946: 207). In Dewey’s estimation, the public interest can be identified 
and developed by way of democratic discussion and deliberation, which 
include crafting policy advice in a way that does not hinder or obscure 
public assessment. There will be those who consider Dewey a somewhat 
outmoded preceptor for the issues outlined in this book. After all, 
why apply yesterday’s solutions to tomorrow’s problems? But with the 
seemingly inexorable executive concentration of governmental power and 
its concomitant squeezing out of public participation, one could do worse 
than look to Dewey as a proxy for supporting greater public assessment 
and, thus, accountability. When the public is not able to engage in 
‘discussion and publicity’, he continues, there is ‘no way of telling how 
apt for judgment and social policies the existing intelligence of the masses 
may be’ (Dewey 1946: 209). Dewey instructs that what is needed in 
bringing about such meaningful deliberation is

the improvement of the methods and conditions of debate, 
discussion and persuasion. That is the problem of the public. 
We have asserted that this improvement depends essentially upon 
freeing and perfecting the processes of inquiry and of dissemination 
of their conclusions. Inquiry, indeed, is a work which devolves 
upon experts. But their expertness is not shown in framing and 
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executing policies, but in discovering and making known the facts 
upon which the former depend. They are technical experts in the 
sense that scientific investigators and artists manifest expertise. 
It is not necessary that the many should have the knowledge and 
skill to carry on the needed investigations; what is required is that 
they have the ability to judge of the bearing the knowledge [sic] 
supplied by others upon common concerns. (1946: 208–9)

In this view, it is not enough simply to enact policies with rationales 
that are ostensibly based on malleable advice. What is needed is for 
policy advisers to clearly articulate relevant material so the public can 
track whether and how political decisions were made based on relevant 
knowledge. To fail to articulate policy expertise in this way is to deny the 
public the opportunity to judge whether their interests have been served. 
This was the inherent failure of my case studies.

Following Dewey, we can therefore posit that one key way of making 
democratic deliberation possible is making policy advice assessable by, and 
accountable to, the public. In turn, the public’s ability to judge whether 
government decisions are in the public interest is at least partly facilitated 
by way of policy advisers’ clear and comprehensive articulation of relevant 
material and argument. If it is difficult for the public to do so, the public 
interest cannot be established. But, more than this, Dewey also proposes 
that it is this type of exchange that creates a public. When he refers to 
the public and its problems, he singles out ‘its most urgent problem: to 
find and identify itself ’ (Dewey 1946: 216). One way of bringing about 
this discovery is to become ‘an articulate democratic public’ (Dewey 
1946: 217), which can only be generated by ‘systematic and continuous 
inquiry’ (p. 218) into ‘the knowledge supplied by others upon common 
concerns’ (p. 209), such as the facts on which policies depend (p. 208). 
Based on this view, I suggest that facilitating the public’s ability to judge 
and assess policy rationales is not simply in the public interest; it is the 
public interest, because only in being able to scrutinise can the public 
build a  picture of what is in its interest. The language of the rebuffed 
prevents this from happening. 

I wrote these words almost at the same time as the final report of the 
government’s latest review into the APS, as well as its response to the 
review’s recommendations, were released. Refreshingly, the review 
recognised that major change was needed: 
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The APS is at a watershed. It is not broken but it faces a set of 
current issues and future challenges that make transformation 
essential. This report provides a strong, evidence-driven set of 
recommendations to guide short-term change and long-term 
reform. And, through extensive consultation and engagement, 
the review has been part of an important conversation across and 
outside the service about ensuring that an enduring institution 
of Australia’s democracy is fit for purpose. There is a mandate for 
change. (PM&C 2019c: 31)

Armed with an arsenal of 755 public submissions and 814 online 
comments (PM&C 2019b), these highly aspirational words are backed 
by 40 recommendations, including three related to a cluster of work 
labelled ‘deep expertise, stronger advice’ (PM&C 2019c: 220). While 
not absolutely aligned, the focus of this cluster chimes with much of 
what this book has observed. For instance, in highlighting the benefits of 
performance evaluation, the review raises the importance of accounting 
for how organisations arrive at their knowledge and finds that publishing 
evaluation findings can embed greater transparency and rigour (PM&C 
2019c: 221). ‘The greater transparency of performance that will flow from 
a new approach to evaluation,’ the review suggests, ‘must be welcomed, 
not disparaged, by all affected parties’ (PM&C 2019c: 222). Making 
such assessments of performance widely available, anticipates a former 
secretary quoted in the review, will enhance ‘people’s trust in government’ 
(PM&C 2019c: 222). 

The review also finds that ‘senior APS leaders continue to be risk averse 
and reluctant to find new ways of working’, which ‘reflects a culture 
that rejects experimentation, innovation and learning from successes 
and failures’ (PM&C 2019c: 224), singling out a departmental reflex 
to ‘pre-empt or divert criticism’ (p. 225). Again, to embed change that 
counters these behaviours, the review proposes greater transparency—
this time, through wider dissemination of evidence bases: ‘Research is 
of interest and value to the APS and governments, as well as the broader 
public. Publishing research, and public debate on it, strengthens the 
quality of work’ (PM&C 2019c: 225).

This resonates strongly not only with the work practices and mindsets 
encountered in this book, but also with my adaptation of Dewey’s thoughts 
on democratic deliberation. Such candidness is likely to generate anxiety 
among governments and bureaucracies more commonly accustomed to 
caution. To that end, the review puts forward a possible handling strategy:
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The panel recognises that, at times, the publication of research 
can be sensitive, and proposes that Secretaries Board [sic] agrees 
protocols with the minister responsible for the public service on 
timely publication of research, after an appropriate period for the 
Government’s consideration. This must preserve the independence 
of the research itself. (PM&C 2019c: 225)

Finally, to rise to the challenges of a world that ‘has become more 
interconnected, diverse, and complex in the face of advances in 
technology, and societal and geopolitical shifts’, where ‘the connections 
between Australia’s social, economic and security interests are becoming 
more entwined’, the review urges the APS to get better at providing 
robust advice that ‘frames challenges, identifies ways to manage risks 
broadly, and balances these interests to provide truly integrated advice to 
ministers’ (PM&C 2019c: 227). ‘Given the entrenched ways of working 
within the APS’, the review concludes, ‘a structural solution is needed to 
stimulate a change in culture’ (PM&C 2019c: 228). Readers may recall 
the more timid words of the review’s interim report, partly reproduced in 
my introduction. Here, in the review’s final recommendations, one finds 
a greater depth of self-analysis and appreciation for the limitations that 
can give rise to weak, ineffective advice. Even though, as the review notes, 
it is the eighteenth of its kind in just a decade (PM&C 2019c: 16), there 
is cause for optimism that a way can be found for the language of policy 
advice to become stronger: through transparency, a relative increase of 
independence, less risk aversion, as well as attention to multiple viewpoints 
and the public interest. 

The then government’s somewhat equivocal response to these 
recommendations, however, did not seem as promising. For instance, 
while its endorsement of ‘appropriate publication of completed 
evaluations’ (Australian Government 2019: 22) seemed auspicious, it 
rejected ‘publication of research’ and ‘does not consider it necessary’ to 
pursue mechanisms to bring about more robust advice through cultural 
change (p. 23). When one considers that the release of the review and the 
government’s response to it were preceded by the then prime minister 
terminating the employment of five departmental secretaries and his 
announcement that good policy advice was simply the implementation 
of government instructions (Morrison 2019), it is difficult to foresee—
even with a change of government—a cultural change that embraces risk, 
greater independence, multiple viewpoints or, indeed, the public interest 
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as vital ingredients in the formulation of policy advice. Further, lacking 
official backing for evaluation is likely to maintain a status quo in which 
rebuffable language continues to be helpful to political actors.

I have revealed three types of ineffective rebuffed policy language. There 
may be many more. But if these past exemplars—spanning more than 
a decade in which the APS served both sides of government—are any 
indication, one may reasonably expect similar responses in the future. 
What, then, might the future hold? According to Dewey, there are two 
options. The first is oligarchy: ‘No government by experts in which the 
masses do not have the chance to inform the experts as to their needs 
can be anything but an oligarchy managed in the interests of the few’ 
(Dewey 1946: 208).

This option resonates with the timidly enabling advice on renewable 
energy, with its seeming disinclination for frankness.

The second is a situation where silence or withheld views and opinions—
by either the public or advisers—are reduced to soliloquy: ‘Ideas which 
are not communicated, shared, and reborn in expression are but soliloquy, 
and soliloquy is but broken and imperfect thought’ (Dewey 1946: 218).

DIO’s delicate neutrality in some ways resembled such soliloquy. 
But Dewey also sees a third option, where it is possible for policy advisers 
to maintain a line of sight towards the public, even in the environments 
this book has described: ‘The enlightenment [of the public] must proceed 
in ways which force the administrative specialists to take account of [its] 
needs’ (Dewey 1946: 208).

Advice destined for government decision-making processes must be 
forthright, complete and comprehensive. This should not exclude a focus 
on political relevance (Palmer et al. 2019), nor should it preclude embracing 
the notion of a strong objectivity that reaches outside the experience of 
the institutions (Harding 1992) producing that advice. Those institutions 
could also show greater awareness of their communicative milieu by 
understanding the effects their advice produces. Advice thus constructed 
would provide its ministerial audience with constructive information 
and constitute an important form of public account. This would not 
entail sacrificing its responsiveness to the needs of democratically elected 
governments, nor does it mean ignoring what governments determine 
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to be in the public interest. But with press freedom, whistleblower 
protections and the public’s right to know seemingly all up for grabs in 
Australia, such advice could become the public’s only relevant impartial 
point of reference. As such, its responsiveness to governments must also 
encompass the needs and enlightenment of the public. 
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