Chapter 3. Individual performance
management and assessment and
‘assumption cultures’
While addressing the National Press Club in 2006 about claims that public
servants had been politicised, Peter Shergold did not dispute the nature of their
behaviour, only the reasoning behind it:
Public servants, it is suggested, now willingly do what governments
require of them because they are politicised. In fact they do it because
they remain steadfastly apolitical. They would do it for any government.1
The question is whether this is the good news or the bad news. For those who
question whether public servants may be ‘so concerned to serve the government
of the day … that the urge to serve overpower[s] the need to be critical,’2 the
argument that they would do the same for any government on any day is hardly
reassuring. It suggests that ‘willingness to perform’ is the default position of
public servants regardless of what is asked of them.
Individual performance management, performance assessment and performance
pay were eminent in the suite of private sector strategies introduced following
RCAGA and subsequent public sector reviews as a means of fusing efficiency
and responsiveness. The Management Advisory Committee urged the historical
inevitability of these developments in its Performance Management in the
Australian Public Service with the hindsight of 2001:
Through the 1980s a wave of reform in public administration engaged
the APS with trends in management thinking, including from the private
sector. Significant among these trends was an increasing focus on
managing by outcomes and accountability of agencies for improving
management and performance. This coincided with a renewed interest
in performance management.3
In order to ensure that efficiency gains were diligently pursued, management
for improved agency performance was to be reinforced by a second focus on
managing individual performance. Between 1992 and 1996 the Labor Government
oversaw a highly standardised and centralised approach to performance-based
pay, which was limited to the senior executive service and senior officers.
Arrangements for merit pay under the Coalition Government elected in 1996
were introduced in conjunction with the first round of agency agreement making
conducted under the Workplace Relations Act 1996. These provided for greater
experimentation with performance management and compensation processes at
the agency level, and included all APS employees.4 This focus on individual
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performance was to be linked to agency performance by identifying individual
performance goals with specified organisational performance outputs and
outcomes endorsed by the minister. By the time of Dr Shergold’s comment above,
most public servants had been advised that their organisation either had or was
growing a performance culture, and nearly all agencies had individual
performance agreement and assessment systems to help hone the individual and
collective willingness of their staff to focus on achieving results agreed with
government.5
Nevertheless, while performance management itself has been critical to public
sector reform, and while individual performance management, assessment and
pay followed from it, experience suggests that the latter has not been successful.
As will be seen, public servants who have improved their productivity do not
rate it at all highly as a factor contributing to that improvement.6 A 2004 Audit
Report into its operation found that ‘that staff do not see the performance
management system as a valid tool to gauge their own performance.’7 Rates of
dissatisfaction with underperformance remain high despite performance
management and assessment systems: only 11 per cent of staff responding to the
ANAO’s audit survey considered that under-performance was effectively
managed in their agency; nearly 70 per cent considered that this was not the
case.8 More importantly, its impact on the agency culture is questionable: the
ANAO reported employees’ perceptions of ‘a substantial gap between the rhetoric
and the reality’9 in agency systems. The State of the Service Employee Surveys,
as will be seen, raise issues about the impact of performance assessment and pay
regimes on a culture in which employees are able to work together effectively.
Most importantly, they also raise questions about their contribution to a culture
that upholds the APS Values. In 2005–06, only 37 per cent of staff agreed that,
in their experience, the performance pay system in their agency contributed to
a workplace culture that upholds the APS Values—and this was the highest
percentage ever found by the Employee Survey.10

Individual performance management and assessment in
theory
Section 10(1)(k) of the Public Service Act includes a focus on ‘achieving results
and managing performance’ among the APS Values. This is one of the
NPM-inspired values. Its purpose is to ensure that, to the extent that this is not
already the case, public servants lift their eyes above purely process issues and
in so doing find ways of increasing their capacity to deliver on the government’s
policy objectives. Increases in efficiency and effectiveness are anticipated as a
result of operating in a more flexible and less rules-based environment, and as
a result of the encouragement to think creatively about changes that might be
made to processes in order to deliver agreed outputs more quickly or more
comprehensively. Public servants are to set less store by the means and greater
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store by the ends. In so doing, agencies are to bear in mind the broader ethical
framework established by other APS Values in which they are to operate, and
to strike what the then Auditor-General called the ‘appropriate balance between
conformance and performance.’11
It is important to the overall functioning of the service that when public servants
lift their eyes above process issues they see how their work fits into the objectives
of the organisation as a whole. In the course of preparing its 2001 guidance on
Performance Management in the Australian Public Service, the Management
Advisory Committee had undertaken interviews with a number of private sector
executives ‘(mostly CEOs)’ about their experience with and reflections on
performance management. These interviews reinforced its own views, firstly,
that private sector CEOs often faced ‘the same challenges that their public sector
peers face’, and secondly, that these challenges included the means of establishing
‘a clear “line of sight” between the business plans and corporate strategies and
staff performance contracts’.12 For both private and public sector performance
management to work, it was felt that performance management plans should be
seen to ‘cascade down’ from organisational to individual goals in order to
establish the link between managing for results and managing individual
performance. Experience in the private sector also suggested that individual
performance management and assessment would increase efficiency and
effectiveness in two ways: firstly, by giving individual public servants a sense
of how their work fit in with the whole and, secondly, by giving managers the
carrot of performance pay and the stick of under-performance proceedings.13

Individual performance management and assessment in
practice
Inevitably, performance management through individual performance agreements
and assessment became a bureaucratic process. The Minister for Industrial
Relations, Peter Reith, had made it clear that the broad role of performance
agreements would be to ‘strengthen the commitment to achieving the outcomes
set by government,’ and specified that they were to be mandatory, but not
prescriptive.14 Agencies were permitted to develop their own systems, but
these had to operate within both the Public Service Commissioner’s Directions
and the Policy Parameters for Agreement-making published by what became the
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR).15 The Public
Service Commissioner’s Directions (Chapter 2.12) require agencies to put in place
a fair and open performance management and assessment system that covers all
employees; guides salary movement; is linked to organisational and business
goals and the maintenance of the APS Values; and provides employees with a
clear statement of performance expectations and an opportunity to comment on
those expectations. Furthermore, this is to be done in a way that is consistent
with ‘the APS Value about achieving results and managing performance’. The
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DEWR Policy Parameters required that salary advancement be guided by
performance, and should only occur where an employee’s performance had been
assessed as effective or better.16
Linking dollars to performance required the establishment of a rating scale that
enabled employees to be graded—usually from 1–4 or 1–5—with each number
corresponding to fixed verbal descriptors along the lines of ‘unsatisfactory’,
‘satisfactory’, ‘fully competent’, ‘exceeds expectations’, and ‘outstanding’. Once
ratings had been introduced a number of agencies found it desirable to record
and adjust their distribution across a normal curve in order to address concerns
that those subject to ‘hard markers’ would be treated fairly vis à vis those subject
to ‘easy markers’. Ratings distributions in their turn highlighted the need in
some agencies for a system of review and moderation to change ratings where
necessary. ‘Because of lack of trust and acceptance and concerns about the rating
and moderation processes being used’,17 the Management Advisory Committee
recognised the further need for a system of appeals.
The insertion of performance assessment and pay mechanisms into performance
management processes affected the relationship between employee and employer.
This is considered at greater length in chapter 5, where the psychological contract
between employer and employee is discussed in the context of workplace
relations. In brief, so far as the carrot element of individual performance
management was concerned, the traditional system for rewarding Commonwealth
public servants for superior performance lay within a comprehensive system of
promotion through the classification system. From the perspective of the
individual employee, performance assessment and pay mechanisms meant that
what had been a long-term relationship in which employee commitment was
exchanged for skills development and career progression—usually over a number
of years—was refocused as a short-term, annualised relationship, in which certain
behaviours and outputs were to be evaluated, converted into a single number,
and exchanged for additional remuneration (‘a “tit for tat” mentality’).18 The
expectations of the parties and the nature of the underlying relationship were
changed as a consequence. Of course individual performance management did
not depend on the introduction of performance pay, but the discipline of
performance pay did affect the nature of performance management, as the
Secretary of the Department of Defence, who supported one but not the other,
pointed out:
In general terms, the purpose of pay is to provide fair recompense for
work done, and to recruit and retain people. Schemes involving
performance bonuses, tying people's pay to individual performance and
increasing the proportion of 'pay at risk' are in place or being introduced
elsewhere in the public sector. I do not support these sorts of schemes.
I believe that 'performance appraisals' linked to pay can lead to distorted
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results and raise issues of equity, ratings moderation and forced
distributions. I see little evidence of positive effects on motivation or
organisational performance. Rather, I believe that performance pay is
divisive and undermines relationships between staff. My approach with
civilians in Defence is based on building performance through feedback
and a developmental focus without scores and ratings.19
So far as the system of performance pay was concerned, individuals’ judgement
of their own conduct, and of the public’s interest in their conduct, was secondary
to the formal judgement of their supervisors translated into a single summary
rating. Where those individuals were on individual workplace agreements
(AWAs), ‘a greater proportion of pay [was] generally based on performance and
therefore at risk’.20 Around 95 per cent of formal performance feedback was
delivered from direct supervisors21 —a trail that led directly back through a
Senior Executive Service almost wholly on AWAs to agency heads who were
themselves subject to performance assessment by ministers and termination at
any time. Reflecting on the implications of these arrangements for the behaviour
of secretaries, Andrew Podger has noted that:
My experience as both assessee and adviser to the assessor is that a single
measure of performance translated into a bonus will inevitably focus
primarily on responsiveness to the government, and be coloured by
immediate, media-fuelled issues at the expense of possibly more important
factors such as building organisational capacity and developing and
implementing reforms of longer term public interest.22
It lay with secretaries and their senior managers to ensure that if there was an
excessive or improper focus by ministers on the services they were to receive
from public servants, this was not passed down the line through senior managers
to staff. Surveys have established a direct correlation between the confidence
of public servants in senior managers and their confidence in their own ability
to balance the legislated values of responsiveness, apolitical professionalism,
and impartiality.23 That is at least in part because these senior managers were
the people who would determine whether, in their daily conduct, the individual
public servants next down the line had been sufficiently responsive to ministers
or efficient in managing for results. Some senior managers may have protected
their staff; some certainly did not, or did not do so effectively. In 2005, just over
half of the respondents to the State of the Service Employee Survey (51 per cent)
said that their senior managers led by example in ethical behaviour.24 In 2006,
the number was 55 per cent.25 These figures are the average across both ‘happy’
and ‘unhappy’ agencies, meaning that, in a number of agencies, more than half
of all employees surveyed may not have felt that they experienced ethical
leadership from senior managers.
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As these systems of individual performance assessment and pay were being
bedded down, other measures of responsiveness began to be directly included
in the agency’s measures of its own performance. In addition to instituting
internal peer review, a number of secretaries also invited Ministers and their
advisers to rate briefs that had been prepared for them by public servants.26
Ratings scales were similar to those developed for performance assessment and
pay systems (i.e. a 1–4 or 1–5 scale). By 2004–5, 44 per cent of the 59 agencies
providing regular services and advice to ministers reported having a formal
rating system to collect ministerial feedback; 22 per cent reported having had
a formal requirement that oral feedback be collected from ministers; 27 per cent
had a formal requirement that oral feedback be collected from ministerial staff.
The 2004–05 State of the Service Report indicates that, of the 26 agencies that
used some sort of formal ratings system to seek formal ministerial feedback, the
criteria most likely to be in use were ‘quality of material’ (used by 88 per cent
of agencies) and ‘timeliness’ (used by 81 per cent).27 Agencies then ‘use[d]
ratings provided against briefs from their minister’s offices to provide an
indication of policy-advice performance.’28
According to the 2004–05 State of the Service Report, most agencies providing
regular services to ministers also included target measures of the level and quality
of those services in their portfolio budget statements and then reported against
them in their annual reports. Examples drawn from agency annual reports in
2002–03 and cited in Supporting Ministers include:
•

•

•

•

Department of Transport and Regional Services: 98 per cent
satisfaction with briefing and Ministerial correspondence relating to
outcome 1, and 96 per cent for outcome 2;
Department of Education, Science and Training: at least 96 per cent
of policy advice rated satisfactory or higher on three criteria:
presentation, timeliness and quality;
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry: ‘the Ministers
and Parliamentary Secretary, and their staff, have expressed formally
and informally to the Department’s Executive their satisfaction with
the quality and timeliness of policy advice and programme
administration’; and
Department of Finance and Administration: 98 per cent of Budget
advice, Ministerial and briefing documents that were rated were
rated satisfactory or above.29

Other agencies disaggregated the data for internal reporting purposes. In every
case, it is clear that once formal systems were in place for collecting such data,
agencies had a capacity to attribute poor performance to identifiable
organisational units where managers would be able to make the connection to
returned briefs prepared by individuals within the unit. Briefs prepared by
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public servants were ‘graded’ by the minister or the minister’s adviser with
feedback provided to officers on the quality of the brief and their briefing
performance generally. Some managers ensured the rating system for ministerial
briefs became an indicator in their own performance plans.30 Everyone
concerned would then be on notice that services to ministers would be scrutinised
in individual performance assessment processes.
Both the Public Service Commissioner and the Australian National Audit Office
have, in the course of their evaluation work, identified formal ministerial ratings
systems as an ‘essential element of any strategy to improve service,’31 useful
for honing quality in terms of analytical rigour and accuracy, timeliness,
relevance and usefulness, as well as responsiveness to set policy directions.
Nevertheless, there are risks in the system to APS policy advising and
implementation at an operational level. If even in the case of departmental
secretaries ‘it was evident that the criterion concerning responsiveness to the
government dominated in the final assessment’32 of overall individual
performance, how could that assumption not surface further down the line?
And if it does, will those further down the line pursue responsiveness to the
point where it ‘permit[s] partisan decisions or decisions that are not impartial’?33
Indeed, to some extent public servants are intended to say what ministers are
believed to want to hear, if only on the assumption that ministers want advice
that is ‘responsive to the directions set by government and committed to the
effective delivery of policy positions taken by government’.34 From one
perspective this is perfectly sensible. The government is the executive of the
day and public servants should not waste ministers’ time and invite poor ratings
with advice that is not government policy or percieved to be more closely aligned
with the policies of the Opposition. On the contrary, public servants should
school themselves to provide advice that is framed within policy positions already
taken by government, and within the language it prefers to use to characterise
those positions.
Take the case of the change of government in 1996. When the Howard
Government came to power, the public service knew that the new government
would not want briefs couched in the language used by the former Keating
Government, which the new Prime Minister, John Howard, had identified,
repeatedly, as ‘political correctness’.35 It was understood that the new
government did not want to hear political correctness in any form, including
anything that related to uneven playing fields with particular reference to the
‘few interest groups’ that had, in the Prime Minister’s view, diminished ‘the
power of one mainstream’.36 Indeed, the Howard Government wished to restore
the use of ‘relevant’ descriptors that had been displaced by the politically correct
discourse of the Labor Party, which had been characterised as ‘the noisy,
self-interested clamour of powerful vested interests with scant regard for the
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national interest’.37 The Labor Party had, generally speaking, believed the
reverse, and its preferred discourse reflected that fact.
From the perspective of the public service, what was clear was that the dominant
advisory paradigm had changed; the kinds of things that could be said and the
way they could be said had also changed. When, for example, briefings
considered the interactions of the parties when establishing terms and conditions
of employment, the Government expected the words ‘bargaining’ and
‘negotiation’—which assumed an ‘adversarial’ relationship and a role for
unions—would be replaced with the term ‘agreement making’, which smoothed
over any little differences between the interests of the parties and reinforced
the direct relation between employer and employee. In fact, the language of
policy and the policy options necessarily ‘made sense’ of each other. Stewart
argues that the use of such exclusive language ‘eliminates alternatives even
before they are considered … by forcing policy discourse into a particular frame,
which privileges some values over others, and forces participants to ‘speak the
same language’.38 This is arguably consistent with the Westminster system,
which presumes that the policy alternatives and mandates have already been
established through the election.
It is also consistent with the Westminster system for ministerial advisers to
advise public servants on what to put into briefs. ‘It is true,’ Dr Shergold advised
in 2004, ‘that the development of policy advice will be informed and improved
by ongoing discussions with political advisers: on occasions they will have a
keener sense of the range of issues that need to be addressed.’39 Not only do
they have a keen sense of the range of issues that need to be addressed, they
also have a keen sense of what the minister may want to hear and/or what they
themselves may want the minister to hear. And although advisers are not entitled
to instruct public servants as to what policy positions should go into briefs, they
can make it uncomfortable for those who do not treat their advice as if it were
instruction. Formal ratings systems give advisers the capacity to punish and
reward public servants, either directly on the minister’s behalf or by advising
the minister about the rating deserved by the advice provided. In more extreme
cases, such ratings may disguise and reinforce bullying or discrimination by
advisers. This is not meant to occur, but that does not mean that it does not.40
It is also important to understand that these interactions are ongoing: public
servants can expect to have their policy advice ‘improved by ongoing discussions
with political advisers’ time and again, over a period of years. In addition, since
much advising work is broken up by subject-matter areas, particular advisers
will work repeatedly or continuously with the same public servants (in ways
that can over time naturalise party political positions as objective best policy).
The same sorts of ongoing relations are also established between public servants.
Policy advising involves more than advising government; it also involves
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collaboration with other people engaged in the same line of work. Under such
circumstances, pressure to behave improperly can be gradually ratcheted up.
The Public Service Commissioner has offered a number of examples of how this
occurs:
What do you do when another public servant is so gung ho about what
they perceive to be the Government’s interests and policies that they
suggest that you might do something that is quite inappropriate? How
do you handle a situation where a colleague goes beyond their apolitical
role and doesn’t provide Ministers with the advice that they should?
What do you do when others are behaving in a way that is inappropriate
because they perceive that to be Government policy, even although it
isn’t?41
What do you do when those who are doing this are your managers and are
responsible for the assessment of your performance? Supporting Ministers,
Upholding the Values proposes strategies for public servants who find themselves
at the wrong end of inappropriate requests from ministers and their advisers,
but that advice tends to assume that managers are not themselves part of the
problem. Responses to State of the Service Employee Surveys noted above suggest
that such is not always the case.42 This is not to argue that policy advising in
the public service as a whole has been forcibly politicised, just that the system
itself does not, in its operation, support a balance between managing for results
and managing for apolitical professionalism, while public servants are
nevertheless required to find one.
Like their policy-advising colleagues, public servants administering programs
and delivering services may also experience ‘challenges’ in handling briefing
on the administration of particular grants and the management of particular
appointments processes:
What do you do when a ministerial staffer is screaming at you down the
phone to recommend a particular project, or when they are adamant that
you should recommend funding a project because the Minister ‘really
wants’ to fund it? How do you manage yourself in situations where a
staffer insists that the name of someone in particular should be on the
list of possibilities for appointment to a board or should be the preferred
tenderer in a procurement process? What do you do when they tell you
what your advice to the Minister should be and what your advice
shouldn’t include? And what about being asked to include political
material in a departmental submission to a Parliamentary inquiry?43
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Characteristically, the advice provided to public servants in response to these
questions goes to the quality of individual decision making, rather than to the
decision-making framework. The challenges outlined by the Commissioner,
however, tend to arise at relatively senior executive levels in agencies whose
main work is not policy advising. For the vast majority of public servants
exercising regulatory responsibilities or administering programs, responsiveness
is not directly linked to interactions with Parliamentarians—especially once the
Government put in place a network of Local Liaison Officers to ‘provide faster
and more coordinated support for Senators and MPs when constituents raise
issues with them concerning any DHS [Department of Human Services] agency’.44
Instead, responsiveness is built in through formal performance agreements which
establish ‘a clear line of sight’ between the individual public servant and the
agency’s goals, as agreed with the portfolio minister, and the payment of
employees according to pre-established indicators of efficiency and effectiveness
for their contribution to delivering on those goals.

Following the line of sight
There have always been three critical issues to be addressed in establishing
working performance agreement, assessment and pay systems for public servants
undertaking day-to-day activities associated with regulatory programs or service
delivery. The first is identifying useful performance indicators. The second is
applying those indicators in ways that encourage rather than discourage
flexibility and initiative. The third and more fundamental problem is establishing
a ‘clear line of sight’ between the government’s goals, the agency’s goals, the
line area’s goals and the individual’s personal performance agreement and
indicators. As Figure 2 suggests, these are meant to cascade, with ‘a focus on
managing performance to meet the Government’s required outcomes’.45
Maintaining a clear line of sight to ‘government’s required outcomes’ as agreed
between the secretary and the minister should in fact have the effect of clarifying
those ministerial policy goals that should concern public servants and those
political goals that should fall outside individual performance criteria (always
assuming the ministers in question are among those who can ‘distinguish between
their own political aspirations and the duties of a Secretary’46 ). Staff were to be
assisted in making these distinctions by corporate planning and governance
statements (set to the side in the Figure 2 but meant to help shape the flow)
articulating the APS Values and behaviours desired of them in meeting their
performance requirements. Take two such statements from agencies responsible
for driving performance as the system was evolving: the Departments of Finance
in 2001–02 and Employment and Workplace Relations in 2002–03. (New Finance
Valued Behaviours, it should be noted, were announced on 1 July 2003 some
time after a change of Departmental Secretary following the 2001 election. The
New Finance Valued Behaviours (Figure 3) were said in the annual report of that
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year to ‘more closely align Finance values with APS values’. The fact that the
APS Values changed following the departure of the secretary—who then moved
on to DEWR—is an indication of the importance an agency’s senior management
can have in the conduct of performance management as plans cascade down to
agency employees.)
Figure 2

Figure 3

Vision and values (Finance)
Finance is a forward-looking department that aims for continuous
improvement. We are committed to being agile in our approach, open
to new learning experiences and willing and prepared to accept
challenges. Our vision and our work are underpinned by the Australian
Public Service (APS) values contained in the Public Service Act 1999, and
our four core organisational values:
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•

•

•
•

our Ministers are our customers – they are always our first priority
and we aim to exceed their expectations in the services that we
provide;
performance driven – we are motivated by a desire to excel; we
aim to be the best in our field of providing advice and services to
Ministers;
responsive, adaptable and open to change – we are prepared to
innovate, create and challenge the status quo;
absolute integrity and the highest ethical standards – we are
open and honest in our dealings with one another. We do not cut
corners on ethics nor do we compromise our integrity.47

DEPARTMENTAL VALUES (DEWR)

The department is committed to building a high performing organisation
and places importance on:
•
•

our Ministers as key customers
serving our key clients on behalf of our Ministers:
• job seekers
• Indigenous communities
• employers and employees
• high standards of performance and accountability
• effective people management
• learning
• striving to make a difference.

The department's key behaviours stem directly from these values:
Responsiveness
Ethics and integrity
Service to Ministers and clients
Professionalism
Enthusiasm
Creativity
Teamwork.48
Even setting aside elements of ‘advertising-speak’ in the Finance vision statement,
it is certainly made clear that, as the Management Advisory Committee advised,
‘ministers are the key client’.49 Whatever public servants do, it is in the service
of the minister-as-client or minister-as-customer—a metaphor that does little to
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clarify the special relationship between the administrative and political arms of
government that is part of the Westminster tradition.50 Ethics and integrity
appear to have a role in the conduct of public servants, certainly, but their
particular application to ministerial relations is not evident from the
documentation provided, apart from what can be inferred from the allusion to
the Public Service Act. The overall ‘takeaway message’ from early corporate
guidance of this sort was ambiguous at best, and could prove more likely to
encourage than discourage a very broad view of client responsiveness,
particularly when supported by individual performance agreements incorporating
key performance indicators requiring officers to ‘meet their minister’s
requirements’.
For public servants involved in delivering programs, then, particularly those
working outside Canberra (the majority of all public servants), the line of sight
was more likely to be directly to those outcome statements directly relevant to
their program than to the minister’s direct requirements. This also applies to
many public servants exercising regulatory oversight, where decision making
can involve the exercise of a discretion, as the Public Service Commissioner has
argued:
The exercise of regulatory authority has to balance the burdens regulation
imposes (taxation, censorship, the denial of liberty, opportunity costs)
and the policy outcome sought, and it has to do this within the broader
framework of our national institutions. It is one thing to give officials
the authority to make decisions that affect peoples’ lives—in Centrelink,
ATO and DIMIA, to name a few—but those officials also have to
understand the nature of their authority: the broad legislative and
constitutional framework from which it derives, its limits, the scope of
any discretion and how to exercise it.51
Agency outcome statements advise on the ‘policy outcome sought’ through
program administration or through any discretion to be exercised by the
regulatory decision-maker. Take, for example, the outcome statements of DMIA
for the period 2001–02. Outcome 1 is specified as ‘Contributing to Australia's
society and its economic advancement through the lawful and orderly entry and
stay of people’ and output component 1.2.2 (Protection Visas (Onshore)) is ‘To
ensure that Australia efficiently and effectively fulfils its international obligation
not to return, directly or indirectly, refugees to their place of persecution’.52
Now take the Prime Minister’s broad vision of the same function, also in 2001:
Well, Kerri-Anne, our position, my position is very simply that we and
we alone will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances in
which they come. That is a fundamental and absolute right of any
Government … But it is certainly terrorists against the rest and we’re
certainly very strongly of that view and naturally we will continue to
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strongly assert our right as a sovereign nation to protect our borders and
to decide who comes to this country. That is what is at stake, it’s not our
tolerance or our openness, we will decide who comes, we won’t be
required by others to accept them irrespective of their entitlement.53
In the political space between the Prime Minister’s statement—which set the
tone for the 2001 election—and formal agency output indicators a whole series
of silent assumptions might be made by public servants. The Prime Minister’s
words were not an authoritative statement of Government election policy, but
they were ‘the [2001 election] campaign slogan, the television message for the
last weeks, the full page ads being prepared for the newspapers, the posters
being printed for distribution from one end of Australian to the other’.54 No
doubt many DIMIA staff, particularly at more junior levels, would be
considerably more familiar with these very widely circulated statements than
they would be with their departmental outcome statement. In fact their
subsequent behaviour suggests that not only was this the case, but that agency
senior staff also took no steps to remind them of the difference between the two.
According to the report of the Inquiry into the Circumstances of the Vivian Alvarez
Matter (Comrie Report),
It is difficult to form any conclusion other than that the culture of DIMIA
was so motivated by imperatives associated with the removal of unlawful
non-citizens that officers failed to take into account the basic human
rights obligations that characterise a democratic society.
For some DIMIA officers, removing suspected unlawful non-citizens had
become a dehumanised, mechanical process. The Inquiry is particularly
worried by the fact that some DIMIA officers it interviewed said they
thought they would be criticised for pursuing welfare-related matters
instead of focusing on the key performance indicators for removal.55
Without formal confirmation, what a minister says in a media interview, or even
in an election advertisement, should not, of itself, carry authority. On the
contrary, departmental outcome statements, which have been agreed with the
minister, should provide the policy guidance. But to the extent that there was
no clear connection between the emphases being adopted in ministerial public
commentary and in agency documentation, what public servants may be expected
to do can only be a matter for conjecture. In the absence of guidance from senior
management to the contrary, this will generally involve assuming that either
the prime ministerial media commentary or the agency outcome statement or
both involve considerable spin for the consumption of particular audiences, but
that on the whole it is better to mouth the agency’s words (on the assumption
that this is what they are there for) and obey the Prime Minister’s signals (on
the assumption that this is what both the Prime Minister and the organisation
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want). In the end, the exercise of regulatory oversight was considered by Comrie
‘unreasonable and therefore, by implication, unlawful’.56
The report of the Palmer Inquiry, which also looked at the conduct of regulatory
decision making at DMIA, argued that ongoing reliance on implicit rather than
explicit direction fosters the development of an ‘assumption culture’ in which,
because some things are assumed to be right, others must be assumed to be
wrong:
Within the DIMIA immigration detention function there is clear evidence
of an ‘assumption culture’—sometimes bordering on denial—that
generally allows matters to go unquestioned when, on any examination,
a number of the assumptions are flawed. For example, [it] is assumed …
[that c]riticism of the processes or systems is generally voiced by people
who do not understand the complexity of the system or have their own
agendas and therefore do not need to be considered seriously.57
Such a culture is defensive because in fact it cannot articulate a fully formed
defence. The rationale for its behaviour is somewhere in the difference between
the Prime Minister’s construction of the prerogatives of government and the
organisation’s understanding of its international responsibilities. Defensive
behaviour is simply a means of turning the attack away from those inside the
agency ramparts and towards those outside them: either those outsiders who
are still numbered among the politically correct (which links the agency’s
behaviour with generalised responsiveness to government) or those who are
uninformed regarding process issues (which covers practically everyone outside
the agency itself).
When public servants are caught between implicit political direction and explicit
organisational directives, and when agency leadership does not extricate them
by saying something unambiguous, they will tend to put their heads down and
focus only on their own individual performance indicators. The result in DIMIA’s
case was diagnosed as an ‘environment in which people are unwilling to accept
ownership of matters beyond their immediate responsibilities, regardless of the
importance of the matter and the obvious need for continuity in its
management’.58 Even in more benign environments than DIMIA, individual
performance indicators can distort the clear line of sight to organisational
objectives given the tendency of the measurable to drive out the important.
Thus, for example, team leaders at the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) reported
that ‘part of our message to our staff is, do our work, do it well and pass back
to the other business lines what is theirs, because we’re not funded for it and
all it does is make our performance look bad’.59 While this practice is clearly
consistent with their low-level performance indicators, it is not consistent with
‘the overall ATO value of providing a responsive and integrated service’.60 In
the case of DIMIA, immigration policing and detention were in separate areas
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of the department, and for the public servants concerned they were in separate
performance agreements. Had those individuals felt their first duty was to
contribute to ‘the lawful and orderly entry and stay of people’ consistent with
outcome 1, they may have identified some process issues, but in fact according
to Palmer, ‘the predominant, and often sole, emphasis [was] on the achievement
of quantitative yardsticks rather than qualitative measures’.61 Due process
lapsed into simple processes, applied against a background of high profile media
commentary from the Government on ‘terrorists against the rest’.
The capacity of low-level performance indicators to re-introduce a process-driven
approach to implementation and break the line of sight to the high-level agency
outcomes they are notionally intended to deliver was also identified by the
‘Independent Committee of Review of Breaches and Penalties in the Social
Security System’ in relation to service delivery at Centrelink (considered in more
detail in Chapter 6). On the face of it, the problem lay with the low-level
performance indicators themselves. In this case indicators of timeliness in
handling reports on jobseeker activity appeared to have undermined other
service delivery criteria, like attention to the regulatory environment and the
application of procedural fairness:
Numerical indicators and targets can be of great value in monitoring,
managing and improving performance. But they must be developed and
used with great care. They must not be allowed to effectively override
or subvert legislation, policy instructions, or other standards and goals
that, although not expressed numerically, should be given due attention.
It is especially dangerous when a particular indicator is singled out and
excessively promoted for narrow or short-term goals as a key basis for
assessment and competition, at the expense of assessing and encouraging
longer-term, balanced and effective performance.62
This extract from the findings of the Independent Review would appear to report
a commonplace conflict between efficiency and effectiveness (or efficiency and
equity), or the cost and quality of service. But the decisions in question relate
to the reduction or termination of welfare benefits for failing to meet certain
work activity tests (referred to as ‘breaching’ in reference to the ‘breaching
provisions’ of the Act). For welfare recipients, and for the integrity of the welfare
system as a whole, breaching is a sensitive matter, and the Committee of Review
was concerned that corners might be being cut in this area because of the
existence of a quota of breaches to be identified and upheld. Even had sufficient
resources been provided to deliver a fair process (a matter at issue), it was felt
that the quota established a bias towards the finding of a breach. In this case,
the assumption-based culture arose because of the displacement of agency
standards by performance-criteria goals set through contractual arrangements
with another agency for the delivery of welfare services.
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The impact of contestability and outsourcing on relations between the
administrative and political arms of government is considered in more depth in
Chapters 2 and 6. The point to be considered here in connection with individual
performance management is that, for the public servants making decisions about
the breaching of welfare recipients, contractual quotas on breaching were clearly
consistent with public statements of the minister responsible for the portfolio
administering the contract:
But we can't abolish poverty because poverty in part is a function of
individual behaviour.
We can't stop people drinking.
We can't stop people gambling.
We can't stop people having substance problems.
We can't stop people from making mistakes that cause them to be less
well-off than they might otherwise be.63
Given the public profile of statements of this nature,64 it is not surprising that
public servants at Centrelink were focused on quotas for breaches, regardless
of the fact that such quotas encouraged them, in the words of the Independent
Committee of Review, ‘to effectively override or subvert legislation, policy
instructions, or other standards and goals’. The agencies concerned subsequently
pointed out that their employees had misunderstood the intention and nature
of the contractual quotas. If it was a misunderstanding, it was certainly a
pervasive one, and found by the Independent Committee of Review to be so.
Were public servants listening to a dogwhistle that was not really there? If so,
how did it become a performance indicator?
‘Assumption cultures’ are by their nature entrenched over time, and an agency’s
leadership has a considerable capacity to either reinforce selected assumptions
or to let them develop in default of any public guidance or, conversely, to provide
such guidance and to ensure the system takes proper account of values,
relationships, and behaviours as well as results. Take, for example, the case of
a briefing note circulated to Centrelink staff that pursued ‘broad principles’
supported by the minister but remained altogether unknown to the minister
until after an ‘internal briefing note’ was made available to the ABC:
MARK WILLACY: … Terms like ‘job snobs’ and ‘work shy’ resonate
with the electorate. Keeping in this vein, the Government's welfare
agency, Centrelink, is instructing its staff to give job-seekers a stark
message. In a briefing note titled ‘Now or Never,’ staff are instructed to
tell their clients, ‘that if you can't get a job in Sydney this year, you
never will, and you're not serious about work.’
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TONY ABBOTT: Well, I'm not sure that there has been any document
approved by the Government to that effect.
MARK WILLACY: Employment Services Minister, Tony Abbott, has
drawn intense criticism from the Opposition for his approach to the
jobless. Another critic has been the union movement. Mark Jepp is the
Secretary of the Community and Public Sector Union which represents
Centrelink workers. He scoffs at Tony Abbott's claim that he was unaware
of the ‘Now or Never’ briefing paper.
MARK JEPP: Those policy directions are made directly by the
Government and then they are handed to Centrelink. Centrelink do not
have any discretion in these sorts of matters. They are directives that
they receive either from Minister Abbott or Minister Reith's Departments.
MARK WILLACY: The briefing notes also instruct Centrelink staff to
place clients in breach if they're [sic] job-seeking excuses are deemed to
be unacceptable. Minister Abbott, while denying knowledge of the
document, says he agrees with its broad principles.65
Whatever the resonance of the ‘briefing note’ with the electorate, it is difficult
to reconcile the instruction to tell clients ‘if you can't get a job in Sydney this
year, you never will, and you're not serious about work’ with the requirement
under the Section 10(1)(g) of the Public Service that ‘the APS delivers services
fairly, effectively, impartially and courteously to the Australian public, and is
sensitive to the diversity of the Australian public’. Nevertheless, although the
actual author of the document is not known and its consistency with formal
agency directives is ambiguous, it was evidently believed by some staff to have
senior management support and was therefore accorded formal status as accepted
operating policy.
Finally, take the more recent case of the Workplace Authority, an agency whose
strategic objectives are to ensure that:
•
•

More employers and employees are informed and confident about making
an appropriate workplace agreement; [and]
Parliament and the Australian Government have confidence in the Workplace
Authority as a trusted and responsive authority on workplace agreements.66

In this case the line of sight from employees to the agency’s strategic objectives
lies through the behaviour modelled by the agency head. This behaviour is
considered in Chapter 2. Its tendency to support the agency’s formal strategic
objectives is patchy. While the Howard Government may be assumed to have
had confidence in the Authority as a consequence of the director’s becoming
‘such an important component of the advertising’67 this was not the case with
the Parliament more generally.68 And the controversy generated by the
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advertising was also unlikely to have made a positive contribution to widespread
‘confidence about making an agreement’. Nor did it produce confidence more
generally in the professionalism of the APS; on the contrary, it ‘reinforce[d] the
perception of a service giving too much weight to responsiveness over apolitical
professionalism, and undermine[d] the confidence of the Opposition in the
capacity of the service to support its policies and programs should it become
the Government in the coming election’.69
How are the employees of the Workplace Authority to understand their
obligation to ‘provide straightforward information in response to … questions
on all aspects of workplace relations?’70 How can they expect to be judged on
whether their performance meets agency’s core standard of ‘professionalism’?71
No wonder there is some confusion (or cynicism) among public servants about
the ‘line of sight’ from high-level agency strategic objectives to their own
understanding of what is actually required of them by their senior managers
and ministers. No wonder that, while public servants from both policy and
service delivery agencies place a high value on regular performance feedback,72
they are overwhelmingly negative about the system of annual performance
agreements complete with personal targets and indicators and, in the great
majority of cases, with numerical rating scales associated with pay outcomes.
Importantly, they seem to detect a gap between the theory and practice of system,
between what it calls for and what it actually expects—a problem, according to
the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO), that boils down to credibility:
Significant issues remain in establishing credible performance
management systems in the APS. The perception of APS employees,
reflected in survey responses obtained as part of the audit, is that there
remains a substantial gap between the rhetoric and the reality. While
staff generally could be expected to be less sanguine about achievements,
there is a degree of uniformity in survey views across agencies with
differing performance. Many staff considered that the distribution of
performance pay in their agency was unfair; that there was bias and
favouritism exhibited in performance reward decisions; that the rewards
offered were not worth the extra effort involved; and that there was a
lack of clarity for them on what constitutes good performance. Staff also
did not see the performance management systems as effective in assisting
them to evaluate, or to improve, their own performance. At the very
least, the ANAO considers that there is an issue of staff perceptions that
needs to be addressed.73
In 2005–06, half of all APS employees responding to the State of the Service
Employee Survey did not agree that the performance pay system in their agency
operated fairly and consistently; and less than a quarter believed that the pay
outcomes of performance assessments accurately reflected differences in
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individual performance (Table 1). These responses follow 2004 survey findings
from the ANAO that many public servants were calling for more quantifiable
performance indicators, as if that would simplify and bridge the gap between
the theory of the system and their experience of its operation.74
Table 1. Responses from State of the Service Employee Survey
Question 70. Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements on the performance pay
system in your agency:
strongly
agree

a. Provides appropriate rewards for top
performers.

b. Contributes to a workplace culture in which
individuals work together effectively.

c. Contributes to a workplace culture which
upholds the APS Values.

d. Accurately reflects differences in
individuals’ performance.

e. Operates fairly and consistently.

f. Acts as an incentive to perform well.

g. Ensures performance assessment is
managed systematically and regularly.

agree

neither disagree strongly
agree
disagree
nor
disagree

not
sure

%

%

%

%

%

%

2003

4

36

26

24

7

3

2004

5

42

24

19

7

3

2005

4

36

25

25

7

4

2006

6

44

22

19

5

4

2003

4

37

27

22

8

2

2004

4

34

27

25

8

2

2005

4

33

28

25

9

1

2006

6

37

25

24

6

2

2003

5

46

23

19

5

2

2004

5

46

23

19

6

2

2005

4

43

22

21

7

2

2006

5

49

21

17

5

3

2003

2

20

26

37

11

4

2004

2

20

28

33

13

4

2005

2

18

26

37

14

4

2006

3

21

26

34

11

5

2003

2

23

24

32

15

4

2004

3

22

24

31

17

4

2005

3

18

21

36

19

4

2006

2

21

20

37

14

6

2003

2

22

35

28

11

3

2004

2

24

35

25

12

2

2005

2

18

37

28

12

3

2006

3

25

35

24

8

5

2003

2

32

38

17

7

3

2004

4

31

36

16

9

4

2005

3

28

35

20

9

5

2006

4

33

34

17

5

6

Note: Respondents who answered 'No' or 'Not sure' to question 68 were not asked this question. The
percentage of relevant respondents who did not answer this question in 2003 was: a – 0.2%, b – 0.3%, c
– 0.3%, d – 1.2%, e – 1.2%, f – 1.6%, g – 1.0%. The percentage of relevant respondents who did not
answer this question in 2004 was: a – 1.2%, b – 1.0%, c – 1.2%, d – 1.6%, e – 1.2%, f – 1.3%, g – 1.2%.
The percentage of relevant respondents who did not answer this question in 2005 was: a – 1.0%, b – 1.1%,
c – 1.1%, d – 1.1%, e – 1.0%, f – 0.7%, g – 1.2%. The percentage of relevant respondents who did not
answer this question in 2006 was: a – 0.7%, b – 0.8%, c – 1.5%, d – 1.0%, e – 1.1%, f – 1.0%, g – 1.1%.

More broadly, public servants responding to both the ANAO and the State of
the Service Employee Surveys did not see access to performance-related pay as a
significant factor in improving their productivity as promised by NPM
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theorists.75 In fact, when those who felt their productivity had improved over
the year were asked by the Australian Public Service Commission to rate the
contribution of performance-related pay to that improvement they ranked it at
the bottom of the 16 factors from which they were asked to choose.76
There are no consistent trends in how different classifications of employees
respond to having their performance broken down into indicators and assessed,
although the 2005–06 State of the Service Report found that overall employees
in executive level classifications were most negative.77 This is consistent with
evidence that longer-serving, experienced public servants find the system more
distasteful than new public servants.78 There is, however, considerable variation
between agencies in employees’ views on the operation of individual performance
assessment systems. This suggests that the credibility gap may be more evident
in some agencies than others and is consistent with the scope for variation
between agencies in what people believe themselves to be explicitly and
implicitly expected to do to win performance pay; how transparently assessment
processes are considered to work; and the extent to which assessment is linked
to financial outcomes through rating scales. Among large agencies (for which
statistically reliable employee responses are available), employee assessments of
agency assessment arrangements varied markedly against a range of criteria.
State of the Service reports indicate that:
•

•

•

•

•

•

employee views that their agency performance assessment system ‘operates
fairly and consistently’ were in the ranges 19–69 per cent in 2003–4, 20–54
per cent in 2004–05, and 24–66 per cent in 2005–06;
employee views that their agency performance assessment system ‘acts as
an incentive to perform well’ were in the ranges 16–56 per cent in 2003–04,
24–49 per cent in 2004–05, and 26–63 per cent in 2005–06.
employee views that their agency performance assessment system ‘ensures
performance system is managed systematically and regularly’ were in the
ranges 24–70 per cent in 2003–04, 34–64 per cent in 2004–05, and 38–68 per
cent in 2005–06;
employee views that their agency performance assessment system ‘provides
appropriate rewards for top performers’ were in the ranges 6–51 per cent in
2003–04, 9–48 per cent in 2004–05, and 14–45 per cent in 2005–6;
employee views that their agency performance assessment system ‘contributes
to a workplace culture where individuals work together effectively’ were
in the ranges 11–51 per cent in 2003–04, 9–39 per cent in 2004–05, and 12–49
per cent in 2005–06; and
the smallest ranges in opinion were for ‘accurately reflects differences in
individual performance’ (the range in 2003–04 was between 11 per cent and
38 per cent and in 2004–05 was between 9 per cent and 26 per cent).79
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It is not possible to push the analysis further and identify those agencies whose
employees exhibit high levels of scepticism in relation to their performance
assessment systems; neither does the State of the Service Report provide data
which can be used to establish whether there are correlations between employee
views of performance assessment systems and challenges they have experienced
in dealing with their own portfolio ministers and their ministerial advisers.
It is, however, possible to look generally at whether employees of large agencies
experienced performance assessment and pay systems as supportive of the range
of values they are legally required to uphold under the Public Service Act. In
2006, between 23 and 55 per cent of employees in large agencies agreed that the
performance pay system in their agency contributed to a workplace that upholds
the APS Values.80 Conversely, 62 per cent of all employees surveyed did not
agree and 22 per cent actively disagreed. This is at least indicative of a view that
no matter how clearly the ethical framework calls for balance between the APS
Values, the performance system itself does not generally appear to reinforce it.
Of course these may not always be the APS Values relating to direct interaction
with ministers and their advisers, but in a system of ‘managing for results’ the
views of ministers and advisers will often work in the background. For some
policy advisers, performance criteria may have been assumed to call not only
for an understanding of the government’s policy priorities and the use of its
preferred discourse but also for the anticipation of its unspoken preferences.
For some public servants who deliver services and administer regulations,
performance criteria may be assumed to call not only for a focus on low-level
indicators but also for a rule-bound and punitive approach to groups that fall
outside ‘mainstream Australia’.
So, there is much ambivalence among public servants over the credibility of
performance pay regimes. Some believe that they are there to signal an
over-zealous approach to ‘Meet[ing my] Minister’s requirements for my area’s
Ministerial and Parliamentary Business’; at the other end, some believe that they
are simply a means of offering retention bonuses in disguise. No doubt agency
systems and practices are equally variable. What employees do know is that in
2005 the Council of the Order of Australia saw no inconsistency in awarding an
Australian honour—an Officer in the Order of Australia—to the Secretary who
presided for seven years over ‘practices [that] have been in operation for a long
time and seem to have given rise to an immigration detention culture that, in
the opinion of the Inquiry, constrains thinking, flexibility and initiative and
concentrates on functions, process and quantitative measurement to the detriment
of the achievement of policy outcomes’.81 The appointment was for ‘service to
the community through contributions to Australia’s international relations and
to major public policy development including domestic security, border systems,
immigration, multicultural affairs and Indigenous service delivery’.82 At the
same time, the Government appointed Mr Farmer to one of Australia’s most
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important diplomatic posts (Indonesia) as ambassador; shortly after, it ushered
in ‘a major organisational change process’ led by a new secretary.83
Such an obvious disjunction helps explain public servants’ concerns about the
credibility of decision making in performance assessment, at least in some
agencies, and that in those cases informal messages can be more important than
formal ones when performance is being assessed and rewards (and punishments)
are being handed around. Ministerial appeals to the electorate constitute an
important source of such informal messages, and being ‘informed and improved
by ongoing discussions with political advisers’84 constitutes another. How these
messages shape the behaviour of individual public servants will depend on the
agencies in which they work—including the leadership in the agency and the
quality of its performance management arrangements—as well as their own
position in the food chain and their own susceptibility. The public service has
been devolved, and agency-specific systems have grown considerably in their
capacity to influence individual behaviour. This is the issue that is addressed
in Chapter 4.
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