
Dead poet society duties: promoting
APS values and contributing to APS

capability

Elements of this role
Agency heads have a statutory obligation to promote as well as uphold the APS
Values, many of which can be traced back to the Northcote Trevelyan Report
of 1854, which established the Westminster tradition of a professional,
non-partisan career public service. All portfolio secretaries and heads of some
other large agencies are also members of the Management Advisory Committee,
which is a statutory body under the Public Service Act. This reflects an obligation
on secretaries that goes beyond their management of departments to contribute
to improved management practices throughout the APS and to strengthening
APS capability.

Secretaries meet this obligation in a number of ways:

• by ensuring their own staff are imbued with the APS Values and identify
themselves with a cohesive, highly professional APS

• by participating actively in cross-APS activities such as the MAC and APS
Commission forums

• by supporting APS-wide career management and succession management
for senior public servants

• by participating in external forums such as the Australia New Zealand School
of Government (ANZSOG) and the Institute of Public Administration Australia
(IPAA), which foster public service professionalism.

Promoting the APS Values
I invested quite heavily in a values-based approach to building cohesion in each
of the departments I led, strengthening relationships within and beyond the
organisation and promoting ethical behaviour. It was not until I became Public
Service Commissioner, however, that I fully appreciated the connection between
the values I had been espousing and the APS Values that I had been required
by statute to promote. The connection had always been there: indeed, in health,
we explicitly referred to the APS Values in our strategic plan as well as the values
we were giving particular priority to in pursuing our business objectives, and
I do not doubt that staff understood the priority I personally gave to public
service professionalism.

Perhaps the most successful initiative was the ‘Fork in the Road Café’ ethics
awareness campaign we ran in the Department of Health. It was developed by
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some very innovative staff, including Andrew Wood and Michelle Kinnane
(Table 10.1).

Fork-in-the-Road Cafe hypothetical: Geoffrey Robertson with (visible) Senator Grant Tambling, Professor
Don Chalmers, Louise Dodson, David Graham, Peter Sekuless, Dr Barry Catchlove and Andrew Podger
(photo by kind permission of the Department of Health and Ageing)

Table 10.1 ‘Fork in the Road Café’

This was the title of the ethics awareness campaign we ran in the
Department of Health from 2000. The title reflected the basic lesson:
when facing a dilemma, stop (in the café) and reflect, discussing it with
respected colleagues and checking guidelines and precedents, before
making a decision. All staff attended half-day workshops over about 12
months; subsequently, the program was a compulsory element of
induction training for all new staff.

The purpose was to promote the values of public service professionalism
in the environment of greater devolution and fewer specific rules. The
campaign encouraged discussion of common workplace dilemmas, using
a ‘hypothetical’ video commissioned from Geoffrey Robertson (and
starring Senator Tambling, various departmental officers, a top journalist
and a newspaper editor, an industry lobbyist and a CEO of a private
sector chain of health services).
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Issues canvassed included conflict of interest, ethical research, working
with industry, whistleblowing, post-separation employment, leaking,
gifts and entertainment, and non-partisanship.

The campaign later influenced APS Commission programs promoting
values and ethics awareness.

Participating in cross-APS activities
The Secretary of the Department of PM&C chaired a monthly portfolio secretaries’
meeting and MAC meetings three or four times a year. He also hosted a two-day
retreat each year, held in Sydney since about 1997, at the Reserve Bank facility
opposite the Prime Minister’s residence in Kirribilli. The Secretary of the
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations also chaired a monthly
meeting of agency heads to discuss industrial relations issues. The portfolio
secretaries’ meetings focused mainly on immediate operational issues requiring
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coordination throughout the government, often emanating directly from the
Prime Minister or cabinet. The retreat focused mainly on some major
medium-term policy challenges affecting most portfolios, though the former
occasionally addressed some urgent or sensitive management issues (such as
running costs and secretaries’ pay and conditions) and the latter also always had
one session devoted to management issues (including, in most years, some
discussion of SES career management).

The main formal forums for discussing APS-wide management and capability
issues are the MAC and the Employment Secretary’s meetings of agency heads
(effectively, a workplace relations committee). The MAC projects always
progressed under a reference group of interested secretaries, with a project team
of deputies. The secretaries’ contribution was sometimes quite substantial in
time and intellectual content. The APS Commission also pursues many of its
responsibilities for promoting leadership and improved management through
informal forums of secretaries, and secretaries also frequently make presentations
at APS Commission leadership development programs, particularly those aimed
at new SES officers. The APS Commission’s activities, including through the
MAC, are described in more detail in Chapter 12.

The Employment Secretary’s workplace relations committee meetings provided
an important forum for considering industrial relations issues and also aspects
of capability, including attraction and retention of skilled staff and ideas for
productivity enhancement. They were not always successful. Under the Howard
Government’s industrial relations policies, agency heads ostensibly had far
greater flexibility in managing pay and conditions, but the Employment
department retained authority to approve enterprise bargaining agreements and
also enthusiastically pursued its interpretation of government policy on
individual employment contracts (AWAs). The real risk of devolution pushing
up wages as agencies competed with each other required not only the discipline
of budget constraints but having agency heads exchange information on their
proposed enterprise agreements, including productivity offsets. These meetings
helped to ensure such information exchange but the ideological direction might
have been avoided had the commissioner, or even the Secretary of the Department
of PM&C, chaired the meetings (my view remains that the commission should
have responsibility for overall guidance on public service pay and conditions).

I was an active participant in all these forums whatever my agency head role. I
made a substantial submission to Ron McLeod’s review of the Public Service Act
in 1995 when in the Housing department, participated in several of Helen
Williams’ reference groups when in the Health department, led or contributed
substantially to MAC reviews and APS Commission studies in my role as
commissioner (see Chapter 12) and participated actively in the workplace relations
committee throughout the Howard Government years.
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APS-wide career management
Tony Ayers promoted the view that in every large department at least one of
the deputies should be clearly destined to be a secretary in the future. I accepted
this view and always endeavoured to have in at least one of my deputies someone
who would gain from the experience in order to help them as a future secretary.
They must have won the deputy position on merit, but whenever I had a vacancy
I would canvass with the Public Service Commissioner and some fellow secretaries
possible candidates for transfer as well as promotion who were serious options
as future secretaries and would benefit from experience in my department.

Table 10.2 Grooming secretaries

While some critics have claimed that the frequency of secretary
appointments among those with executive experience in the departments
of PM&C or Finance reflects power battles in the service, or policy
capture by neo-liberals, the truth is that it reflects conscious career
planning by individuals and succession management by senior secretaries.

I had the privilege of working in the departments of PM&C and Finance,
as well as many other agencies, particularly in the social policy field.
Among those I worked with in PM&C in the late 1970s were Ian Castles,
David Charles, Michael Codd, John Enfield, Neville Stephens and Ed
Visbord. Among those I worked with in finance in the 1980s were Pat
Barrett, Tony Blunn, Neil Johnston, Michael Keating, David Rosalky,
Steve Sedgwick and Helen Williams.

Following Tony Ayers’ views on the responsibilities of all secretaries to
help in the development of future secretaries, I negotiated the transfer
of David Borthwick from Treasury to health as one of my deputies with
Ted Evans, ensuring he gained experience in an operational agency (and
I gained his considerable economic expertise). I had previously promoted
Jeff Harmer to join me as a deputy in housing, and later was pleased
when Lynelle Briggs joined me in health as a division head on transfer
from social security: both were regarded by me as potential future
secretaries. (Future secretaries and agency heads Jane Halton and Lisa
Paul also worked with me in health and Jeff Whalan in housing, but,
while I hope I contributed to their development, they were in those
departments when I arrived).

Tony Ayers was also mentor to an extraordinarily wide range of public servants
across the whole service. I never matched his achievements in this respect, but
I did accept responsibility before and after appointment as a secretary to maintain
contact with officers who had worked with me in different agencies. I followed
their careers with interest and provided advice if asked on their options for
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future development and work. These networks also helped me from time to time
to understand broader policy debates and service-wide management issues.

External professional development
Most secretaries also encouraged involvement by their staff in external
professional development that reinforced their broader APS role and contribution.
As a rule, the President of the ACT Division of the Institute of Public
Administration Australia (IPAA) is a current departmental secretary or agency
head. I was president for two years when in the Health department. Secretaries
often speak at IPAA forums such as the national conference and noteworthy
speeches at these or other forums are regularly published in the IPAA’s journals.
In whichever agency I managed, I was a more frequent speaker and author than
most.

Michael Wooldridge presenting Andrew Podger (Health Secretary and IPAA ACT President) with the
Annual Reports Award for 1997 (photo by kind permission of the Department of Health and Ageing)

Other professional associations that I saw contribute substantially to the broad
development of public servants in different agencies included the Economics
Society, the Australian Institute of Management, the Australian Human Resources
Institute, the Australian Project Management Association and the Australian
College of Health Service Executives.
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The establishment of the Australia New Zealand School of Government (ANZSOG)
in 2004 has provided a stronger base for developing leaders in Australasian
jurisdictions. I was a member of the inaugural board, but many other secretaries
contributed to the creation of ANZSOG and then to its programs by making
regular appearances.

Differences in approach
Obviously, the Public Service Commissioner and the Secretary of the Department
of PM&C have more direct responsibilities for building the capability of the APS
as a whole than other agency heads, but even their contribution varies with the
personalities of the individuals involved. Max Moore-Wilton was less active,
for example, than Michael Keating as chair of the MAC (or its predecessor, the
Management Advisory Board); Peter Shergold’s appointment led to some
reinvigoration of the MAC.

The contribution of other secretaries and agency heads varies considerably
according to personal interests and styles. The majority in my time were
genuinely interested and committed, but the time they could devote to MAC or
APS Commission activities was often limited. Some invested a great deal of time
and energy. A few were less interested, viewing the commission and even the
MAC as costly overheads that did not add much value to their particular
businesses. The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) at times seemed
to see themselves as an elite, even a separate foreign service (reflecting a long
history), demonstrated by the explicit view of the then secretary Ashton Calvert
that, while they had many top candidates for departmental secretary jobs in the
APS, no non-DFAT person could ever be a candidate for head of DFAT (or even
a senior diplomatic post) unless forced on them via ‘political’ appointments (even
Allan Hawke’s appointment as High Commissioner to New Zealand was described
by Calvert as ‘political’ and his capabilities were undervalued). One or two others
simply did not value the institution of the Public Service sufficiently to invest
time or effort in cross-service activities (other than policy work that enhanced
their exposure to ministers and the Prime Minister).

Interestingly, some agency heads outside Public Service Act coverage were
important contributors and allies. These included, for example, Mick Keelty
from the Australian Federal Police and Dennis Richardson from the Australian
Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO).

Changes over time
Under new public management in the 1980s and 1990s, devolution was
accompanied by substantial networking, through the Management Advisory
Board and its Management Improvement Advisory Committee and other informal
groups, to promote improved financial management and, subsequently, broader
management. Financial management capability within and across agencies

137

Dead poet society duties: promoting APS values and contributing to APS capability



improved significantly, even if people-management improvements lagged
somewhat. Enthusiasm for this concerted APS-wide learning waned in the late
1990s as devolution was pressed further and the Secretary of the Department of
PM&C showed less interest in the subject. The Finance department, too, withdrew
from its former leadership position and the APS Commission struggled a little
to gain support in the absence of other central agency leadership.

Nonetheless, my strong impression is that, despite some ups and downs, agencies’
investment in training their own staff increased substantially during the 1990s.

More recently, the issue of public service capability has been reinvigorated not
only in the APS but in other Australasian jurisdictions, most obviously through
the establishment of ANZSOG. This began in the Howard Government years,
with Moore-Wilton lending his support to Victoria’s suggestion to establish
ANZSOG and with Shergold and Ian Watt pressing the capability agenda further
as they took up their roles as head of the departments of PM&C and Finance
respectively, supporting the Public Service Commissioner’s advocacy.

This renewed interest was the result not only of recognition that the previous
focus on individual agencies alone was sometimes counterproductive as agencies
competed with each other in a tightening labour market and was also constraining
capacity to deliver whole-of-government initiatives. It also reflected a growing
realisation that greater workforce mobility, an ageing workforce and increasingly
complex demands on managers required a different approach to capability
building than the traditional ‘apprenticeship’-type model in which public
servants learned through osmosis on the job at the feet of their elders. Instead,
public services need to invest more in continuing formal learning covering
technical, management and leadership skills, and cross-agency and
cross-jurisdiction learning and networking are essential.

This new emphasis is not replacing the investment by each agency in its own
capability building; it is complementing and reinforcing that investment. Across
public services, I am sure investment in capability building is now substantially
higher than in the 1980s and early 1990s, within agencies and service-wide.

Values and capability issues
The APS Values are open to interpretation. I am somewhat of a traditionalist,
wedded to Westminster principles of a professional service serving the elected
government loyally but with a measure of independence through obligations to
be apolitical and impartial. As in the film of that name, this enthusiasm for a
‘dead poets’ society’ was not just nostalgia for an arcane past, but a living
philosophy of ‘seizing the day’ to serve the public. This view emphasises the
shared culture and common role of the Public Service as a whole and the
importance of nurturing the service and continually building and diversifying
its overall capability.
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Others have somewhat different views. Some give more weight to the different
businesses of different agencies, focusing their attention more exclusively on
their own agencies and complaining about central agency requirements. Some
see closer similarities with the private sector, where investment in capability
must deliver adequate rates of return, preferably in quantifiable terms such as
the amount or price of agency outputs. Some give more weight to being
responsive to the immediate demands of the government of the day and less to
the requirement for a degree of professional independence or to the capability
of the service as a whole to support future governments.

Perhaps the key shift in the values and culture of the Public Service in the past
30 years is the greater emphasis on performance—in delivering services
(‘management for results’) and in serving the government (‘responsiveness’).
For some secretaries, at least for a while, this reduced the importance of
service-wide approaches to capability building and narrowed their interpretation
of their obligation to promote the APS Values.

The renewed interest in service-wide approaches has also been associated with
a shift towards greater engagement with external groups and organisations and
the importance of enhancing capability to respond to and manage change and
uncertainty.

The main practical issue for secretaries has been in balancing their efforts to
enhance their organisations’ capabilities to meet their business requirements
now and into the future and their contribution to broader APS and public sector
capability. This is not a simple either/or issue, but a question of supporting both
to the extent time and money are available.

My own view is that it should be mandatory for the SES, as the leadership cadre
of the APS, to undertake key APS Commission programs of leadership
development and management improvement. The quid pro quo, however, is
close involvement of agency heads in the design and performance feedback of
the programs.

A related issue is the power or influence of the APS Commission and Department
of PM&C Secretary in SES succession management, including movement of
deputy secretaries to enhance the readiness of people for future agency head
positions. I am inclined to the view that our approach is a little too laissez faire.

Another related issue concerns the extent of joint actions in areas such as
recruitment and induction training. My inclination is for agency heads to
continue to have the freedom to work independently or collaboratively, but for
the APS Commission to facilitate collaboration for those who favour that. I found
in the Health department that there was benefit in a recruitment strategy that
combined targeting those interested specifically in health careers with working
also to gain our fair share of those looking more generally to public service
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employment through the broad, collaborative recruitment process coordinated
by the APS Commission. Health tended not to attract the very best among the
latter when candidates nominated their preferred agency, but the field of those
specifically interested in health omitted many capable generalists with
considerable potential to contribute to the Department of Health and the broader
Public Service.

The IPAA plays an important role as a professional association. It has a degree
of independence in its support of professionalism among those involved in public
administration whatever their level or role, but it also serves jurisdictions and
their public service leadership as a forum for informed debate and study of
current issues, drawing together practitioners and academics. Several IPAA
divisions also provide extensive training opportunities to middle managers in
particular. The support of the IPAA by departmental secretaries is essential, as
is their willingness to tolerate if not encourage open debate and fearless
evaluation of public administration policies and practices. Other associations
also provide valuable professional development services and opportunities and
rely on the support of secretaries and other senior managers.

Lessons learned
Contributing to APS-wide capability, and broader public sector capability, is a
core responsibility of all secretaries. It might not be an explicit responsibility,
but it is implicit through membership of the MAC and through the obligation
to promote as well as uphold the APS Values. A few lost sight of this periodically.

Secretaries contribute in part, simply by the example of their own behaviour,
demonstrating their support of cross-agency cooperation and collaboration.

They can also contribute directly by personal contributions to such
capability-enhancing activities as MAC projects, helping to develop processes
or practices or to promote investments and structures that will improve the
future performance of the service. Cooperating on recruitment and staff
development, and promoting and participating in SES leadership programs and
mentoring staff beyond the secretary’s own department, can make a major impact
on overall capacity and the cohesion of the service.

Each secretary accepting this responsibility is not, however, sufficient. Central
agency heads, particularly the secretaries of the departments of PM&C and
Finance, need to take a leadership role along with the APS Commission in
sponsoring and promoting networks that encourage improvements in leadership
capabilities and management skills, and in capacity in policy analysis and advice.
They are also in key positions to ensure adequate investment in cross-service
processes and systems including interoperable databases, shared recruitment
and development and linked reporting systems.
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Informal approaches to enhancing capability also increasingly need to be
complemented by formal training and development given trends in labour market
supply and complexity of work requirements. Much of this also requires shared
investment—ANZSOG being a model that might be extended into particular
fields such as health, education and industry regulation.

141

Dead poet society duties: promoting APS values and contributing to APS capability




