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Chapter 6 Every Body Counts


Chapter 6 Every Body Counts: interactive technology and policy participation within the Department of Finance and Administration 

This chapter title reflects the complexity and ambiguity of the case study. As the agency charged with keeping the government accounts, the department has a strong interest in using information technology cost effectively and efficiently to perform their ‘bean counting’ function. The sense of valuing people comes from the corporate plan’s commitment to good staff relations and excellence in human resource management. The contradictions between these positive concepts and the reality of a diminished and demoralised workplace provide a third reading of the title. During the two years of study, the department lost many public servants. This case study examines the interplay of many factors affecting the departmental use of computer-mediated communication. The theoretical perspective, elaborated in Part I of this thesis, is on the role of interactive technologies in democratic policy processes, and the interdependence of internal and external processes and accountabilities. The unfolding story of the technology and the people is the substance of this case study.

6.1 Introduction: place and time, players and politics

As Australia’s capital city, Canberra reflects its planned origins. The Parliamentary Triangle occupies a few dozen hectares of national, formal buildings, old and new. The National Library and the National Gallery look out on the constructed lake, along with various government departments. These cultural and administrative buildings are respectable, never majestic, set amid generous lawns, as befits a ‘bush capital’. There are no monuments to long-dead human heroes. More importantly, there are no slums just out of the line of sight. This information is conveyed silently, even to the passing observer. The buildings closest to the lake are the oldest, while those nearer the stylish shops of Manuka show a more modern side of government. The expansive new home for the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade sits beside buildings owned by industry lobby groups. On a slightly more elevated setting, looking down on its predecessor, is the new Parliament House, with every facility one would expect in a modern government. Within these buildings, flash or drab, lie the cables and wires and fibres that carry the new heartbeat of government. Tirelessly connecting individuals, agencies, they relay the information that provides instantaneous and relentless reminder that Australia is no longer an isolated pioneer colony. The make-do inventiveness and mateship that guided early Australian governments are no longer considered appropriate at the brink of the third millennium. Even-handed egalitarianism is not the message pouring in from the overseas networks and their Australian affiliates. The information on currency fluctuations and international trade agreements convey a different agenda. The bright bureaucrats in the big buildings understand the messages. One of the dusty coloured stone buildings near the lake announces itself in brass capitals as the Department of Finance and Administration. The high wide staircase is permanently cordoned off with a sign ‘No entry - access under stairs’. On the opposite side is the entry for Treasury, from whose rib Finance sprang.

Finance, now the Department of Finance and Administrative Services, manages the accounts for the Commonwealth. As one of the central coordinating agencies, Finance is obliged to take a ‘whole of government view’. It is their job not just to rob Peter to pay Paul, but to help decide which programs, in this budget cycle, will be Peter or Paul. The federal budget is the yearly event which dominates Finance. During the peak period of budget preparation, Finance’s many other complex activities take a back seat. Paying all Commonwealth bills and employees, advising on policy proposals, overseeing financial transactions such as selling Commonwealth assets - these responsibilities justify a description of Finance as ‘one big policy factory’. They also make it attractive to some of the most talented and ambitious public servants. ‘I see cabinet submissions like confetti,’ one boasted. Finance has been a proud agency, committed to both its people and parsimony. Casual comments reinforce the stereotype: ‘Of course the lift is slow. This is Finance. We don’t spend money.’ Under the stairs is the covered entry to C Block, where smokers smoke and joggers stretch. It opens into a public cafeteria. All day, typical Canberra public servants in sedate clothes come in for their coffees and lunches. This room, like the rest of the building, is somewhat plain and dated, but light and open. Typical of its era, it is serviceable, unpretentious, safe and clean. Gum trees wave in the wind outside the wide windows. The talk in the cafeteria is of redundancy packages and certified agreements, accrual budgeting systems and outsourcing contracts. It is the contemporary jargon of the public service, but the voices also reveal sadness, confusion and regret. It is a time of great change, and many farewells. Every week it becomes easier to park in the lot across the street. One woman expresses what many hint: ‘I feel like I’m in mourning’. A researcher who is recording these statements waits at a table for one of those who is ‘taking a package’. She is dressed to look professional, notebook ready. Although also a public servant, on leave from another central coordinating department up the road, the researcher is neither policy analyst nor economist. She is a journalist, there to act as scribe, seeking to document and understand what is happening in this department as revealed by the people, the events and the more oblique written signposts. It seems their stories are linked in some way to the messages on the global electronic nervous system. 

Background 

Involvement with the department began in March 1996 with queries about departmental electronic bulletin boards. The researcher was told that these were used for internal information sharing and participation in departmental decision making. Initial contact with the Information Group led to many other people and areas of the department, nearly all of which changed substantially during the course of the study. Areas of contact included the Information Technology Branch, which was outsourced towards the end of the second year; the Future of Finance Group, which disbanded with the release of the Corporate Plan at the end of the first year; the Information Management Project Team, which flourished briefly in the second year; the Desktop Implementation Team, whose main work occurred in the second year; the Knowledge Networks, which gradually disappeared; and the Budget Policy Coordination Group, which remained in place. The research tapered off in early 1998, having tracked two years of change. While the focus remained on how interactive technologies contributed to internal policies and decision making, it became necessary to consider many other issues which influenced this, including the pace of change itself. The research period was one of intense change for the department, and included a new government, corporate plan and secretary, several restructures, outsourcing of information technology functions, a new desktop computer system and intranet, notable down-sizing, absorption of the Department of Administrative Services, and revised industrial relations arrangements. 

A balance was sought between a focus on the technology and on organisational issues. On matters staff considered important, the researcher sought to find out how information was being shared, and what avenues, technological or otherwise, were available for participation. The interactive system was followed for innovations and changes, and its use for internal communication and decision making. The intersection of these strands revealed the themes for the case study analysis, which in turn were related to the theoretical perspective developed in Part I. 

Outline of chapter

The remainder of this section sets the scene for the case study, providing a background to the context and the department. Following this, the chapter proceeds more or less chronologically through the case study. Some of the topics necessarily overlap or thread throughout the time of observation. The bulletin board survey was the initial area of study (6.2). It served as an introduction to the interactive and cultural systems of the department and their interrelationships, and documented the importance of this computerised system for staff participation and morale. This led into involvement with the Information Management Project Team (6.3), which indicated the various actors and conflicts and the need for executive commitment to this area. When this group was disbanded, the researcher turned to the Knowledge Networks (6.4) which were set up in late 1996. Their brief history reinforced the observations of high internal levels of social capital, but also their vulnerability. They were much influenced by the arrival of a new secretary in early 1997, which marked a clear change of pace for the department (6.5). These changes affected all aspects of departmental activity, with industrial relations and outsourcing of information technology as key areas of change. These marked a shift in departmental culture and increasing tensions. Later in 1997 attention turned to the Budget Policy Coordination Group, the site of the two final quantitative surveys (6.6). This area revealed again the positive energies available in the department, and the limiting systemic factors which contained them. Disengagement is the final section (6.7), documenting staff views of at the end of the study. Lastly is the analysis and conclusions (6.8), which integrates the findings of the case study with the theoretical perspective developed in Part I of the thesis. It also offers suggestions for solving some of the dilemmas presented by the evidence. The outline of the study reflects the research focus at different points over the two years. For the reader’s convenience, a time line is provided below of events overlapped during the case study: 
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Public sector context

Events within the department were part of a wider context. On the national level, the election in March of 1996 of a Liberal Government after 13 years of Labor marked an acceleration of public sector reform. The intensity, rather than the overall direction, was perceived to have changed. Informants consistently mentioned three external factors affecting organisational change and internal technology use. Finance, in its policy coordination role, was also a key player in shaping these strategies, and thus had a stake in their implementation. The first two relate directly to information technology: the outsourcing of most information technology functions and the move towards accrual accounting. The changing industrial relations environment was the final factor linked to the uses of the technology, although in more subtle ways. All were policies of the previous Labor government, but implemented under the Howard Liberal government.

At a time of great insecurity and wide redundancy, many officers in the public sector felt under threat, uncertain of where change was heading, and somewhat victims of circumstance. The case study reflected this atmosphere. ‘Don’t you live in this town? Can’t you feel the fear?’ said one informant in response to the researcher’s deliberately bland questions. These changes were accompanied by a shift in articulated values:

In March 96 the terror set in. All references to social justice were replaced by references to market forces in cabinet submissions. (consultant and former public servant 28/1/98)
Agency Background
The Department of Finance and Administration is a central coordinating agency based in Canberra’s Parliamentary Triangle. Along with the Departments of Workplace Relations and Small Business, Prime Minister and Cabinet, and Treasury, Finance is a key shaper of government policy. It played a central role in public sector reform during the 1980s, leading the way by devolving some functions while setting up clear accountabilities (Zifcak 1994). In 1976 the specific scrutiny of budget proposals was taken from Treasury and given to a new Department of Finance. The Prime Minister at the time (Fraser) felt Treasury was too committed to economic modelling and neo-classical policy advice (Davis et al 1988:55).
 Since then, Finance has had the dual role of policy advising and budget production. The most difficult area for Finance, and the most challenging from an information management perspective, is their external policy advising function, which includes advising service delivery agencies on program development. 

The department pays government accounts and salaries, and exercises a great deal of influence over government spending through its ‘all of government’ perspective. The policy advising role to other departments has always been a complex one, as it involves offering direction on program development for service delivery agencies, while maintaining their accountability through the Cabinet process. The tensions created by departments simultaneously being answerable to Finance while pursuing their autonomy is a recurring problem (Zifcak 1994: 48-49,165). This departmental role is often misunderstood and treated with suspicion by program departments. That is because Finance’s other, better known role is to monitor programs for costs and assess each program proposal in relation to overall government priorities. Thus, there is, for Finance, no contradiction between advising a department on how best to structure a proposed program, and then recommending against it when considering the proposal in the ‘whole of government’ context. These ‘two hats’ are also not always well understood by internal staff.
 The policy advising can take the form of: 

…sharing the information available about government initiatives and managing resources. (Finance) might offer a number of different strategies…it could be all of coordinator, broker, mediator, promoter of best practice.. for the time being it will still be holding the dollars at the end of the day, settling the costings. (a senior officer working in the budget area 4/3/97)

These underlying tensions were evident in discussions with informants throughout the department. Concealment of information by other agencies during policy proposal activities was said to be widespread, often causing embarrassment to officers in Finance when true figures were revealed. Departmental officers were fully aware of the game being played, and said departments wanting to get a policy proposal ‘up’ (ie, through Cabinet), would seek to withhold as much information as possible from Finance for as long as possible as a standard strategy: 

If I worked in some other agency, and wanted to hold up a project that the secretary or Minister was pushing, I’d contact Finance and share it with them. Asking for their help would kill it for sure. However, if I wanted to get something done, I wouldn’t tell Finance. (Information Group officer 30/12/96)

In recent years, public sector reforms have promoted devolution and contestibility, even in the policy-advising arena:

Moving towards contestiblity means they could get their advice from somewhere else, Finance now has to market themselves, compete with the big consultants, on what’s a good way to go or what’s a good strategy on managing resources. (senior officer in budget area 4/3/97) 

Finance will take more of a quality assurance role. (Estimates Ad-Hoc Working Group Vol 1, 1995)

Similar patterns can be observed at other levels of governance, as elaborated in the theory chapters.
 A detailed analysis of departmental relations with external clients, however, is not central to the present research. There was widespread agreement that for Finance to meet future challenges, it would need all the considerable skills and collective corporate knowledge of its staff. This case study examines how Finance dealt with this challenge over a two year period, in relation to the potential and actual use of interactive technologies to facilitate excellence in internal communications. 

Corporate culture and governance

Morgan (1986) pointed out the importance of organisational images and metaphors. Like many public servants, the researcher had held a view of Finance as a stern, parental monolith which inhibited the spending indulgencies of agencies through exacting requirements and accounting procedures. This was consistent with their policy advising and budgetary roles, and was perhaps fostered to some extent as part of the departmental ethos. It was considered a challenging department, and promotion or transfer to Finance or another coordinating agency was seen as a positive career move. There was a sense of ‘tough pride’ among the staff: 

At least you know where you stand in this department. I have discovered it is not for the faint hearted. A true learning organisation gives you some breadth to make mistakes, but there’s a limit to how many you can make. (administrative officer 4/3/97)

There were many intelligent and highly motivated people in the department. Many of them willingly applied their skills and knowledge to processes beyond their immediate work tasks. This was most evident in the activities of the Future of Finance group and later the Knowledge Networks. The secretary of the department during the first year of study, Steven Sedgwick, was respected by staff. Informants spoke well of him, although he was not considered very knowledgable about information technology. He had encouraged the Future of Finance project to pursue a ‘learning organisation’ approach. His personality, benign and even described as ‘fatherly’ towards his department, seemed to support the internal social cohesiveness observed most strongly during the first year of the case study. One example of this was the Women’s Network, which had their own electronic bulletin board. They did not exist in isolation from other departmental activities, but were part of a thriving group with respected input into corporate policies. The researcher attended their annual dinner in 1996, along with the secretary and other executive staff. At this dinner, the secretary commended an active member for her contributions to the women’s network. Another example was the social club, which hosted weekly drinks in the cafeteria. 

Several officers had their heads shaved as part of a departmental fund raising effort, amid an atmosphere of camaraderie and light banter on the electronic bulletin boards. One officer indicated an attachment to Finance that was more than professional: ‘This is part of my home’ (senior officer 25/9/96). It was these aspects of internal social capital, so apparent at the work level, that impressed the researcher as familiarity with the corporate culture developed. There was no way to predict that the same officer would be cautiously saying a year later: ‘I no longer know what organisation I’m working for’ (24/10/97). Corporate governance, or the process by which decisions were made, was assisted by internal consultation mechanisms. The most notable of these was the Future of Finance project, described below. The final say on major issues rested with a set of high level committees with executive representation. Most important among these was the Policy Board, which was reformed into the Management Board mid 1997. Other committees dealt with finance and auditing, human resources, and budget process. Slightly less influential groups, such as support for the graduate assistant program, included less senior members. The members of these committees, and their changing roles and membership, reflected the current sets of actors and influences at a given point. Minutes from their meetings would sometimes be posted to relevant bulletin boards, and action outcomes would be made available to executive officers for wider distribution. Issues of wide impact would be posted on the Staff Notices electronic bulletin board. The department also had a comprehensive industrial democracy plan, which included in its goals:

foster participative practices throughout the department which will benefit all staff…provide an environment in which staff at all levels have the opportunity to influence decision making…utilise the cc: Mail system as a means of effective communication…

One of the strategies of the plan was to establish a contact officer network within the department to provide information on progress being made in individual work areas with implementation of the plan (Industrial Democracy Plan November 1994). As discussed in Chapter 4, this was a typically ‘weak’ form of industrial democracy seen in agency plans.

‘One big policy factory’

That was how one informant described the department, elaborating on the links between internal procedures and external accountabilities to stakeholders. Many officers felt that adapting to changing circumstances was particularly difficult for the department, given a long standing culture of secrecy. One officer said the policy areas cultivate personal contacts just to find out what’s going on in their own area. Waiting to hear from official channels would probably mean it would be too late to have input:

A lot of our work is done very quietly, and a lot of thinking about policy is clandestine. (senior budget officer 3/10/96)

This officer elaborated on the pros and cons of openness and information sharing for a policy agency: 

Any organisation has a huge amount of double thinking, the reality is we are secretive, openness is not part of our culture. It doesn’t help us to be to open - [the deputy secretary] said we should move towards info sharing, but the sorts of solutions about the four billion dollar hole in the budget, they wouldn’t want that on the bulletin boards. …Individual work groups have a stake in maintaining that secrecy, because one of Finance’s roles is taking money off other Ministers, and this creates terrible dilemmas… because good policy well delivered is much harder than poor policy badly delivered. It would be terrific to be open about savings options, because it would get public debate going, couldn’t be leaked, and would put the acid on departments. 

Our core business is adding value to the policy debate, although they might want to keep it under wraps for a while because it’s essentially a haggling dynamic and we’re not really a haggling culture. (a senior officer familiar with the budget process 3/10/96)

The Future of Finance Project

On the third floor of Finance, in that most anonymous of buildings, a gentle breeze of change blew life and expectation into a stronghold of the normally staid public service culture. The officers in the Future of Finance project gave an impression of energy and optimism. Someone had created space for a lounge, facilitating informal discussion. It was not unthinkable to slip away to the nearby Hyatt hotel, where an interview could be conducted amid elegant surrounds, the quality of the coffee matched by the quality of the thinking that the researcher was treated to. On another occasion, the head of the area waved with mock resignation at the minimal divider that separated him from his subordinates: ‘My staff wanted fewer barriers between us.’ Drab walls and stacks of paper notwithstanding, something good seemed to be brewing.

In 1996 Finance was nearing the end of an extensive period of self-examination, through the Future of Finance project. Many officers expressed support and satisfaction with this process, which was established mid-1995 to ‘stop and take stock of external and internal factors influencing the Department’s role and operations, as it approaches its twentieth anniversary’. The aim was ‘to consider what Finance does, what it should do in 2001, and how to get there.’ The culmination was the launch of the third corporate plan in December 1996, with hopes that the process would have ‘facilitated a culture change sufficient to ensure continued self-examination and innovation’ (internal Future of Finance document). Although initiated by the executive, it this project took on a degree of self-organisation. A range of working groups were set up to examine particular issues, and to stimulate debate and discussion on such matters as the policy advising role, the construction of estimates, and restructuring. The theme of becoming a learning organisation was a strong element in the project. These semi-formal working groups were strongly participatory, and often had the practical effect of bringing together officers from different areas, thus creating new channels of communication. They became rather affectionately known as the cross divisional working groups, or CRODWOGS. These laid the groundwork for another area of the case study: the Knowledge Networks. The flexible yet gradually more focussed progress of the Future of Finance exercise had many elements of a learning organisation, and placed a high value on participation and staff contribution to basic direction setting:

…for the first stage of the corporate plan they got a consultant in to do a mud map of what the department does, core activities. Then they said we have an appreciation that we must change, but we’re not quite sure what has to change, and we want to involve staff, but we’re probably not quite sure how to involve them. So they started up ‘ginger groups’, basically discussion groups. These were slowly formalised, as a number of key areas emerged that needed to be addressed…they ended up with maybe five key areas, and invited people to nominate themselves into these groups called cross divisional working groups. (officer who had been involved with the cross-divisional working groups 4/3/97)

One CRODWOG was set up to look at ‘new ways of working’, including approaches to information management. Over a period of at least a year, these groups merged, regrouped, changed direction and eventually came up with clear statements which became the core of the new corporate plan. They were clear examples of self-organisation, encouraged and given formal status by management. Any officer who was interested had an opportunity to contribute, and contributions were acknowledged: 

One main outcome was greater understanding and cohesiveness on the issues. Levels of involvement were significant, because it must have been at least 10%, and there was a general flow-on to other people who understood something good was going on. It was not a confrontational process. (officer who had been involved with the cross-divisional working groups 4/3/97)

These groups eventually produced both the corporate plan and the human resource plan. There was widespread agreement that Finance needed to change, and was having trouble doing that:

Finance had been totally insulated from change until two years ago. They ‘preached’, but weren’t affected. A lot of rhetoric came out of Finance, but they didn’t address internal issues. Now they have. (general manager 7/1/98) 
DoF had been very insulated from change for a long time. The budget areas were sacrosanct…crusty old men who looked after government accounts. (executive officer 24/11/97)

The Future of Finance process was therefore intended to take the organisation into a new era. This would require, among other things, raising awareness of the need to integrate the fragmented bureaucratic structures for improved performance. This would require breaking down the ‘stovepipes’ of communication and accountability, which allowed information and decision making to flow upwards but not laterally or downwards. Much productive energy was focussed on information management issues, which were considered to have been long neglected:

Presently no one within Finance is taking responsibility for information management. FoF has been trying to get someone to acknowledge and do this for at least 12 months. (senior officer in Future of Finance project 27/9/96)

Whatever the remaining problems, it was generally acknowledged that Future of Finance had been successful in bringing about the following:

· a major restructure of Finance, from seven programs to three, with supply divisions incorporated in a policy advising role, and a flattened, streamlined structure overall

· executive agreement to a continue the cross divisional working groups in a slightly different format

· a major emphasis on people management

· a growing awareness of the need for information management (participant in the Future of Finance process 9/10/96)

Clearly energetic staff participation was a factor in the success of the Future of Finance project, and the generally positive atmosphere that accompanied this formed the initial impressions of the department on the researcher. By mid-1997, however, the glow generated by this process had worn off, as some of the suggestions were implemented and others were reassessed: 

Some of the frills that came with Future of Finance are now being stripped back. It’s time for essentials, forget all the fancy options. (officer in budget area 18/9/97)

Finance is in a new phase, with a new government and a new secretary. The Future of Finance process was about new ideas and new ways of doing things, and it generated a lot of energy, but now there is a need to distill these ideas with the refocus on core business, and make them apply in a practical way. (senior officer working on information technology 11/7/97)

It [the Future of Finance process] had no real impact, and the changes happening now are either because of outside pressures, or because of the new secretary. (information technology officer 21/8/97) 

Information technology infrastructure

An overview of these systems is included to indicate the complex and evolving computing environment of the department. The identification of actor networks with different values and agendas became important when studying the information management project and the desktop implementation. Also relevant is a corporate culture which resisted spending money on computer systems. Finance, as the agency charged with keeping costs across government within reason, was naturally averse to any expenditures beyond the minimum: 

The problem is that the leaders aren’t changing as quick as the technology. They don’t like spending money, they have a seizure when they spend a bit of dough. (senior IT officer 8/11/96)

Finance had begun to implement computerised systems as early as the mid 1960s. The evolution of these systems reveals classic elements of struggle between system approaches. Finance went through a period of moving from an IT environment dominated by mainframe computers to a more diverse and dispersed environment, in which personal computers running on Local Area Networks (LANs) and Wide Area Networks (WANs) take some of the systems burden. This change was accompanied by some conflict over the control of computerised operations, a history not uncommon in many large organisations (for example Kanter 1984:83): 

She [former head of IT area] saw her role as main frame, he [a former executive] saw his as the desk top, there was tension between them. Finance staff still can’t look up names of files or library books, there has been no effort put into developing applications for the ordinary users. It has been all accounting oriented, aimed at number crunching and payroll. It grew out of accounting machines before computers came in. (senior IT officer 8/11/96)

This shift from a ‘mainframe mentality’ of management towards a more devolved PC-based system was discussed in Chapter 4. In Finance, some were concerned with the lack of cohesion which an over-individualised system can create. Power struggles over computerised systems are more common than not (Dahlbom and Mathiassen 1996). Striking a balance for participation in the choice and implementation of systems can be a long term problem for an organisation:

… someone decided you could have the same word processing system on the desktop and the mainframe, but they did it without very much consultation at all, and lost a lot of good will. From that decision the IT branch lost face and the others picked up strength. So when they decided to go for the GUI [Graphical User Interface], they almost held a plebiscite, and we got the best of the breed… (senior IT officer 8/11/1996)

There were strong personalities influencing the information technology agenda within Finance. One was the head of the Information Technology Branch. She was clearly a powerful player: ‘She eats people for breakfast’ (senior officer involved with information technology 3/10/96). Her purported disdain for PC systems, and support for mainframe systems, created friction often seen in organisational information technology evolution. She departed rather abruptly in April 1997. During the period of study Finance used a mix of mainframe and PC-based applications, and relied on both customised and off-the-shelf software. There were also data links to external agencies. With the new Windows 95 desktop in late 1997 came a much improved Internet based email link. Although nominally an internal matter, decisions about the desktop were rarely made in isolation from wider trends in computer use throughout the Commonwealth, namely, the move towards more universal and compatible systems. 

The Financial Information Resource Management system (FIRM) was a large and very important set of programs which ran the government accounts. FIRM had been internally developed with assistance from consultants, and had only been operating since 1995. It was scheduled to be replaced with a commercial accrual budgeting system in late 1997. Along with the outsourcing of information technology, the choice of an accrual budget system became a source of debate and conflict between sets of actors with differing views and values. These prominent issues coexisted with a view that Finance needed to become an ‘info-sharing’ rather than an ‘info-hoarding’ organisation. On the other hand, the central information technology area retained some aspects of a ‘control from the centre’ approach, echoing the findings of Heimler (1996). 

Desktop systems

Of all the departmental systems, only those on the desktop offered channels for computer-mediated communication. Accessible by all staff, they could be used to develop consensus or convey decisions, receive feedback and foster improved decision making in a time of rapid change. This case study focuses on these desktop systems. One internal paper by an officer in the Budget Policy and Coordination area argued successfully for user participation in the development of IT systems for production of the budget.
 As well as internal email, with an extensive bulletin board system, many staff had access to external email via a cumbersome and not very reliable system. Plans for the new desktop would include upgrading that system. Another system called GURU (acronym not known) was set up in about 1993 to publish corporate policies for staff, personnel issues, pay conditions, etc. It included useful information on speech writing, information about other divisions, and had about 1500 topics in all. It gradually outgrew its technical infrastructure which used a precursor of hypertext, and eventually became an element on the departmental intranet. This was seen as a good solution to a system which had become too labour intensive. On the intranet, responsibility for GURU would be devolved:

The GURU person will only be responsible for making sure it looks rights, that links work, etc. not for content. Each area will handle their own updates. (officer working on GURU 16/12/96)

When the research began, the departmental intranet was in its infancy. It began as a project initiated by a few enthusiasts, who saw the coming wave. They found justification via a full business plan too difficult, so it remained a quiet background experiment. This is quite common with small scale IT initiatives in the public sector, which are often initiated by mid-level staff (Fletcher and Foy 1994). The operative belief has been voiced as ‘It’s easier to seek forgiveness than permission.’ A diversity of views emerged from interviews on the ways to achieve better information management more generally. There were many supporters of a more decentralised, discussion data-base approach, with wide access to many levels of information. The introduction of groupware, such as Lotus Notes, was also an area of contention. There were strong supporters, and others who wanted to wait and see what other systems became available. Some areas were using it, but without any formal plan for introducing it more widely. There were also misunderstandings about the interest in groupware between different areas involved with IT:

I’ve set up a mirror site using Lotus Notes, which can show how much each person contributes to the bulletin boards. The Darth Vaders in the IT area can’t do the same and don’t understand why it might be important. (senior officer in Future of Finance area 25/9/96)

They think that IT branch isn’t interested in Lotus Notes, but we use it for our stats. My worry is if we put all their eggs in the Lotus Notes basket, while there’s other products coming along…like the intranet. The budget now goes up on the intranet. They download it in London, where we used to go to great expense to send it. (senior IT officer 8/11/96)

Summary

The Department of Finance (later in the study it became the Department of Finance and Administration) presented to the researcher a complex and somewhat contradictory organisation. During the time of study it was undergoing many reform processes common to other public sector agencies. The departmental culture was initially vigorous, with strong elements of cooperation and participation, overlaying a staid bureaucratic tradition. Directions and applications of information technology were an important area of conflict between those energetically seeking change and entrenched and powerful players. Evidence of these conflicts, familiar in the literature on organisation computerisation, provided support for Hypotheses 1-3 on the role of interactive systems, as indicated in the chart at the end of this chapter. The research questions for the case study can be stated: How did departmental use of computer mediated communication systems relate to internal processes of governance? Was there evidence that these processes supported industrial democracy? What patterns emerged and how did they change during the two years? The findings from each area studied provide varying evidence in support of the specific hypotheses developed in Part I, and for the overall theoretical perspective. The starting point was the initial point of contact: the extensive electronic bulletin board system. 
6.2 The bulletin board survey

Background

A colleague had indicated that Finance used their bulletin board system for internal policy issues. This was, then, a logical place to examine the contribution of interactive technologies to departmental governance. One assumption was that staff participation in departmental decision making would be an indicator of the degree of industrial democracy. Another was that public sector agencies have a particular obligation to meet high standards in management practice, human resources and democratic process. The Information Group was interested in evaluating the bulletin boards as part of their efforts to improve software access for team work. After several months, the project was taken over by the Future of Finance group. The Future of Finance group had identified information blockages and work practices that could improve information sharing and flows. Thus, the survey of the bulletin boards project was always intended to serve practical departmental needs, as well as the researcher’s more academic interest in how this particular interactive technology contributed to the agency’s internal policy processes. 

The bulletin boards had been set up in 1993 on the internal mail system, and had ‘grown like topsy’ ever since. These were used primarily for notification and some discussion. At the time of study, in 1996, there were about three dozen bulletin boards. Many were used throughout the department, accessible by all staff for information about staffing, facilities, women’s issues, and other corporate matters. Others were accessible and relevant only to the work of a particular area. The departmental manual Introduction to Desktop Computing stipulated only five bulletin boards as open to all contributors, but there were anecdotal suggestions that the system was actually more flexible, and that the guidelines were not enforced. Some bulletin boards invited staff ideas for improvements. The ‘Suggestion Box’ was widely believed to be actionable, meaning that someone was charged with taking the suggestions seriously, and posting a progress report on bulletin board. However, this responsivity was not documented, and may have been more a belief than a reality. The researcher was not able to find out exactly who had this responsibility. The ‘Soap Box’, on the other hand, provided a ‘get it off your chest’ opportunity. There discussion ranged from chit chat about television or local events to sensitive issues such as religion. A ‘Classified’ bulletin board posted ads for staff to swap or sell goods, rent out houses, etc. Other bulletin boards contributed to essential internal processes, such as the preparation of budget documents, through the all important ‘Budget Circulars’. The use of the bulletin boards had never been evaluated, and there was very little information on rates of access, views of their effectiveness, or ideas for rationalisation. As outlined in Chapter 4, information technology performance management is relatively new in government (Caudle 1997). Discussions during the development of the survey indicated sets of actors with differing agendas on information technology issues: the Future of Finance area, the Information Group and the Information Technology Division. 

The survey

An on-line questionnaire was developed with the assistance of staff familiar with the bulletin boards, using a five point Likert scale to assess the usefulness of the various bulletin board functions. The survey was run in October 1996 via the bulletin board system. The survey is presented in Appendix B. The final format and mechanism for distribution of the survey were decided within the department. Staff were invited to reply by email to a central person in the department, or print out the form and send it to that person. The researcher received the documents as printed forms. The possibility of feeding them through a computerised analysis at the department was discussed but did not eventuate. It was unclear whether the results of the survey were made use of in any way or made available to staff, as had been agreed. The researcher received the survey forms in late December 1996. A number of internal documents, particularly those relating to the use of information technology and the Future of Finance group’s advice on the policy advising role, were studied as a background for the interviews, and as a means of checking informal and survey data against formal departmental attitudes and approaches. Following preliminary meetings with staff, it became clear that the bulletin boards were part of a more complex system of desktop computer use within the department, and wider information management issues. Comments made casually by staff were rich in their implications, reinforcing the importance of interviews for understanding the relation between departmental culture and their interactive systems.

Results

The survey was run during the busy budget period, with 51 respondents out of a central office staff of approximately 400. The low response rate of limits the representativeness of the sample. Respondents were spread all operational areas of the department, and came equally from administrative and senior officer levels, with only one senior executive service respondent. The results may have reflected staff enthusiasts for the bulletin boards, or staff with spare time. Email surveys have both problems and benefits (Clayton 1996), and this result may have partly reflected the overall information overload of which respondents complained. No one took up the invitation to contact the researcher directly in relation to the survey, increasing the importance of interviews with informants to both supplement and corroborate the qualitative survey results. Although the survey stated that the forms would be depersonalised before being given to the researcher, this did not occur. The researcher was therefore able in some cases to relate survey comments to individuals and their subsequent interview statements. For unknown reasons, some forms came through three or even four times. The fortuitous inclusion of names allowed the researcher to avoid double counting the duplicated surveys which did not have comments. 

Many months later, the researcher found out that the survey was still on that particular bulletin board, and that other responses could possibly have gone astray since the final collection date. This was taken as an indication that the particular bulletin board, which dealt with system issues, was not visited or updated frequently. The Future of Finance group had also been disbanded between the time the survey was run and when the results were received. This left the researcher unclear about who, if anyone, had an interest in making use of the results or following up on the suggestions made by staff in the survey. A key officer involved in the survey had not received the results several months after they had been sent to the department. Some of the staff involved with the survey retained an involvement with information management issues, as did the staff from the Information Group. A summary of findings was provided to the department, suitable for wider posting. This apparently did not happen. This lack of clarity about responsibility for information management and technology performance evaluation was a persistent element in the case study. This is common in government agencies which are not culturally ready to examine these issues (Caudle 1997). 

The first part of the survey sought to determine frequency of use. This data is displayed in Figure 11:
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Of the 34 bulletin boards listed in the survey, many scored zero, meaning they were never visited by a substantial proportion of respondents. At the other end of the scale were the bulletin boards which rated five. The label on the survey unfortunately stated that this meant they were checked hourly. It is uncertain whether respondents took this literally or as simply the top end of the frequency scale. This ambiguity notwithstanding, a number of bulletin boards achieved rankings of four (daily) or five by a majority of respondents. These were Classified [ads], Soap Box, and Staff Notices, followed by Suggestion Box. These were the most popular bulletin boards. Only two people said they never contributed to the bulletin boards, with over half saying they contributed occasionally. Thirteen said they contributed daily. Table 1 presents these results. 

The second part of the survey enquired about the role of the bulletin boards. They ranked highest as a means of speedy communication. All respondents believed they contributed to staff morale and social cohesion, and most felt they meant a lot or were vital in this area. Likewise, over half of respondents ranked them 4 or 5 for providing a say in corporate policies. About forty percent gave them these rankings for creating a learning environment, and managing change and overall work effectiveness. They ranked somewhat less in clarifying corporate values. 

The last part of the survey invited open-ended comments to such issues as suggestions for improvements, undesirable or unintended outcomes and general views. Comments were provided by 31 of the 51 respondents. Most of the comments focussed on practical aspects of the bulletin boards and their integration with other desktop computing facilities. There were useful implications for wider information management issues:

There are too many - some of the economic newsy types could be merged.

Put the BBs on the departmental intranet so I can check out the ones I want and ignore all the others. CC: mail is dead…..

BBs function best as a notification system and/or discussion groups. Factual information should be incorporated on Intra/Internet.

If I could exclude the bulletin boards that I don’t read from my list of BBs, I’d be happy.

Information you need may be there or it may not. There needs to be a comprehensive availability of information based on some overall plan. Also there are so many BBs that the lack of any structure is becoming a problem. At least, if you could put them in your own order… 

The awkwardness in accessing different document types is also a drawback. ie everything that is not a CC: mail message is an attachment to one. 

Thus, the bulletin boards were a source of both valuable information and information overload. They had become an ‘embarrassment of riches’ which needed pruning and better organisation. Other comments addressed the social function of the bulletin boards. Here, too, a certain ambivalence was expressed towards the free-wheeling discussions on some of the bulletin boards. The democratic and ‘safety-valve’ functions of such openness were appreciated, while recognising that this encouraged trivia, time wasting, and bad manners:

Soap Box can be a great source of both amusement and angst, but on balance I consider it desirable because: a) it emphasises that your colleagues are people - some of the exchanges on Soap Box are hilarious and must be good for morale. b) it highlights the diversity of views within DoF, although some of the fanaticism and intolerance on various issues are not so pleasant. You can build/lead good teams without these elements but it takes a lot longer and a lot more effort.

People grandstand and waste work time to respond to articles, etc.

Sometimes the Soap Box wastes time on trivial matters.

The bulletin boards raise issues of free speech that were not there before, but I don’t think this is a bad thing. 

Like any worthwhile means of communication, they can be abused. 

Soap Box is better than free speech. Finance officers have more balls than the PM. [Prime Minister]

Soap Box and Suggestions BBs act as safety valves for staff. 

It’s a procrastination tool. People should only have access to the Soap Box and Classifieds and other less important BBs (identified from this survey) at lunchtimes and after core hours. 

There are some personal attacks on the Soap Box - but I guess that’s what it’s there for. 

I think people get a tad excited about certain issues, but if voicing their opinions avoids a good old fashioned fist fight, then it may be a useful tool. 

They get hijacked by some loonies sometimes, Could be a good way that they vent though!

Religious propaganda can upset people and be a distraction from work. 

None of the comments expressed distrust or lack of respect for management, although there were some grumblings about the set up of the technology itself. This is in sharp contrast to the views expressed in the case study of 7.2.

Discussions and interviews supplemented the researcher’s understanding of the bulletin boards. The bulletin boards were just one part of a well-developed corporate culture which relied on quick, electronic exchanges. Along with groupware, the emerging intranet, and the normal email system, they contributed to a complex set of information flows and patterns, both formal and informal. They corroborated findings that electronic networks behave like other social networks (Wang 1997, Fulk 1993).
Bulletin boards vs email

The bulletin boards were the ‘front end’ or more formal part of a rich email culture. Because they were fairly public, many discussions relating to policy development occurred in postings with a smaller, more intimate circulation: 

Only FOF [Future of Finance] and Soap Box have real discussions. A lot of the BBs are just dumped on by privileged users, they’re totally static. (administrative officer 9/4/97)The bulletin boards aren’t used for discussion, people don’t want to put their work in progress on them, it’s a bit embarrassing. 

Decision making isn’t really part of it, they’re used more for decision promulgation, the decision is made outside.

The real layer of interactivity comes from the flow-on postings to smaller groups via CC: mail. Most of the BBs aren’t used, things which are of interest get lifted off and forwarded. (administrative officer 4/3/97)

Some used the email system as a primitive form of groupware:

I can coordinate a working group via email, and conduct very complex consultations, but this is not really policy, more for tasks I need to get done. I can copy to a wider group, to keep them informed, but only meet with a small group face to face. The steering committee will be copied in, so they can see the agenda and the issues, and they can get back to me if they have a problem with those.

Email allows me to work on more projects, face to face meetings are too hard to organise for groups larger than 3 or 4. (senior officer in budget area 3/10/96)

The departmental culture also placed limits on the usefulness of the bulletin boards. It was reported that the secretary accessed them through a third party, and that other members of the executive were ‘technophobic to varying degrees’. The senior managers had different patterns of usage:

 I wish the senior exec would contribute informally to Soap Box, but anything they say comes out only through Staff Notices. (administrative officer in corporate area 20/1/98)

The limited participation by the executive may have been partly due to a reasonable fear of being swamped by email messages:

Some emails go to 40-50 people, the problem is they get dumped…it’s a nuisance, and it’s intrusive, the equivalent of junk mail. You have to clear it, make decisions, is it valuable or not? SES officers might get up to 100 per day. (senior officer 1/4/97)

Knowledge management has to deal with this, often the idea is just to send it to someone senior, it’s very costless, or to make sure the senior person is informed. I’ve had the embarrassment of missing important messages because I thought they were unimportant, and I trashed them. (senior officer 8/4/97)

Email overload is a common problem. Because the bulletin boards were based on the CC: mail system, there was a certain overlap or confusion between their functions. At the time of the survey, informal protocols seemed to operate which managed the flow and intensity of the postings, reflecting internal cultural norms. A bit of hyperbole was tolerated, but inflammatory language was rare. There seemed to be an underlying belief that Finance officers worked long, hard, and well, and were therefore entitled to a few moments of electronic socialising. In relation to internal policy formulation, the bulletin boards’ contribution was primarily through the distribution of information and facilitating spin-off discussion elsewhere. The most popular bulletin boards had a clear developmental role, and some staff voiced a sophisticated understanding of this:

Soap Box and Future of Finance [bulletin boards] are totally relevant to a large chunk of the organisation. They are the most important in de facto policy development, as they’re part of a discourse framework which helps shape the development of corporate meaning. (senior officer 3/10/96)

Staff felt this ability to participate in direction setting, even informally, helped maintain a generally positive working atmosphere. Small groups of actors, even individuals, were able to interact freely and promote their own agendas and values within certain parameters. Complex learning could occur at the micro level. 

Discussion

The assistance provided by staff in formulating the questionnaire, the intention to share the results of the survey with staff, and willingness to have an external researcher analyse the bulletin boards were all evidence of the presence within Finance of ‘individuals who adhere to a learning culture, do not fear change, and are truly concerned for the well being of those who they are trying to serve’ (Heimler 1996). The bulletin boards were part of a slow accretion of internal social capital. Hypothesis 12 states that there is a correlation between full developmental participation and the way technology is used within an organisation. The openness of the bulletin board culture indicated a fair degree of internal participation; these elements were present together. They were part of the internal governance of the department (Hypothesis 3), both formal and informal; they influenced decisions about instrumental matters, such as the budget, and they also fostered the ‘shadow culture’ (Stacey 1996) where norms and beliefs self-organise. Their growth and popularity indicated there were initially low levels of conflict over how they were used, providing evidence counter to the prediction of Hypothesis 2. There was certainly internal conflict over computerised systems, as discussed in Section 6.1 on the power plays between advocates of mainframes and personal computers. However, the bulletin boards were a pluralistic forum, with univeral access, and in this area conflict seemed minimal at this time. Some actors were more active in pushing particular agenda on the bulletin boards, often seeking to improve departmental performance and information management. However, there was little indication of a strategic overview on how to best support such individuals, or maximise their impact on overall organisational performance. This tension persisted throughout the period of research:

I don’t think we communicate or use email particularly well. There is a lack of strategic direction for IT. So although there are many opportunities for involvement, they aren’t managed well. (assistant secretary 16/9/97)

In its use of interactive systems, Finance was going through a maturation process similar to larger on-line communities, providing support for the researcher’s fractal theory. The same issues appear: extreme views, the need to adopt standards of netiquette, addiction and distraction. The regulation of internal electronic behaviour might have offered broader lessons, as the comments about unwanted outcomes from the bulletin boards reveal:

The occasional person defies BB etiquette, and can easily upset many people at once with a thoughtless response.

‘Spamming’ and ‘firebombing’ messages directed at outspoken people possessed of foolish and/or extreme viewpoints.

The ambivalence expressed towards the free flowing nature of some of the bulletin boards echoes similar reservations about democracy more broadly. Universal franchise allows idiots to vote, and freedom of speech encourages the voicing of extreme views. At the time of the bulletin board survey, Finance maintained a fragile balance between the work versus play, instrumental versus developmental aspects of their electronic interactivity. It is noteworthy that no previous evaluation had been done of the bulletin boards. As long as their role remained implicit, there was little possibility of recognising or making building on their contribution to internal processes. This was also found with the teams in the budget coordination area. Recognition of implicit knowledge and processes is essential for good information management (Broadbent 1997), as the early interest shown in the bulletin board survey indicated. Much of the way the technology was used in practice was literally in the hands of the users, as they explored and sometimes extended the corporate culture through their conscious or unconscious intent. Feenberg’s (1991) ‘social contingencies’ were evident in the way staff extended and exploited the features of the email system. The bulletin board survey served primarily as an introduction to the departmental culture and systems. It documented levels of participation and morale, and provided a baseline against which to measure changes in bulletin board use, as discussed in Section 6.7. Understanding of departmental computerisation expanded when the researcher became a member of the Information Management Project Team in the early months of 1997. 

6.3 Information management

Background 

At the time of study, some Finance staff were encouraging recognition that information technology and its systems were not just ‘add ons’ to other processes, but integral to all outcomes. The increasing importance of rapid and accurate communication, management of organisational change and timely advice in a competitive environment all highlighted the role of information management, broadly defined. The emphasis on organisational learning also pointed towards integrated information systems which incorporated user needs and built in participation mechanisms. Some officers would have understood the concept of the organisation as a feedback system (Stacey 1996). 

At the same time, the whole of government directive on information technology outsourcing presented an extra challenge for those who sought to coordinate systems which were complex, diverse, and evolving, while encouraging communication flows. A legacy of modified and sometimes fragmented systems, common to many organisations, further intensified these pressures. For added measure, Finance was the lead agency for the introduction of accrual budgeting, scheduled to be implemented across government for the 1999-2000 budget. The millennium bug, or possible failure of systems when the last digits for the year read ‘00’, was another issue which called for careful coordination of business processes and computing applications. There were many indications of the intimate relation between information management issues and patterns of communication, and of conflicts between Information Technology Branch (ITB) and users:

ITB has no concept of user consultation. They decided to take the advice of a consultant who said to replace the servers, and ITB said there would be minimal impact on users. The consultant’s report wasn’t open to scrutiny. The system turned out to be disastrous for users, very unstable. The gradual implementation had to be stopped before budget, and has cost tens of thousands in consultants’ fees to sort it out. It still isn’t implemented throughout the department, and this is one year later. (officer in Information Group 9/10/96)

Given that even IT professionals have difficulty keeping up technology, it was not surprising to find that the gap in understanding of technology issues at the highest levels posed a problem for the organisation. Anecdotes abound in the public sector about executive officers having a flash of illumination about the value of IT. Apparently the previous secretary had this experience:

He found the Internet when he went overseas on his own, without [the Prime Minister]. The company he visited said they were sorry they hadn’t found a picture of him or they would have had a pass ready with his photo, off the Finance home page. That impressed him. (senior IT officer 8/11/96)

Other attempts had been made to tackle information management in Finance, but without success.
 It was a widely acknowledged problem: 

A major source of stress is our abysmal information management. (executive officer in charge of information management 24/9/97) 

The information management [in Finance] was the worst I’ve seen: silos, repetitive stovepipes that empty into cesspools. (executive officer 24/11/97)

The Future of Finance group looking into information management provided an assessment of these challenges. A Mapping Finance document in 1995 had suggested a support unit for information and technology management, to ‘concentrate resources and raise the profile of activities that are currently dispersed across the organisation’ (Process Mapping, 1995, quoted in Future of Finance draft document on Knowledge Management). The Future of Finance group identified the flow of information and knowledge as ‘the lifeblood of Finance and essential to our business processes.’ The major problems in this area were identified as:

· information not readily accessible to those who may need it

· information runs in stovepipes [hierarchical channels with little lateral communication]

· significant amounts of time wasted searching for information

· logical links between data not usually incorporated

· poor record management skills across the department

· legacy records management system not client oriented

· work practices tend to be insular

· excessive preoccupation with security and privacy (Future of Finance draft document on Knowledge Management, May 1996)

The Information Management Cross Divisional Working Group, or IM CRODWOG, had also developed a set of principles for information management ‘which will provide a culture and infrastructure for sharing of experience, knowledge and opinion to support a learning organisation’. These principles were ambitious, not just in their requirements for technology, but in their expectations of organisational cooperation and culture shift:

· trust and open decision making
· ethos of sharing corporate information rather than hoarding

· preservation of corporate memory while supporting high staff mobility

· handling information to add value not reprocess

· information access rather than acquisition

· just in time information rather than just in case

· active rather than passive acquisition of information

· accurate, timely and easy one stop shop access to easily updated information

· electronic delivery to the desktop with corporate information and permanent records to be stored electronically 

· apply new technology to its optimum potential

· use IT as a tool to facilitate the dissemination of information

· eliminate duplication and productivity losses in information handling and transaction processing through an end to end approach to job redesign, business re-engineering and application of technology. (provided to team as part of background for information management project, February 1997)

Implicit in those principles is an understanding that the technology structure and corporate culture are entwined, and an emphasis on open structures rather than hierarchical ones. The placement of ‘trust and open decision making’ and ‘information sharing’ at the top of the list indicates the importance placed on communication values, rather than perfection of technical systems. These values are prerequisites for democratic policy process, as discussed in Part I. These internal principles also resemble the ‘one stop shop’ concept being applied in federal and state information plans.
 They recognise the information fragmentation and overload problems that have long been part of organisational life.
 The corporate plan launched in December 1996 also set high standards for the integration of business, human resource, and technology aspects of the organisation. Strategies for ‘Our Information’ included:

· an integrated strategic framework for addressing corporate information management issues

· providing our people with the skills, tools and resources to support their information management needs

· develop information systems and practices to facilitate a more seamless exchange of information within Finance and the wider Australian Public Service

One measure of success was to be information systems and culture which ‘support the maintenance, sharing and enhancement of corporate knowledge and effective information flows’. Under ‘Our People’, strategies included:

· integrate training and development and information management so as to maintain and enhance corporate knowledge and subject matter expertise, and develop a proactive approach to career management

· encourage the sharing of ideas and knowledge, diversity of views and debate on policy and corporate issues followed by a commitment to implement decisions reached.

This endorsement of diversity, debate and idea sharing highlights a commitment to a particular set of values and enabling processes, without explicit mention of industrial democracy. These goals relate to Hypotheses 3, that patterns will emerge for the use of interactive technologies in governance processes at all levels. The above strategies recognise the potential of these technologies to become part of more open and participatory processes of internal governance, and the need for this to be ‘designed in’ to the system. The strategies also relate to Hypothesis 11, on the way simple beliefs about the system determine the possible forms of learning and participation. The intent of the corporate plan was clearly to embed a simple belief in the system as a facilitator of complex learning. A measure of the success of these strategies was ‘people at all levels model Finance’s corporate values in all their dealings and support a culture of trust and open dialogue’. Thus, people management and information management were explicitly linked, and the concept of open dialogue implies full developmental participation. This implies awareness of the principle stated in Hypothesis 12, which proposes correlates between full participation and uses of technology within organisations. 

Articles on the emerging knowledge society were used as background for discussing information management during the Future of Finance project.
 At the beginning of 1997, having identified many of the problems and the guiding principles for their resolution, Finance seemed ready to embark on a rigorous path towards state of the art information management. Some staff also recognised the relation between internal systems and external accountabilities, as given by Hypothesis 14:

Information management is a can of worms, because the role of info at DoF has to hit a balance between internal organisation and access and the wider all of government processes. This is a very difficult area politically. (senior officer in a policy area 17/4/97)
The information management project team

An information management project team was set up in early 1997 to develop and implement a departmental plan. The terms of reference for the project echoed the goals for information management in the corporate plan: 

To support the development of an organisation that systematically learns… improve responsiveness and productivity…support the delivery of quality seamless service to Finance's key clients.

A precursor of the information management process was the corporate information technology steering committee, which had consulted widely with staff to develop the strategic plan for information technology in Finance:

For the strategic plan on IT we had 30-40 people in groups, and gave them a ten minute presentation based on where Finance is going. Then we gave them a structured questionnaire about their IT needs.…We led people through this process. (senior officer in information technology branch 8/11/96)

Some of the officers from the Future of Finance process who were most knowledgable about and concerned with information management remained active on the new information management project team. This team reported and responded to the executive level information management committee, which reported to the management board. The terms of reference also called for the information management process to include consideration of other factors, including the human resource plan and ‘the evolving role of Finance as embodied in the statements of the minister and the secretary’. Information management was explicitly embedded in wider government agendas: organisations having ‘a contestible policy advising role with an operational reporting activity’ were preferred for emulation. The information management plan was to be available for consideration by November 1997. The project team had six members: a part time consultant, several senior information technology officers and administrative officers with expertise and interest in information management, and the researcher. The team leader had also been part of the Commonwealth Information Management Steering Committee, which had produced a report on managing government information as a strategic national resource.
 A letter from the team leader authorised and formalised the researcher’s role, which was to assist with communication and internal awareness. The researcher attended all meetings of the team and its reference group during the brief life of the project, was mentioned in internal documents about the project, and prepared an internal communication strategy which was presented to the information management committee. A reference group of 12-14 people from across the department would identify problems and consider possible solutions. At the first meeting of the reference group the scope of the project was explained and the group was invited to consider what better information management might mean in their areas, and to provide outlines of their information needs and sources. Meanwhile, the consultant, assisted by a project team member, was doing an information mapping exercise with key areas in the department, including the all-important policy and program budget areas, previously known as ‘supply’. The researcher also attended several of these sessions. 

Developmental aspects of information management

As described above, the Future of Finance project showed keen awareness that information management included interpersonal, structural and strategic elements, as well as technical and efficiency aspects. These involved not just timely access to material, but also judgments on how decisions would be made, and who would have input to them. It is this developmental aspect of information management that brings it into the realm of learning organisation theory, and also democratic process. Evidence from the reference group, semi-structured discussions conducted by the project consultant, and the researcher’s separate interviewing process confirmed both the scope of the instrumental problems and the underlying concerns about the developmental aspects of information management. The free ranging complaints from the reference group revealed many of the common problems of integrating changing staff and software:

The spreadsheet is god.

There are problems of large staff turnover together with changing software. They just junked a half million dollar software package because no one is left who can use it. They can’t get at the source code.

Supply officers are using spreadsheets in different ways. They customise the formulas, some have one year to a page and others have one month to a page. There is a huge problem of idiosyncratic spreadsheets, and hardly anything is documented. 

From the broader perspective of becoming a learning organisation and responding to external challenges, these comments from the reference group made it clear that their view of better information management implied changes to some very fundamental practices at all levels of the department:

Presently no one within Finance is taking responsibility for information management. 

It’s an excuse to get at the other data and feelings in the department.

The credibility of the corporate plan is at stake. 

Most senior officers and executives are computer illiterate.

There were two completely conflicting sets of policy advice given to Cabinet from Finance - two officers had both sweated blood, and didn’t know about each other’s advice.

Some important implicit knowledge in Finance was being lost through lack of documentation. For example, a budget officer told with some bravado of an ability to regularly and substantially reduce agency bids by millions. However, this officer reported insufficient time to document the negotiation process, and thus an inability to pass on the skill to other budget officers (meeting of information management reference group 18/2/97). Another indication of the prevalence of informal, implicit processes came from an officer who conducted a casual survey asking people where they would find a particular piece of information. Many answered: ‘I’d ask X.’ (meeting of information management reference group 11/2/97). The difficulties of making tacit knowledge explicit and available for others is a common difficulty in managing information (Lamberton 1997, Broadbent 1997). For a financial agency, problems with spreadsheets would be expected to have a high priority for resolution. Such problems within Finance were of long standing. It was understood, within the reference group, that a review of the spreadsheets called ‘Keeping the Score’ had identified these problems four years previously, but had not been acted upon. Transfer of spreadsheet data between Finance and other agencies via diskette, an unsanctioned practice called ‘sneaker net’, was one way Finance officers dealt with these problems (reference to this practice on the departmental intranet 16/4/97). The researcher supplemented these reference group comments with interviews and discussions with staff across the department, asking them what they personally wanted from information management. The intention was to compare these with actual results a year later. Most of the complaints and requests were very practical, and professionally based:

GURU and bulletin boards don’t update each other, the intranet will provide a third possibility. The bulletin boards are convenient because people are already on cc mail and they are only a click away, while the intranet and GURU have to be fired up by a different application. (information technology officer 29/10/96)

I just want to find things when I need them, and not re-invent the wheel. On the other side of the coin, I’d like other people to be able to access and use and know about the things I’ve done, so my work isn’t going nowhere. (human resources officer 9/4/97)

Fewer manual entries for FIRM (budget officer 22/4/97)

There are senior officers entering data manually, that wouldn’t be tolerated in a line agency. This department creates information electronically and exchanges it on paper. There is no overview of how systems interact. (executive officer in budget area 22/4/97)

Better links between Finance, agencies, Cabinet and Ministers (budget officer 22/4/97)

It would be good if we didn’t have to wait six months to get approval to buy a colour printer, so we can present documents more vividly for Cabinet. (budget officer 22/4/97)

CC: mail is ancient, needs replacing. (budget officer 22/4/97)

We need a more stable desktop. FIRM crashes - it went down recently and took out 2/3 of the PCs [in Finance]. Screens went blank for two hours and the ‘p’ drive died. (administrative officer in budget area 22/4/97)

It’s difficult to validate agency data. [X] got caught out when they lied to her. (budget officer 16/4/97)

I don’t know where to find what on desktop, there’s a separate Commonwealth manager’s toolbox, also GURU, a management toolbox… We thought it would be folded into the intranet but it hasn’t been, the key resource documents are all over the place, not integrated. (administrative officer in budget area 22/4/97)

The department hosted a wide diversity of software, which were a source of compatibility problems. A budget officer showed the researcher the list of software available on the local area network: approximately 300 programs. Only a handful had official technical support. All this anecdotal evidence of information management problems were made more real when a senior budget officer showed the researcher an incredibly complex paper form for amendments to the FIRM budget process. It was a nightmare of bad design, almost a caricature of a process more appropriate to the early 1960s than the late 1990s. As with the reference group, comments from officers throughout the department indicated awareness that these information management problems were not just technical, but were linked to wider organisational issues:

They set up a team for the life of a project, and what happens to the data at the end of the project? Do they just print it out and throw away the data? That data just sits on someone’s directory and can’t be accessed. All these electronic cupboards - things can get lost. This is a big challenge for information management. (information technology officer 29/10/96)

PPA [budget] areas can’t get an all of government view because the people ‘upstairs’, in Budget Policy and Coordination don’t trust the PPA areas and don’t like them. (senior officer in budget area 22/4/97)

Everyone knows knowledge is power, but few realise that it’s even more powerful to share knowledge. We need systems that will encourage this to happen. (administrative officer in an IT area 18/2/97)

There is no user participation in the development of systems, all I can do is moan, and now and then they listen. (administrative officer in budget area 22/4/97)

I guess we’re still a traditional IT area in that we make the tools available to do the job, and we rely on them to tell us what they need to do, but they depend on us to tell them what’s available, things like Parliamentary packages and statistical packages. But information management is less tangible, especially if the roles are changing. (information technology officer 29/10/96)

There are few people in IT at the middle manager level who are really into the business side, trying to find out what people are really doing. We don’t know what they do. Not at the technical level. I don’t know how they get there, are they all just figures. I don’t think we have that understanding in the IT area. (information technology officer 29/10/96)

Communicating these complex issues to senior management seemed to be itself problematic, as there were indications that senior management had insufficient understanding of the processes, the costs or the issues:

No one higher than a SOG B [middle management] is driving the IT change process. I’ve been trying to send a message to the top for twelve months. I hold a mirror up to them, and they break the mirror. (Future of Finance member 25/9/96)

Even the information management committee would never have seen an overview of the flowchart of budget information because it doesn’t exist, it has never been mapped. (senior officer in budget area 22/4/97)

They want a home page as good as Microsoft without spending any money. (information technology officer 27/10/97)

While all this information was being collected another project team member was simultaneously writing a draft information management plan, more or less independent of the consultant’s work. This was intended to provide a strategic overview of the departmental direction for information management. These activities went on over a period of approximately two months. These strategies did not seem to include efforts to quantify expenditures of time and resources on information management both before and after implementation of an information management plan. This was unexpected, given the accountancy base of much of the department’s work. But few government agencies have information technology performance plans related to organisational outcomes (Caudle 1997). 

Many other activities within the department impacted on the development and implementation of an information management plan. The project to introduce accrual budgeting, the gradual development of the intranet, the plans to introduce a new desk top suite, and the management initiative to outsource most information technology functions were all proceeding, with little indication of interaction with the information management project or each other. In addition, changes to the corporate structure affecting staff and functions since the arrival of the new secretary in early 1997 had not yet settled in. Some of the players believed they had a direct personal influence on the direction for information technology in the department:

I’m talking directly to the secretary, and the IM [information management] Committee. This department lives or dies on its ability to manage information. I’m finally getting this message home to the fifth floor [executive suite]. (senior officer 22/4/97) 

Several officers voiced a belief that the project was not supported at the highest levels and that management lacked commitment to resolving information management problems. Another information technology manager hinted that the information management plan might not be a main determiner of technology direction for the department:

The information management plan is one thing, but a number of things along the way are another, for example the intranet and the desk top review aren’t waiting for the information management plan…and the knowledge networks are already happening…(executive in charge of IT area 22/1/97)

Plans to conduct an independent information audit in the budget area fell through because senior management would not commit funding for the necessary consultancy (discussion with relevant officer 10/11/97). This would have provided a separate assessment of information practices, which could have contributed to the overall information management project. Thus, there was substantial fragmentation of focus on this critical issue. 

One of the project team members set up the first departmental discussion data base on the intranet. However, awareness of the information management plan did not seem very high within the department, and all but one of the postings to the data base came from the creating officer. Information technology in Finance thus appeared to be what Kanter (1984) described as a ‘segmented’ environment. In such environments innovations are less likely to be widely adopted or survive beyond initial trials (Kanter 1984:31). 

Disbanding of project team

In late April 1997, upon reporting for a meeting, the researcher was told the information management project team had been disbanded, along with the higher level information management committee. Events had been overtaken by other activities in the IT area, and by the departmental restructure. The head of the IT branch had also left the department with only a few days notice, and the head of the information management project team was now acting in that role. The preoccupation with outsourcing arrangements would leave little time for information management issues. The consultant also had no warning that the project was going to be abandoned, but was not surprised. The project was to continue in a lesser form, and information management issues would be dealt with as part of the desk top review. Informants believed this confirmed senior management’s lack of commitment to information management reform.


Follow up
As of September 1997, an administrative officer from the original team had been put in charge of information management, but was working more or less in isolation. This officer was concentrating on gaining acceptance for a commercial integrated records management software package, which would provide for total document management. Such a package would not, he recognised, address the people issues involved, but ‘it would be a start’. Another group was working on the desk top implementation, with little or no overlap or discussion with information management issues. One officer close to the desk top project was unable to say who, if anyone, was dealing with information management and integration issues, for example relating to the bulletin boards and how they would fit into the new desk top. It was believed these issues would probably be dealt with in a de facto way, because the new system would replace the old, and decisions would have to be made. Along the way, improvements were likely to occur to internal communication facility:

Microsoft exchange will be used for mail, but it’s much more than a mail package, and incorporates some of the functions of groupware. The bulletin boards basically have three functions: notification (as of corporate announcements, structural changes, etc.) information dissemination (less formal, such as draft documents on best practice, which people can comment on), and discussion. The intranet will meet the information dissemination need, because it’s far better ordered and structured. (senior IT officer in charge of new desk top implementation 11/7/97) 

Gradually, more information migrated to the departmental intranet, but without a cohesive approach to its use. As of March 1997, not all staff had access, intranet usage and awareness was uneven through the department, and no internal policy had been established on editorial decisions, responsibility for maintenance, both technical and content, and the relation between information available on the Internet about the department and its internal reflection on the intranet (executive minute dated 28/2/97, information technology officers 18/9/97, 22/10/97). There seemed to be a reluctance to commit resources to this area:

The intranet is at least 18 months old. Even when the decision was made to incorporate BURT into a new BIL on intranet, no resources were allocated. That would have been done at senior management level. (information technology officer 22/10/97)
By September 1997, a new desk top suite had been implemented, and the intranet and bulletin boards rationalised. An executive officer in charge of both internal financial management and information technology was assembling a team to manage the outsourcing contracts and internal information management:

The old empires that ran IT and the main frames are now gone. Phase 2 of the desk top implementation will look at the integration issues. On the desk top is where the thinking and sharing goes on - it has to be fluid and responsive. That’s what we’ll be putting in place. (executive officer in charge of information management 24/9/97)

This optimism was not shared by other observers. Several felt that information management involved more complex issues:

I don’t think anyone at Finance is looking at either the costs of IT, or the human resources side, or the ethical issues. Also, no one has a strategic view of the business processes. It’s very difficult to get them off process thinking. (consultant 24/6/97)

At the end of the case study, this situation had not changed much. The amalgamation of Finance with the Department of Administrative Services in late 1997 brought many talented information technology officers, at a time the original Finance had lost IT staff with outsourcing. The very capable executive IT officer from Administrative Services quickly established some of the basic phone and computer links for the new Department of Finance and Administration. Other services, such as access to the bulletin boards and intranet, took longer. Wider information management issues still awaited resolution. Informants expressed scepticism that anything would fundamentally change in the directions needed:

No one’s committed to information management, they just go through the motions. (senior officer 24/10/97)

Nor had the full potential of the new desk top to implement a form of groupware been realised:

The new desk top isn’t any more useable, it’s just flashier. (administrative officer 21/12/97)

It’s harder now to find my way around the desk top, because it’s more complex and there hasn’t been any training. (administrative officer 7/4/98)

The executive was aware that information management was not primarily a technical issue, and that it remained to be addressed. A communication unit was planned to advise on policy and content, assure consistency on the intranet and deal with related information matters. When asked about information management in early 1998, the general manager in charge of these services responded: ‘You’ve hit a raw nerve there’. 

The choice of an accruals program

The following brief discussion of the decision process associated with the choice of an accrual budgeting package in Finance is included because it indicates the influence of the wider government information technology agenda on agency decisions. This provides indirect support for Hypotheses 1, 2, 5 and 6, which consider the links between levels of technology use, how dominant actors will control its use, and the globalising values of public sector reform. Assessment of the decision is beyond the scope of this thesis, as it involves technical detail about accrual budgeting and associated software. Informants repeatedly brought up the issue, and there is no doubt that it was a source of friction within the department between the advocates of a fully outsourced accrual budgeting accounting system and those advocating in house provision and maintenance. This section provides evidence on the degree of openness and participation in internal decision processes.

The National Commission of Audit decided to implement accrual budgeting across the Commonwealth. This brings Australia into alignment with many other nations. Benefits include improved transparency, as both assets and liabilities are represented and projected into the future, unlike cash budgeting systems. The budgeting system in use was FIRM, a relatively new package called Finance Information on Resource Management. This three level package processed all Commonwealth transactions: it produced expenditure bills, estimates of government expenses, and on-line data to agencies. It was an essential instrument in assisting Finance to make 30 million payments per year. FIRM was an in house system modified by contract programmers, and maintained by internal staff. Outsourcing of information technology functions was expected to fundamentally change the environment within the department for software maintenance. 

A high level steering committee of 25, including some members from other agencies, produced the Commonwealth Budgeting Reporting and Accounting Scoping Study (COBRA) in April 1997. This identified four modes for introducing an accrual framework, several of which retained at least parts of FIRM. The report advocated further study, when requirements for the system became clearer. The move to accrual budgeting represented a major shift in government reporting, and not all elements could be specified at the outset. The report tried to balance a complex set of costs and risks. Major factors were full compliance with an accruals framework whose legal and accounting framework was not yet fully detailed and the equally unclear maintenance and modification requirements of the in house system. The whole of government mandate to outsource information technology functions implied staffing uncertainty. Another factor was the life expectancy of FIRM. Despite its recent development, FIRM was not expected to be viable more than three years after the conversion to accruals (COBRA study:106).

To an outsider untrained in the technical details, the COBRA report seems to offer contradictory views on the original design of FIRM and its adaptability to accruals:

FIRM RM currently has a distinctly ‘cash resource’ rather than ‘accrual account/budgeting’ flavour, however, FIRM has been designed to handle accrual data. (p 91)

If you change FIRM….then the change impact is probably only a moderate one. The risk…is that you may be always trying to extract more and more accrual budgeting information out of a system that is not purpose built for the management and provision of accrual budgeting information. (consultants’ views, quoted on p 117)

Statements by staff reflected a similar ambiguity. Many felt the final decision not to pursue modifications of FIRM was caught up in the move to outsource information technology services:

Outsourcing was definitely a big factor in decision to dump FIRM. (acting senior officer who had worked on FIRM 17/11/97)

FIRM would have had to be seriously re-developed. Management board took a decision. They felt the days of in house systems were over. (executive officer in a financial area 17/11/97)

I heard from two places that at a meeting of general managers it was proposed to do a paper on whether FIRM could be adapted. The secretary asked each of them: Do you want to keep FIRM? They all said no, so he said, why do a paper? (officer knowledgable about accruals work 24/10/97) 

The critical factor for internal decision making and impact on corporate culture was that some officers believe the assessment process had not been open:

FIRM was never assessed for accrual suitability, the decision was made on basis of preliminary investigation. I think abandoning FIRM was part of an agenda to get rid of financial software development, the whole outsourcing agenda. FIRM is world class financial accounting system, and could have been modified. The real user specs weren’t done for accrual, although the company advised it. (executive officer 17/10/97)

People in the FIRM area were never asked for their opinion. It was done by stealth, they [the executive]played a waiting game. They first said that it would be transaction based, which would have meant everything reported immediately, and this would have involved substantial modification of FIRM. Then, after the decision to dump FIRM was made, they changed the goal posts, to once per month reporting. That modification could have been made to FIRM in two weeks. I believe it was an ideological decision, to get rid of in house staff. (knowledgable officer 24/10/97)

Another knowledgable officer referred to whole move towards accruals and the decision process as ‘this tawdry process.’ Over time, these issues would have become even more difficult to reach agreement on, given the rapid pace of change in the software industry. Indications were that world’s best practice in accrual budgeting had evolved to a new approach, called on line analytic processing. This would make the choice between FIRM or a commercial package technically less relevant. The tensions over a accrual budgeting system reflected the influence of external agendas and the inadequacy of internal procedures for reaching participatory consensus on key technological decisions. Similar tensions existed over outsourcing. 

Discussion

Information management issues in Finance were neither new nor obscure. The evolution of departmental administrative and computer systems reflected the personalities in powerful positions and traditional public sector hierarchical models. The Future of Finance project emphasised ‘new ways of working’ and collaborative networking, part of an internal culture shift towards greater participation. The information management reference group was part of this emerging culture, and new players started to assert their own agendas for change. Had the project continued and been managed effectively, it might have collected valuable staff views and solutions. The underlying technical/management problems were themselves part of a deep ambiguity about the core functions and goals of the department, which was also becoming less of a controller towards other departments, part of a fractal pattern of devolution. Pressures for change were therefore both external and internal, and potentially destabilising. 

Pressures on the IT infrastructure from outsourcing, the new desk top and the accrual budgeting system only partly account for abandonment of the information management project. Rather than seeing these activities as an added incentive to integrate the information management aspects of systems in Finance, the executive decided to deal with the specific issues first. Information management could then be approached afresh. However, subsuming information management into the relatively straightforward implementation of a new desk top system indicated that technical aspects would have priority over integrative and communication issues. Developmental needs were unlikely to be met. Information management became an example of fragmentation, surrounding and isolating problems (Kanter 1984:29).

Senior management decisions about information management reflected their ambivalence. The Future of Finance process popularised the concept of a learning organisation, but maintaining that momentum implied real losses of power for some players. Integrating a segmented organisation was also a non-trivial task, yet a prerequisite for good information management. Therefore, it was not surprising that instrumental aspects of information technology took precedence. A focus on compliance with externally mandated change, along with efficiency and notional cost effectiveness, was a safe fall-back position which avoided deeper reflection or real participation. This provided evidence in support of Hypotheses 9, that interactive technology can simultaneously facilitate instrumental learning and efficiency while deskilling in relation to participation. The decision to implement only the necessary aspects of a new desk top, in relation to the business plan, and ignore calls for groupware or full integration with the intranet, provided support for Hypothesis 12 in the negative: non-participation also has correlates in the way technology is used at the organisational level. More commonly, Hypothesis 13 holds, as it seemed to in Finance: technology tends to be used instrumentally within organisations. The systemic impacts of this decision would not be seen for nearly two years, and even then were probably not recognised as such.

This approach to information technology, and the values it embodied, were almost certainly part of the new secretary’s agenda. With his arrival in early 1997, the departmental focus turned to economic performance, rather than developmental change. As outsourcing of IT progressed, information technology officers and other staff were also less willing and able to address information management or non-technical aspects of communication. Compliance, as Argyris (1998) has noted, often becomes external. Staff engagement was required elsewhere, but especially on the conditions for their redundancy or certified agreement which many saw as a source of future insecurity. 

The national proposals coming from the Office of Government Information Technology (OGIT) were also focussed on cost savings and a service orientation, as discussed in Chapter 3. Hypothesis 7 states that public sector reform emphasises instrumental forms of communication, rather than full interactivity with citizens on an open agenda. Hypothesis 8 states that this approach also dominates Australian information technology policy. Finance was one of the key institutional actors in establishing these policies, and would naturally have carried them through to the organisational level, as predicted by Hypothesis 5, on the interdependence of technology applications at all levels. At the same time Finance was failing to recognise the deeper implications of information management, the Commonwealth was veering further towards an economic approach to information technology. Only an astute few saw the skew embedded in these policies:

OGIT has hijacked the IT agenda. They’ve created a culture of service delivery orientation towards IT. No one is looking at information management for policy work. (administrative officer in information technology area 9/10/96)
In a department of ‘bean counters’, with an accounting tradition, it was probably not widely noticed that this client perspective addressed only some aspects of information technology. Senior management remained unresponsive to information management issues:

The biggest challenge of change is altering the corporate culture. The key is flatter structures, there are too many layers. The people at the top of the hierarchy are too far removed to realise potential of technology, while people like me, who are more familiar with it, have to choose carefully, and not rush after every new idea that comes along. The corporate IT committee became the IM committee, but that is now gone, and the hierarchical view dominates. (manager in IT area 11/7/97)

These top down decision patterns on IT issues inhibited rapid and flexible response to information management issues. It is argued here that this set up a positive feedback loop, where those making the decisions relied increasingly on their own assumptions, rather than being receptive to wider views. These sorts of systemic patterns include the potential of the technology itself to provide mechanisms for input into decision making, as predicted by Hypothesis 3 on the emerging uses of computerisation in governance. It is not difficult to imagine that if left unchecked, such feedback patterns involving the internal uses of the interactive system to regulate the system might eventually impact on the department’s ability to meet its external accountabilities, as predicted by Hypothesis 14. With the information management project a significant opportunity to improve both efficiency and knowledge sharing within Finance had come and gone. This related directly to the next area of study, the knowledge networks. 

6.4 The knowledge networks

The knowledge networks were another opportunity to continue the inclusive, participatory Future of Finance process. They, too, were an executive initiative which fostered self-organisation and devolved participation. Staff involved with both the knowledge networks and information management saw the networks as a mechanism for implementing the new corporate plan, which had information management as a key area for improvement. The knowledge networks were initiated began before the Future of Finance process had formally finished. They had a similar approach to address current and emerging issues:

The Networks are a formalisation of working practices which seek systematically to establish contacts, exchange information and learn from other people as we formulate policy positions and develop the resource management framework for which we are responsible…They involve identifying a dozen or so of the key contemporary issues facing us as an organisation, and making sure everyone knows about them and which area has primary carriage of them, so that …people know where to go with the information and can learn more when they get there. (staff notice 1996/133 from the secretary dated 28/10/96)

Although maladroitly stated, the focus on internal practices and issues places the knowledge networks clearly in the area of internal policy development. One implicit intention was to bridge the gap between tacit and explicit ‘knowledge’ on these issues, which has been identified as a barrier to understanding the role and costs of knowledge (Lamberton 1997). Such information sharing implies at least partial participation, as opposed to access on a ‘need to know’ basis. The knowledge networks each had ‘sponsors’ who would report regularly to a higher level on what their network was doing to make successful horizontal linkages and create ‘information exchange and learning, both inside and outside the department’. Although not explicitly stated, these linkages would presumably involve effective use of both computerised and personal communication. This also indirectly supports Hypothesis 12, which links full participation with organisational computerised interactivity. 

Much thought had gone into the knowledge networks. Their work would be based on the Ways of Working Cross Divisional Working Group, or CRODWOG. The CRODWOGs, discussed in Section 6.1, were the successful precursors of the knowledge networks. Four key objectives for the knowledge networks were:

· encourage a culture of communication, collaboration, information sharing and timely critical analysis

· improve Finance’s ability to offer better advice to the government

· become a model of networking learning and people management

· enhance Finance’s credibility with key stakeholders. (knowledge centres discussion paper 30/9/96)

These goals were further elaborated in an attachment to a discussion paper, which highlighted the importance of information management. Eleven networks were set up, nine dealing with critical whole of government issues such as accrual accounting and the budget, monitoring of government business enterprises, purchaser/provider arrangements and the one-stop shop, improved performance information, and Commonwealth/State relations. Most of these had external as well as internal members, and were intended to last as long as necessary to get their projects running smoothly. The remaining two, Women in Finance and Finance Innovation Sharing Network (Fishnet), had an internal focus. Most were staffed part time, with voluntary membership, and none were expected to continue indefinitely. They reported to appropriate executive level committees. 

The staff notice quoted above outlined an ambitious project, with terms of reference for each of the ‘first 11 networks.’ There were significant amounts of funding for the One Stop Shops network ($80,000) and the Estimates network ($40,000). The internal networks had specific support from the corporate area, and others were funded by their sponsoring area. All networks were able to bid for resources from the pool of funds set aside for implementation of Future of Finance projects. 

Fishnet was the most centrally placed, and became charged with the task of publicising and promoting the other groups. It was also more generally concerned with internal policy and communications. Part of its function was to assist sub-executive staff to have a continued involvement in change processes following the Future of Finance work. A flier from the Fishnet promoted its role in ‘living our values’ and treating those we deal with ‘openly, fairly and honestly.’ A poster distributed around the department told about the networks and gave contacts. Membership was open, although in practice self-limited by interest. The networks would support the corporate plan’s vision of ‘good public policy well delivered’, and intended benefits included:

· breaking down existing ‘stovepipes’ in Finance

· encouraging a culture of communication and collaboration

· complementing ongoing line organisation arrangements

· providing a more integrated approach to agency relationships

· providing viable reference points for agencies (networks poster)

The convenor of Fishnet was an energetic and capable ‘boundary spanner’ who could harness resources and ideas from areas with different sets of knowledge and terminology. Such people have been identified as important in successful organisational networks (Grosser 1991). Gradually, most of the networks placed information on the intranet, with their terms of reference and contact points, meeting times and activities. The Fishnet quickly set up working groups, issued additional fliers and invited participation from interested persons. The establishment of the networks in early 1997 coincided with the information management project. They were partly intended to fill gaps created by other areas of change:

If the process were managed superbly we wouldn’t need knowledge networks. Because there is the issue of corporate maintenance and people change jobs, the networks provide a memory. (executive officer in IT Branch 22/1/97)

At the time there was a sense of pride in the success of the Future of Finance process, and a belief that this could be built on and used to strengthen Finance’s position as a whole of government coordinating agency:

Finance has managed, with the whole corporate plan review in the last year or two, a process that has been quite successful, and we might as well blow our own trumpet. We want to market that success. (senior officer in budget area 4/3/97)

The networks were also a conscious attempt to build on existing positive networks. The Ginger Group, which became part of the Fishnet, was a long standing informal network of executive assistants. For several years, they had been gathering for morning teas and supporting each other’s roles. Their information role was pivotal, as they handled many random requests and acted as gatekeepers for the executive. They had a large amount of collective but undocumented knowledge. Giving them formal status as a sub-group of the Fishnet was a good way to encourage similar activities in other areas:

When the knowledge networks were set up, it was suddenly realised that we were already doing that kind of networking, and they wanted our knowledge. (member of Ginger Group 26/6/97)

Stacey (1996) recommended encouraging informal networks as a source of creative energy in organisations. In earlier days, these women were called ‘secretaries’, with an important role in representing the personal, non-bureaucratic side of organisational life (Kanter 1974:69-70). But this group, too, was feeling the winds of change. They were less secure, as executive officers were no longer able to take their personal assistants with them if they changed areas. Several had moved into mainstream jobs in the department; others became casualties of a harsher industrial environment.

Activities

The Knowledge Networks were operative by about December 1996. A Net Expo coordinated by the Fishnet was held in February 1997, featuring a display in the canteen of each network’s purpose and membership, their reports, papers and proposed activities, with members available to discuss them. The financial management network had two half time people devoted to it, perhaps reflecting its role, which was close to core corporate business. They also had a fixed life span. When their task was completed, they would disband. This network also had an external focus, with an external (print) mailing list going out to over 500 people across the public sector. As well as putting their membership details and terms of reference onto the intranet, some networks produced discussion papers. Several had pages on the departmental Internet site. However, on the intranet the knowledge networks were hidden under ‘contacts’. Fishnet produced a brief paper for the executive on their intentions to undertake the organisation and indexing of the intranet, in collaboration with others. 

Like the CRODWOGs before them, a few networks coalesced or evolved into different groups to meet the changing needs of the organisation. For example, the accrual network was overtaken first by the accruals implementation scoping exercise and then its implementation: 

The knowledge networks had a twofold purpose: to do actual development work on issues and to communicate to the rest of the department. Since there was always a dedicated project team outside the network process, the network only did the latter, ie, it didn’t have a development role. But the implementation team also does some communicating, although there’s no real overlap in membership. (former convenor of accruals knowledge network 8/9/97)

They were considered successful in gathering people from across the organisation and in dispersing information:

The network didn’t really have a policy development role, it was more about promulgating information. Quite a range of people would attend the meetings, from junior level up to branch head. (former convenor of the one stop shop network 8/9/97)

Fishnet had a more ambitious but ultimately unrealised program for promoting the ethos of a learning organisation. The researcher provided some assistance with the convenor’s proposal for a corporate change series to ‘assist particular target groups across program areas within Finance enhance their individual and collective leadership and change management skills at a time of significant change’. Plans included seminars and discussion forums on key issues, targeting branch heads, graduate assistants, the convenors of the other knowledge networks, and the Ginger Group (internal document dated 16/4/97). The Ginger Group prepared and distributed an A-Z guide for the department. The guide was their way of documenting some of their tacit knowledge, and making it more widely available. These projects were consistent with the understanding of Fishnet’s unique role in encouraging innovative ideas and supporting them build support and self-help at the officer level:

Fishnet was set up to provide balance in the knowledge networks, and an across-the-dept view with a coordinating, integrating function. (Fishnet convenor 17/4/97)

The Fishnet was also able to draw on cooperative efforts from other groups and individuals around the department, who helped with technical tasks or publishing on their own time. These were referred to a ‘illicit resources’, possibly because they were informal, but they could also be described as sources of internal social capital, or Stacey’s (1996) ‘shadow culture’. By April 1997 several networks had completed their tasks and been disbanded. By July, 8 of them were still listed as operating, four at the discretion of their general manager. Fishnet and the women’s network were retained as ‘valuable corporate networks supported within the organisation’ (attachment to departmental organisational structure diagram 1/7/97). By September, the networks had vanished from the intranet, although the work of some, such as accruals, continued as part of a different team. Work similar to that intended by Fishnet continued in other areas, for example the development team sponsored seminars with management information regarding the new public service act. Pockets of less formalised interaction and development also continued in the department. A learning group with members from different areas met to discuss readings, and intended to run a pilot survey about whether people felt they are learning, based on a book about learning organisations. The group was described as a ‘little think tank’ (administrative officer 22/10/97). The executive did not seem to be aware of the status of all the networks. In particular, the deputy secretary was unaware in November that the Fishnet had collapsed several months before: ‘I’d be disappointed if Fishnet folded, I thought we’d made a conscious decision to continue it’ (interview with deputy secretary 10/11/97). By May of 1998 the former convenor of Fishnet had left the public sector.

Discussion

The learning organisation rhetoric of the knowledge networks establishing documents belied their actual functions. They might have been expected to integrate with other projects, such as information management. Instead, most of the networks took on discrete tasks, dealt with them efficiently, and then disbanded. They operated as task forces with flexible membership rather than networks with developmental goals. The exception was Fishnet, whose attempts to bring out innovative and change management ideas briefly flourished. However, in the light of other changes in the department, these communication goals slowly receded. Fishnet’s overlap with information management was almost incidental, due to some duplication in members and interests. Even so, the Fishnet did not achieve any advances in this area, or in relation to organisational issues, even though technological change has been found to be ‘increasingly indistinguishable’ from organisational change (Boddy and Gunson 1996:189). The uses of computer-mediated communication by Fishnet were interdependent with its use on a departmental level, and that was shifting towards less interactivity. Again, the ‘attractor’ for organisational technology use
 was an instrumental one, as predicted by Hypothesis 13. 

The temporary standing of most of the knowledge networks was part of their terms of reference. Their role was one of internal information distribution rather than implementing innovative approaches to resource management or restructuring to facilitate learning. However, the Fishnet had executive authorisation to operate on a developmental level. Like the more socially oriented of the bulletin boards, it had the potential to contribute to creative change and learning. Why, then, did it fade away before any of its major tasks were implemented?

Work pressures were certainly a factor, combined with the changing corporate climate. In a performance culture, tasks which are not explicitly part of a performance agreement, or which have longer time horizons than the period of the agreement, become dispensable. This was the perspective offered by participants in the Fishnet. On a wider scale, a focus on short-term planning is a common criticism of both national policies and global enterprises. It is not surprising, then, to find similar thinking within agencies. Minutes from a meeting of the knowledge network convenors provide critical context:

The meeting actually opened with a lengthy discussion of the period of uncertainty staff are experiencing given the June 5/6 exercise, and the workplace bargaining process. The issue was raised in the context of the difficulty facing networks continuing to promote corporate values and the management of change. Issues commented on included:

· the effect on staff morale and the general perception of staff about senior management not living the rhetoric in terms of corporate values (particularly fair dealings and open communication);

· recent articles in the Bulletin and CT[Canberra Times] on a possible amalgamation of Treasury/DoF adding fuel to the uncertainty and rumours; and

· a filtering out to staff of the dissatisfaction expressed by some IT staff about the whole IT outsourcing process.

In this context, the Executive’s stated willingness to consult widely within the organisation and to find appropriate ways in doing so was acknowledged. It was also noted that: 

· the Executive have been reasonably open in staff meetings to date and that it may not be possible for them to provide any greater degree of certainty at this stage;

· a statement from the Executive on the amalgamation rumours would be beneficial;

· that the ‘blockages’ in communication in some areas appear to be occurring at the program and at the Branch level; and

· progress with the workplace bargaining has been slower than anticipated with staff participation not very pro active in terms of communicating to the Executive what staff want put on the bargaining table. 

However, a lot of this could be attributed to staff not focussing on the issue due to the budget process and the general uncertainty about the actual future of their jobs. (minutes of a knowledge networks convenors meeting of 6/5/97)

It is unusual to find expressions of distrust and insecurity textualised as they were in the above minutes. Although politely coded in public sector vernacular, there is a clear call for greater honesty and openness from the executive, and for better communication practices. In this situation, the internal networks, in particular, could not achieve their ambitious developmental goals. Hypotheses 11 relates to the types of possible learning and simple beliefs about the system. The networks showed the change in those beliefs, from confidence about individual actors’ ability to make their views and values count to mere compliance. This dampened participation was reflected in lack of development of the networks on the intranet, again showing the correlations between participation (or the lack of it) and the design and use of the computerised systems, as predicted by Hypothesis 12.  The external component of the networks also showed no innovations in the use of information technology, providing indirect support for Hypothesis 5, on the interdependence of levels of use. The minutes of the knowledge networks convenvors’ meeting explicitly mentioned outsourcing and the certified agreement process as problem areas. It was to these and other closely related issues that the researcher’s attention shifted. 

6.5 A change of pace: factors affecting technology directions

Before we had participation without leadership. Now we have leadership without participation. (executive officer 24/11/97)

The issues considered here were mostly in train by early 1997, when Peter Boxall became the new secretary of Finance. Outsourcing of many functions, including information technology, and the development of a certified agreement were both were part of system-wide changes in the Australian Public Sector. Dr. Boxall’s arrival marked a clear change in tone and pace for the department. Although a new actor to Finance, he came with a PhD in economics, a strong background in government administration and good connections in federal government. Widely considered to be more decisive than his predecessor Steve Sedgewick, Dr. Boxall was also described as personally engaging. There was no contradiction between this personal charm and a strong commitment to neoliberalism. He had a mandate for change, but it did not come from the employees in his department. He was repeatedly described as an ideologue. His phrase ‘from learning to earning’ was widely quoted as the new management mantra. The changes he introduced were overtly intended to demonstrate the successful and complete expression of public sector reform, along the principles outlined in Chapter 3. These included widespread outsourcing, down sizing, risk minimisation, cost cutting and an emphasis on individual performance. Indirectly, this provided support for Hypothesis 6, on the consonance of public sector reform with the values of globalisation. 

Dr. Boxall was said to prefer oral communication or very brief written advice, rejecting papers that went beyond one page. He operated in a dynamic but often unclear information environment where context exerted a powerful influence, a common situation for modern managers (Katzer and Fletcher 1992). He would go directly to the officer responsible for a task. Some said he used his second and third tier of executives to deliver bad news or execute unpleasant tasks, another common pattern (Kanter 1984:78). Nor was he described as encouraging alternative viewpoints:

Boxall and his underlings are playing a ‘good cop/bad cop game’: Boxall is the driving force, wants to be seen as benign, has a plan, etc, but the people next in line are real head kickers. They are his storm troopers, his Goering and Goebbels. (administrative officer 21/2/98)

Boxall says he values diversity and dissent, but he’s a bit of an ideologue, and only uses dissent and diversity to reinforce his prejudices. (senior officer 24/10/97)

Boxall is very definite and decisive and some day he will come undone because of it. Very Chicago school. (senior officer 29/9/97)
From mid 1997 the researcher had the use of a desk in the corporate services area of Finance. It was a tenuous arrangement, and more than once the desk was reassigned without notice, or boxed in by cartons from someone else’s peregrinations. The odd phone call came in for someone no one could place. Rarely was the researcher’s presence noticed or questioned amid the constant change. The uncertainty was palpable. One image imprinted in this turmoil. On a stranded and unclaimed file cabinet, amid dirty coffee cups, sat a small statement in flowery script in an ornate gold frame, a motto for good managers: ‘We value people around here’.

Industrial Relations

A full history of these events is beyond the scope of the thesis. They are considered for their impact on staff communications and participation, and indirectly, the use of interactive systems for an important internal policy - development of the certified agreement. An important background factor was the down sizing of the department by about 50 per cent in the two years preceding the amalgamation with the Department of Administrative Services. There were many voluntary redundancies, and efforts were made to assist staff with retraining, counselling, financial advice and timing these separations flexibly.

The Spill

The events of the Queen’s Birthday long weekend in June 1997 were a watershed for staff-executive relations, and inevitably changed the atmosphere of subsequent negotiations for the certified agreement. A ‘spill’ of senior officers was announced on the Thursday, as part of a major departmental restructure. They had to apply for their own jobs, with no assurance that they would be confirmed in them. Curriculum vitae were requested by Monday, and announcements were made of successful candidates the same afternoon. Announcement of a spill, particularly on short notice, is a threatening prospect for public servants, most of whom place high value on the security of their positions. 

The researcher was present at a meeting attended by the deputy secretary, just prior to the announcement of the spill. He acknowledged that times were difficult and a small number of people were making decisions. He was very clear that this was not a time for evolutionary change, which could be discussed, because the change literature said substantial change must be mandated. But he expressed concern that only two people had spoken out at a meeting of senior officers, while admitting that the executive was ‘not very good at revealing reasons and context’. He referred to an acting executive officer who had been rewarded with permanency in his position because he had argued strongly against the proposed changes, and had ‘sat up on his back legs’ (notes from Fishnet meeting attended by deputy secretary 4/6/97). 

This ambivalence towards encouraging input was greeted with sympathetic murmuring around the table. Several officers sought delicate ways to suggest avenues for face to face discussion and input to the restructuring process. A further spill took place after the amalgamation with the Department of Administrative Services, when Finance’s competitive tendering and contracting area was combined with staff from Purchasing Australia. Through an error, the affected Finance staff only found out about it when the secretary announced it at a gathering of both sets of staff. Both spills, but particularly the first one, were widely discussed within the department. Many officers felt it had been handled badly:

There is now less trust than previously. The perception was that the decisions [about who would lose their jobs in the spill] had already been made. (senior officer 26/9/97 )

The June spill was a bloodletting exercise. (senior officer 24/10/97)

The June 5-6 exercise was not handled well. People felt that they were targeted, they had no warning they weren’t wanted. (executive officer 17/10/97)

It was therefore in an atmosphere of increasing insecurity that the serious negotiations for the certified agreement took place. 

The Certified Agreement

I’m not too interested in the certified agreement. Either I’ll work for the outsourcer or I’ll go trout fishing. (senior information technology officer 18/9/97)

The proposed national Public Service Act represented a sea change for the public sector, and the executive in Finance consciously took the lead with their certified agreement. An extensive consultative process included a SCAT group, or Staff Certified Agreement Team, with four union and six elected members. Over many months, this group met with staff to develop their proposal and negotiated with senior management: 

There’s been an absolute minimum of 80% participation, for example, 416 out of about 600 staff voted on the proposals, and within this, there was a strong consensus. This has a precedent in the FOF process, we have capitalised on those positive things. (officer associated with the certified agreement process 13/6/97)

Staff circulars on the bulletin board system gave notice of progress. The management proposal offered the possibility of up to 15% performance pay and broadbanding positions into four major categories. In exchange, the organisation was to become ‘a small, elite, professional advisory organisation’. Many bureaucratic measures, such as overtime entitlements, would be eliminated. Salary would become adjustable up or down, and performance management would become more personal between staff and manager. 

The idea of a more flexible, negotiated workplace appealed to many staff. Some felt removal of overtime pay was just an acknowledgment of what was already happening. On the bulletin boards someone suggested that economic rationalism required all overtime be paid to make explicit the cost of bad management causing excessive hours. Several informants noted the secretary’s positive personal approach to work and family life:

He [Boxall] can compartmentalise. He doesn’t work long hours, he’s a family man. (executive officer 24/11/97)

The flexibility to recognise high achievers had the support of some managers, but many staff were openly sceptical of the Pandora’s box which the agreement presented to them:

The management offer on the certified agreement is a bloody good one. I want to be able to reward people for their performance. (acting executive officer 24/9/97)

The public sector is facing the secretary now as employees, and the secretary is now in the position of an employer. Previously, your agency head did not determine your wages and conditions. This is new for everyone, and there is the potential for industrial and personal problems to flow on to the internal process and affect outcomes and policies. (administrative officer 18/9/97)

I want to do a good job, but I don’t want to leave my kids alone after six. Will this mean I’ll be marked down for not performing? (administrative officer and sole parent 16/9/97) 

A word not in the new agreement is ‘trust’. There’s a lot not spelled out, they say ‘to be arranged’. (administrative officer 18/9/97)

It’s now a strong hardball game, and people will be dropped off the team. (senior officer 24/10/97)

The staff counter-offer on the certified agreement sought clarification on a wide range of issues. The union ran a ‘no’ campaign. The vote on the certified agreement was delayed to include the new staff from Administrative Services, and was passed by a clear majority in December 1997. The Community and Public Sector Union then took the certified agreement to the Industrial Relations Commission and raised ‘qualifications.’ This led to greater clarity on some issues. However, the union was critical of the overall process.
 It was essentially the same as management’s original offer, perhaps reflecting a trend identified elsewhere (Boddy and Gunson 1996:42, Morehead et al 1997) of gradual loss of union power on issues of major change: 

Management basically ignored the staff offer. (administrative officer 29/1/98)

There was also pressure to accept because some officers recently made redundant would only accrue any benefits if an agreement was made by the end of 1997; there was a feeling that management was not going to shift their position, no matter what appeals to logic, commonsense, law etc were made. (former IT officer 2/2/98)

Some informants took an optimistic view:

The certified agreement is now more flexible. Staff can negotiate with managers, it’s less rule bound, unlike before, where levels were set outside manager’s domain. (general manager 7/1/98)

I found the people supporting the certified agreement were those who had good managers, they weren’t afraid to enter the new world of more direct negotiations. There was a lot of effort to explain and educate people on this new approach. Boxall went around, managers had to meet with staff, there was lots of consultation for many months. Boxall clearly wants a performance culture, and if you work hard you will be rewarded, with money or flexibility, etc. (administrative officer in corporate area 20/1/98)

Australian Workplace Agreements
At the same time as negotiations were occurring on the Certified Agreement, sections of the department were being offered AWAs, or Australian Workplace Agreements. Although technically not contracts, these individually negotiated agreements were considered both lucrative and risky. A union flier posted near the lifts advised people to consider carefully before signing an AWA, and advised them to get professional assistance from the union:

…think about them… you don’t have to sign one, it’s a complex legal document, it may not protect you against unfair dismissal…get advice.

 AWAs were not transparent, and even knowledge about who was being offered them was subject to rumour. They were first offered to senior executive staff, with all but one accepting. The remaining officer left the department after unsuccessfully persisting in seeking technical coverage in the AWA for unfair dismissal of executive level officers. AWAs were also a factor in the outsourcing exercise for the information technology branch. Staff understood that jobs would be available for them under the new outsourcing arrangements. But as this hope faded, many started to look for jobs elsewhere. Finance then offered some of them AWAs, or ‘golden handcuffs’ to allow a smooth transition to an outsourced environment.

Eventually, other areas offered AWAs to senior officers, with little resistance. Their flexibility was a doubled-edged sword for many: 

AWA’s reward and encourage performance, and also allow people to have a say in the arrangements. Previously, there was one big mechanism in place. Now it makes people think about their role and conditions, and lets them get a sense of what their worth is to the agency. The driver is no longer regulation, but performance. The downside is the loss of flexibility: you’re only as good as your last effort. You perform to a certain level, if you drop, you may not be supported. (senior officer 17/10/97)

Discussion

The new employment conditions were an important factor in the changing corporate climate. More responsibility rested on both managers and staff to discuss and negotiate outcomes and expectations. Management maintained that bad managers would not be tolerated. But staff felt insecure to test this model in a climate of downsizing and insecurity. They heard another message, which was ‘If you don’t like it, you can leave.’ This was an example of Hypothesis 11, where simple beliefs about the system determine the possible forms of participation and learning. There were strains all around, as everyone entered a new era for the public sector. Both staff and managers had lost the protection of impersonal uniform and distantly administered regulations. The spill of June 1997 had stirred up many latent fears, and separated winners from losers. Trust diminished:

 I felt guilty, that I couldn’t look those who had missed out in the eye. For some it was the first time they had gotten any indication that they weren’t performing, or that the goalposts had moved. (senior officer 26/9/97)

The new regime did not alter the hierarchical arrangements that have traditionally intimidated public sector staff. Without structural innovations such as downward accountability, much rested on the personality of managers and ultimately, the secretary: 

If people think the certified agreement is about rewarding people for their performance and stress, they have no understanding at all. It’s about uncertainty, with no promises from management. (officer requesting anonymity 3/10/97)

There were suggestions to use the intranet to create a discussion database about the agreement, but this did not eventuate, due to resource constraints. The union negotiators used email and electronic distribution for gathering staff views, and made some use of an electronic voting system to agree on a delay to include the staff from the Department of Administrative Services in the new agreement. There was also an Intranet site for documentation, and two bulletin boards for discussion: one for union members and the more general Workplace. Without access to the full archives of the internal system, it is not clear to what extent the subtleties and underlying tensions accompanying the negotiations were textualised over the departmental computer system. This limits the evidence available to consider Hypotheses 12 and 13 on this issue, which relate to full participation and its correlates to the interactivity of the computer system. Informants indicated internal openness had dampened.

Outsourcing

The decision to outsource information technology functions was mandated externally, although Finance, as a major policy player, would have taken a strong role in the deliberations leading up to this decision. The ownership and maintenance of all desk top computers and development work on some of the larger systems applications would be sub-contracted. The role of in house programmers would be minimised. Some of the controversy surrounding the separate decision to outsource the accrual budgeting system was outlined in section 6.3. As discussed in Chapter 4, outsourcing is a key element in public sector reform. The interest here is how outsourcing decisions related to staff participation and human resource management, as well as the implications for external accountabilities. The research question here bacame: to what extent were the interactive desk top systems used for documentation and participation in these key decisions? Were staff at all levels actively involved? And did the planning for outsourcing take account of wider information management issues that were unresolved following the collapse of the Information Management Project Team?

Finance was intended to be part of one of the cluster arrangements for the Commonwealth, which would create three or four major contracts for information technology. However, in early 1997 it was announced that Finance would, instead, ‘piggy-back’ on the contract which the Department of Veterans Affairs had signed with GSA, a subsidiary of IBM. This caused a flurry of consternation from the press, which claimed Finance had not followed its own guidelines for outsourcing tendering. The rationale for this decision was unclear, as even at mid-year, staff thought other options were possible:

Outsourcing is not a foregone conclusion, we could fall back on the cluster arrangements. (senior officer in corporate services area 13/6/97)

Whether this perception was due to inattention or oversights of communication is unclear, because around the same time the executive was taking outsourcing as a near fait accompli:

The reality is that we are contracting out IT and that’s going to impact adversely on people. We need to get the issues discussed. (deputy secretary, at Fishnet meeting 4/6/97)

Others close to the process also expressed bewilderment:

I don’t think they are interested in IT benchmarking or discussions with current IT staff on the specifications of the new systems. [two very senior people] made the decision to piggy-back on the Vets Affairs contract with GSA, now they’re getting lots of flack over the failure to tender. I don’t know on what basis the decision was made. (senior officer requesting anonymity 24/6/97)

Staff has not seen any figures on the benefits of outsourcing, there is no doubt that services will be reduced. They make decisions that sound good on first blink, but they don’t think it through, won’t listen to advice or other considerations. Management wouldn’t discuss issues around outsourcing. (information technology officer 22/10/97)

Announcements about these decisions appeared on the bulletin boards. The Information Technology Branch was very involved in setting the specifications for the outsourcing, once the decision had been made. The employment implications for staff were discussed in the preceding section on industrial relations. Outsourcing was driven to some extent by external factors, but was also firmly embraced by many internal officers. Many considered Finance to be overloaded with computer staff, many of whom had little interaction with other areas of the department. Views on outsourcing also reflected the historical schism in Finance, outlined earlier, between the desk top and the mainframe applications:

The sooner it happens the better. Getting rid of the big applications will break stranglehold the mainframe has on our IT thinking. Then a small team could really assist with desktop, where the real knowledge work occurs. (information technology officer 16/4/97) 

However the wider information management issues for Finance remained somewhat unclear as arrangements for outsourcing progressed. Some minor systems would remain in house, and a small ‘rump’ would remain to administer the contract. Mostly the big, externally oriented systems would be outsourced, along with the new desk top. However, the intranet needed in house administration, and it was not clear whose area this would fall into. Many officers working with information technology, either as technical support or in applications areas, expressed concerns over both detail and principle:

Only applications development and strategic planning is outside the scoping exercise. They’ve determined what will go out. If we outsource support for the desk top, it could be better or worse, but we’re removing from permanent heads the freedom to make their own choice, it’s not up to them any more. It seems ideologically driven at moment…cost saving drives it, not the most effective use of money. (senior information technology officer 8/11/96)
With outsourcing you lose control and it can’t work because your systems and information, rather than the technology, are the crucial elements. (departmental IT consultant 16/4/97)

Outsourcing was considered a low risk strategy by management, because it would minimise departmental obligations regarding staffing and technology. When asked if Finance would be looking at the human resource arrangements for the outsourcer, to ensure public sector standards were maintained, the response was unambiguous: 

HR doesn’t come into the outsourcing contracts: it’ll be their problem. That’s part of our risk reduction. (senior manager in a relevant area 24/9/97)

Thus, outsourcing of IT was an instance of the ‘off-load’ syndrome, discussed in Part I. The implementation of outsourcing was complicated by an unexpected external factor, when Finance was amalgamated with the Department of Administrative Services in late 1997, following a well-publicised scandal about Parliamentarians rorting the travel allowance system administered by DAS. This brought several dozen information technology officers into the new Department of Finance and Administrative Services, and required some months of additional adjustment to incorporate the additional technology needs into the outsourcing arrangement. It was expected that a mixture of pragmatism and ‘muddling through’ would characterise the transition phase, with opportunities for rational actors:

DAS will do whatever IBM doesn’t. That’s the way things will be worked out with IT in DoFA. That’s the way it works with outsourcing. Whatever’s not in the contract is done in-house. The basic process at Finance for IT has been just ignore it and see what falls through the cracks and whoever screams loudest gets some help. (information technology officer 27/10/97)
New desk top

The replacement of the desk top computer applications with a new suite also took place towards the end of 1997. Eventually a full Microsoft suite was chosen. This was also described as a low risk strategy by some, while others saw this as recognising the inevitable move to a unified government interface. Many saw a Microsoft desk top as a good first step towards solving other information management problems, by eliminating annoying compatibility problems with other agencies. However, Microsoft was also a popular target of complaint, partly due to its sheer domination of the government, and global, PC market. Staff were well aware of international court cases against Microsoft. There was much interest in such issues, and an acknowledgment of similar ‘David and Goliath’ issues within the department:

The decision to go Microsoft was based on the decision to go Microsoft. Microsoft isn’t even compatible with itself. (information technology officer 22/10/97)

With the desk top, they’re looking at replacing all the desk top tools, but they seem to be going about it the wrong way. The Information Group and the Information Technology group have always been bitter enemies. (information technology officer 29/10/96)

These concepts were entwined with the degree of internal participation in decisions about the desk top. External influences lessened the possibilities of internal deliberation:

The secretary determined the terms of reference. (senior officer in IT area 8/11/96)

People don’t think they have much say in IT, it’s out of our hands. For example, there was lots of consultation done during the FoF process about changing the desktop, but in the end, Word 6 was decided on for external reasons, ie, the whole of APS [Australian Public Sector] approach. (administrative officer in budget area 26/6/97)

Even IT staff were unclear about how all the pieces fitted together:

IT is done by the Management Board, I’m not sure how decision making happens. Or who is in charge of information management. (senior officer in IT area 11/7/97) 

The desktop implementation was being handled in two phases by a consultant. Phase I would put the new systems on the desk top machines, and Phase II would be business alignment. Discussions were held at high levels:

They’re meeting with general manager level contacts and people in the Minister’s office about what they want. But at that level they have very simplistic view of the world. They don’t realise that so much of what has been done has been with inadequate tools, and could be better. (administrative officer 17/6/97)

The input from existing IT staff was also limited by the imminence of outsourcing:

He’s [a senior IT person] on the edge looking out, because that’s where he’s going. There will be no IT branch, and the number of applications will be reduced to 10 or 15. (administrative officer 17/6/97)

Some officers expressed hope that the new desk top system would bring about some of the streamlining and user efficiencies that many had been calling for. The new system would have some of the capabilities of groupware, which was eagerly sought by many Finance officers, as noted earlier. Many Lotus Notes enthusiasts in Finance extolled its capacity for collaborative work: 

[My] project would be ideal for groupware, because so much is policy. The best we can do now is put draft papers on a common access drive, but I’d like to see groupware on the desk top. (executive officer in accruals area 17/11/97)

But the new system was several steps away from providing the features of groupware:

Microsoft Exchange lets you share folders, but it’s not a substitute for groupware. You have to program it to get the real features of groupware out of Exchange. (information technology officer 27/10/97)

Nor was it clear, at the point when Finance amalgamated with Administrative Services, that the new system would be used to encourage open dialogue and bring change to ways of working: 

It would probably be fair to say that the new desk top has done little to enhance electronic democracy - it’s just flashier. (administrative officer requesting anonymity 29/1/98)

The new desktop is harder to use. It has so many features, and we’ve had almost no training. (administrative officer 7/4/98)
Discussion

The timing of information technology outsourcing no doubt added to the stresses of introducing accrual budgeting and a new desk top system. These all entailed substantial change in either technology or process, and the general downsizing of staff made it harder to determine who would be left to do what, or indeed, what would be left to do. Staff had little say in these events, which followed national trends and directions, as predicted by Hypothesis 5, on the interactions between levels. 

Outsourcing took many decisions out of departmental hands, and excised a once powerful organ from the heart of the organisation. The power that flows to IT outsourcers as they become policy partners and the accountability issues of outsourcing were discussed in Chapter 3. The process of outsourcing provided support for Hypothesis 1, which says computerised systems will reflect dominant actors and their values. In Finance, these were the executive and eventually the outsourcers. Informants recognised risks in this strategy:

There’s a pall hanging over all that. I reckon there will be an increase in fraud. The contracts should be open, as a condition of tender. (senior officer 24/10/97)

However, senior management did not believe that this posed any problems: 

There will still be ANAO [Australian National Audit Office], and the contract manager will still report to senior management, there is no commercial in confidence operating there. The processes won’t be that different. Only the scale is different. (senior IT manager 24/9/97)

IT officers revealed a sensitivity to the broad implications, if not the fine details, of how events were likely to evolve. There was clear recognition that outsourcing was unlikely to ever be reversed:

The outsourcing is part of a total change in the nature of IT away from large scale main frame processing of other people’s transactions. It’s a one way street - but this restructuring is the way government is going. The risk is loss of agency direction and control and initiative. We run the risk of being captured by the supplier if there is no internal IT capability. (senior IT manager 24/9/97)

In the background, probably not considered an ‘actor’ in departmental matters, was Microsoft. This global software giant dominates government desk tops, preempting many departmental design decisions. The number of firms who could competitively offer outsourcing services to government on the scale required could also be counted on the fingers of one hand. These simple facts of the market inevitably shape internal decisions. This de facto control of technology, and the uniformity of the actors’ values behind it, may be the most convincing evidence supporting the researcher’s proposal that similar patterns appear in technology use at all levels. The suite chosen was not particularly well suited to forms of interactivity more sophisticated than email, but the unrealised potential of the new desk top did not concern most staff. They were used to a functioning bulleting board system, and many did not know that other realms of interactivity and electronic participation were possible. Hypothesis 13 says information technology tends to be used instrumentally at the organisational level, and despite the brief blossoming of the bulleting boards, few in Finance expected otherwise. Because the cultural shift was in the direction of less trust and security for staff, possibilities for creative use of change, learning or participation all diminished. It remained to be seen if this instrumental, ideologically driven approach to information technology would provide any support for Hypothesis 14, about the impacts of internal communications on external accountabilities. The department was well aware of its obligations to manage the taxpayer’s purse wisely. 

Areas of successful innovation persisted, primarily due to individual managers. The teams in the budget policy coordination group, a positive but limited example of a system within a system, became the final area of investigation. 

6.6 The Budget Policy Coordination Group Teams

Introduction to the group

The assistant secretary of the budget policy and coordination group invited the researcher to visit the area in mid 1997. They were interested feedback from an outsider, and provided documents on the teams and budget communication processes. They wanted to further improve communications with the program budget areas of the department. This part of the case study included two quantitative surveys: on attitudes to the open area accommodation in October 1997 and on email use and protocols in March 1998. The researcher also provided a brief analysis of the team structures, including recommendations on using the team approach to address some of the information management and workload issues. This documented some of the team achievements and the need for a formal evaluation. 

The budget policy coordination group arose from an amalgamation of two branches with major carriage of budget and policy advice. The group of about 40 was in some ways the boiler room of the department, pulling together budget strands from the policy and program areas which in turn coordinated information from other agencies. Tasks included documentation and statistics, ministerial and expenditure review committee briefings, system operations and management, and budget process and implementation. Some of these, such as outlay pressures, which alert Ministers to potential increases in expenditure, were becoming contestible. Increasingly, external suppliers and consultants provided economic advice:

We rely less now on the Bureau of Statistics. One half to one third of our advice and information comes in from the private sector. (senior officer 29/9/97)

Although the researcher had met with several officers from this group previously, their highly technical functions and ethos only became clear on closer contact. Located on the same floor as the two highest executives, the budget group gave an impression of being rather special. Many impressed with their intelligence and insight, and many were young, attractive, and highly educated, including a number with honours degrees in economics. They found time for tennis or running at lunchtime. Their structure was unusual for a federal agency. They were based on teams with devolved responsibility, rather than hierarchical chains of command. Members were expected to volunteer for jobs, extend their abilities, and take responsibility for the full execution of a task. Participation in the team processes was encouraged, even promoted as an obligation, including deciding on the role of team and task leaders. Despite some unique characteristics, the communication issues in the budget coordination group were entwined with those in the rest of the department, and included information management. 

Background of teams

Teams were already in operation within the resource management improvement group prior to its amalgamation with expenditure policy branch. Following the 1995-96 budget, proposals were made within the expenditure policy branch to introduce teams. A trial was held in January 1996, and a structure of ten teams in three work groups was adopted in February. One intention was to improve communications, both within the branch and with other areas, and this was seen as dependent on the organisational form (branch discussion paper 21/11/95).

The goals were to improve flexibility, create better lines of communication, and promote efficiency and sharing of expertise. The Future of Finance project was also creating interest in ‘new ways of working’ and alternatives to hierarchical patterns around this time. Many of the underlying issues identified at least as far back as the 1994 staff survey remained concerns for the department. These included high pressures, work and family conflicts, inadequate staff learning opportunities, poor management skills, negative effects of organisational arrangements on performance, and not enough delegation. In that survey, 49% of respondents rated Finance as only an average or worse place to work (quoted in Future of Finance document 26/7/96). 

Climate at the time of research

Wider departmental changes also affected the budget coordination group. Much of their work was subject to possible outsourcing through contestibility or absorption into Treasury, but over a longer term. A number of officers in the budget group were closely involved with the accrual budgeting area on the specifications for the new system. Accrual budgeting would bring changes in the way departments would report on their spending, and this would affect the work of all budget areas in Finance. Several databases would be eliminated or devolved, possibly to individual departments. Communications with the program areas which dealt directly with stakeholder agencies were also moving in the direction of greater devolution. These developments had long been forecast and recommended within Finance, but were given a large spur by the introduction of accrual budgeting. 

Team issues and development

The work of the teams, while often process oriented, was demanding and intense. It was not unusual for officers to belong to more than one team. Keeping abreast of the technical aspects of each and attending scheduled meetings required constant balancing of priorities. Each team member had a confidante or mentor for assistance on both team and technical matters. A good deal of effort had gone into team development. An outside facilitator had worked with the teams early in the year for half a day per week, over eight weeks. This helped them to learn what was required to make the teams effective: 

Lots of resources went into the teams. We are continually refining [the teams]. We try to be aware of personal issues and understand what it takes for teams to remain healthy. We observe the ebbs and flows of team effectiveness. The transition was not smooth, but I find it really rewarding. (administrative officer 29/9/97) 

They encouraged decisions at low level and sensitivity to issues. They showed us the need to explain and support, and developed trust to allow that. If you make a decision you have to be able to support it and say you did your best. (administrative officer 29/9/97)

Although broadly supported, the team structure did not suit everyone. Some were unable or unwilling to abandon deeply engrained habits of working in a hierarchy: 

Those who resisted teams were also those who resisted taking the walls away. Those people have tended to leave. (administrative officer 29/9/97)

There has been a period of adjustment, a process of education from discussion and examples, team meetings. It’s about participation fundamentally, they are obliged to participate to make it work. This has required some adjustment, and some people don’t feel comfortable with it. They want to have a leader who has the accountability. (senior officer 26/9/97)
Team achievements

The teams had not been formally evaluated. There was widespread interest in the teams as they evolved, and a graduate assistant had done a one page report on them as part of a competency assessment (internal email records 24/5/96). There had also been some evaluation as part of the Future of Finance process, which looked at working arrangements in the department. An internal paper refers to the achievements of the teams as including:

· substantial evening out of workloads

· more civilised but still very long hours

· increased flexibility of staff allocation

It also noted ‘the full potential benefits of a teams approach have not yet been harvested’(Future of Finance paper 26/7/96). The paper did not refer to measurements of this progress, and was presumably based on anecdotal evidence. Interviews revealed positive staff attitudes towards the work area and the teams. Others wondered about the uniqueness of the teams: 

I can’t imagine working in a hierarchical way again. I talk to public service friends, and no one seems to be working in the same team structure. (administrative officer 29/9/97) 

The key components to teams are communication and planning. We’re starting to plan more proactively. We’ve just had a slight restructure, and I think people are getting less resistant to change. The adaptation is happening elsewhere by osmosis. We’re developing an ethos of continuous improvement, more open to change. We are also breaking down the idea that we must get it perfect the first time, that gradually refining and learning also works and is valid. (senior officer 29/9/97)

I’m not sure we’re more positive than other parts of Finance, I think other areas show similar approaches. The best of the supply areas are also proactive and policy oriented. The good ones function like teams without calling it that. (senior officer 7/10/97)

Workload issues were one of the most common concerns of officers throughout the department, and discussions with the budget coordination group confirmed the achievements in this area noted in the Future of Finance paper, and the need for further progress:

In my first pre-team budget I had one Sunday off in 75 days. Now BPCG [budget group] has tried to make a better balance between work and family. Last budget I can’t recall working a Saturday or Sunday. (administrative officer 13/10/97)

I’ve decreased my hours somewhat, my optimum would be about 40 hours a week. I’m trying to improve planning so I can get them down. Sometimes it’s not worth the stress of trying to get out at 6 pm, if I’m rushing around too much trying to make that possible. (senior officer 29/9/97)

Staff saw the excessive workload as a problem not just because of the strain it placed on family and social life, but because it eliminated the possibility of time for reflection or development. High staff turnover and training new staff were additional workload problems, and risky for the devolved structure: 

There is now more of a team environment, but that causes problems as well. I like to put jobs on the table, allow people to take responsibility, but some times jobs fall through the cracks, partly because staff is inexperienced. (senior officer 18/9/97)

We don’t get any development time, we used to have a trough. Lots of things go on the back burner. (senior officer 18/9/97)

We have reengineered ourselves a number of times, made a shift from controller to influencer. But what used to be peaks and troughs has now become peaks and higher peaks. (senior officer 26/9/97)

These work pressures combined with organisational blockages posed a threat to the teams. Several staff brought up the example of an embarrassing and well publicised case which had happened within a few months of the new secretary’s arrival. A $4 billion ‘hole’ had been discovered in a budget report. The mistake was identified, and the junior officer responsible sent back to their permanent department. But observers described it as an event that highlighted unresolved internal issues, and also the new secretary’s approach:

It happened in the early days of the new team structure, and internal checks and balances went astray, affected by internal politics. There was a ‘mafia’ style group of six, and two were left who didn’t like their section head. They refused to let the rest of the team check their figures. The team lost a lot of faith on that one. Peter Boxall copped it in his first month or two as secretary, he went into panic mode and handled it badly, dealt with [executives] rather than the team. He wanted an outline of the team structure and people’s CVs, but he didn’t come up to sit down and talk it through. (senior officer 18/9/97)

It was a clear case of bad people management: The ASO 6 [administrative officer] who took the fall should never have been allowed to keep figures from being checked. (former budget group officer 13/10/97)

The new secretary’s direct style affected budget coordination area communications. There was less documentation, less reliance on the thick files that could slow decision making:

The secretary has dumped lots of paper. Management board used to get one inch thick briefing papers for meetings, now it’s just one or two pages with dot points. There’s less paper on files now: a file used to track every step of decision process, now the decision is on top, with some background behind. (senior officer 29/9/97

We used to put lots of numbers in a briefing document, now we’re told don’t just spin numbers for lack of a story. Now we just provide one or two numbers, and an explanation. (administrative officer 29/9/97)

Survey of open accommodation

Communication and workload issues for the budget coordination group depended on other departmental processes for resolution. But they could experiment unilaterally with the physical arrangement of their working space. Teams decided the architecture of the area inhibited their full functioning, and walls gradually came down in the area, starting in May 1996. Previous arrangements in the area were referred to as the ‘railway carriage’, and the changes were made on a minimal budget (executive minute 9/5/96). This created a more physically open space, with rooms set aside for meetings and group discussions. It was the only public sector area the researcher had been in where it was not possible to visually discern the hierarchical pattern. No previous evaluation had been done. Working with officers in the area, a one page questionnaire (see Appendix B) was devised to elicit staff views on the open plan accommodation. This was distributed via email, and the printed forms were filled in anonymously. The results showed the importance staff placed on this innovation. 

There were 22 survey responses, a response rate of approximately 50%, including some who had left. Of these, 18 expressed clear support for the open accommodation, with two suggesting alternatives and two preferring the traditional office layout. Responses were fairly evenly spread between levels, and there were no discernible differences in the views of any particular segment. The benefits of the open plan mainly related to openness of communication and disadvantages included lack of privacy, interruptions and noise. However, the overwhelming preference for the open plan, and the comments made in support of it, indicated the symbolic value far outweighed practical concerns:

breaks down hierarchical barriers, easier to communicate without leaving your work area, better for team approach, better use of floorspace, light, etc, easier access to AS

staff also have greater willingness to approach section head, feel part of the team

much better communication, better teamwork, spirit, more social interaction, which helps when we need to work together

doesn’t perpetuate the hierarchy

managers are seen to be more approachable, they can’t hide away

conducive to communication, visibility

ease of communication, flow of information makes it much easier to build a team approach where everyone pitches in to the work, leads to better sharing of the work 

Having SOBs and SES [senior officers and executives] in open plan has been a significant factor in the successful implementation of the team structure. They are part of the team - if they retreat to their ‘entitlement’ bunkers/citadels, we might as well revert to traditional Section structures. 

If furniture is considered a form of technology, the survey provided indirect support for Hypotheses 12, on the correlates between full participation and uses of technology. In a similar indirect way, physical structure of space can influence expected communication patterns, or protocols. In the same indirect way, Hypothesis 15, which says adoption of highly participatory communication protocols will lead to higher levels of industrial democracy, also finds oblique support. Informants comments certainly implied a simple underlying belief that participation was encouraged, lending support to Hypothesis 11, which says these simple beliefs influence the potential forms of participation and learning. Planning was advanced for a departmental move to a refurbished administration building, with attractive modern furniture low dividers intended to facilitate communication while providing a modicum of privacy and screening. A contractor with a background in architecture and industrial design had been working on the new accommodation, which was being trialed before final decisions were made. The planned design reflected awareness of the interrelation between communication and information issues, and included plans for meeting spaces and more shared documents, with central ‘library’ areas. This would facilitate people moving away from hoarding their own copy of documents. One of the budget areas had already brought in a librarian to gather up all the information, put it in one place and catalogue it. It was understood this would be done periodically, in recognition of the need for professional assistance with document management. (discussion with officer in charge of office design for the new administration building 22/10/97) The plans were flexible enough to allow the non-hierarchical openness of the budget group to continue. 

Email survey

The area’s executive officer was interested in their communication patterns: whether the open plan accommodation changed email traffic, and whether the email protocols developed for the group were well known and widely accepted. The researcher provided a draft, and the final survey and presentation was handled internally. The survey (see Appendix B) was run in March 1998. There were 21 responses, from approximately 50% of staff in the group, with substantially more variation than in the accommodation survey. 

Estimates of the number of emails received per day varied from between 11 and 20 to over 40. This probably reflected general patterns, as estimates increased with rank. Actual data on email traffic was, along with staff turnover, an undocumented area. Altogether, 12 respondents claimed to receive more than 20 emails per day: the branch executive and two others, one from the lowest classification, claimed to receive more than 40. 

Respondents varied in their estimates of the most frequent method of communication: face to face, email and telephone were most frequent, with paper clearly fourth and fax a definite last. Fifteen respondents thought email was used to excess, and that face to face was often preferable. Fourteen did not think the open plan affected the level of email traffic, and seven thought the open plan reduced it somewhat. Sixteen were familiar with the email protocols, although only one professed to follow them all the time. Respondents also suggested improvements to communication, ranging from greater promptness at meetings to establishment of department-wide protocols. The clearest result was the finding that many consider email to be overused, and that paper communication in particular is much less dominant than might be expected in a process-driven public sector agency such as Finance. Nineteen people ranked email as either their first or second most common means of communication. This relatively recent technology, often considered ephemeral, and operating without evaluation or departmental guidelines on its use or storage, was nonetheless a vital component in Finance’s work. 

As with the earlier bulletin board survey, the email survey amplified and confirmed the information gathered through interviews. The branch executive officer had succinctly given his assessment of the information management issues for his area: information overload, indiscriminate use of email, unplanned consultation, poor planning (30/9/97). This was largely confirmed by both the survey and interviews with staff. Email overload seemed to be a significant source of staff stress:
Email is very frustrating, not technically, but the overload. How do I manage the 20 messages that need action? I print them out and take home a stack an inch thick to read at night…or stay until 7:30 just to clear my email…I’m swamped with information to the point of despair. I want a break. (senior officer in budget group 18/9/97)

I take my email home on disk or mail it to myself. I wish it could be turned off for an hour or so each day. (senior officer 26/9/97)

CC copies are a problem, you have to strike a balance between keeping people informed and info overload. (administrative officer 13/10/97)

As discussed in Part I, information overload is pervasive and can be part of the ‘off-load’. problem. The staff pleas for ‘a break’ from email are indications that information management was inadequate, or perhaps non-existent. Thus, evidence from the teams on email use provided additional support for Hypothesis 13, which states that organisations tend to use computerisation instrumentally, rather than dealing with it as part of a wider human resource and information management strategy which supports learning. 

The teams in a departmental context

The surveys and interviews revealed the positive accomplishments of the team structure, but also their limitations. Wider issues of information management, excessive workloads and staff turnover were chronic, and department wide. The budget coordination group was making sincere efforts to resolve these in their own area, and also to improve communication with the other budget areas. Each year, the post-budget review provided important benchmarks on this process. Communication issues and information management were always on the agenda, in a search for a better process. The researcher was given a copy of the review done in September 1996 of the 1996-97 budget, and a more formal document of the review of the 1997-98 budget. The review of the 1996-97 budget addresses internal communication issues, and also noted that overall, the budget process was successful. Deadlines and details all came together to the satisfaction of the government and Ministers. The report highlighted examples of good practice as well as possible avenues for improvement. The budget review noted that ‘in Finance budget areas the average length of time in a position is under two years.’ Thus, many officers working on the budget would always be novices in their first cycle. Not just know-how was lost when people changed jobs. In discussions around the department the review team was struck by the ‘weak sense of identification or common purpose with other areas that also contribute to the budget.’ At its extreme, this meant ‘One branch told us they had better relations with their portfolio than with budget coordinators in Finance.’ This highlighted the long-standing image of the budget group. They played a ‘bad cop’ role, as they made demands and set deadlines for several hundred budget officers. The tension between the budget coordination group and the program areas was surprisingly persistent, given that there was a steady cross-flow of personnel. Officers ‘earned their stripes’ in the budget coordination group officers, often leaving with a promotion. Many found this ‘us versus them’ mentality baffling: 

I have noted, from both sides of the divide, the mutual contempt between BPC and the supply areas. There’s a strong us vs them mentality, even though many officers have done stints in both areas. (senior officer in budget group 7/10/97)

It was the same in the 80s, when I worked in the expenditure policy branch, [precursor of the budget group]. I’m aware of the good guy/bad guy dichotomy. There’s always a bad guy. (executive officer 17/10/97)

The people upstairs [budget group] don’t trust the PPA [budget portfolio] areas and don’t like them. (administrative officer in budget portfolio area, formerly in budget group 22/4/97)

This erupted all too frequently into even more destructive anti-social behaviour, according to the budget review:

A number of people remarked on the lack of common courtesies in our dealings with one another through the budget. People feel that we do not treat one another as skilled professionals who are working to a common result. 

This antagonism might have exacerbated both communication and technical problems identified in the budget review. These included short notification times, inappropriate choice of communication channel, and lack of expertise with basic systems, such as FIRM. As with the email survey 18 months later, the overuse of email, particularly for complex messages, was included in the recommendations as an area for improvement:

We were also told that difficulties have arisen when people have become aware of information through a communication channel that might not be best suited to the message received. For example, e-mail messages asking for urgent action may not be optimal where people may be out of the office, away from work, or having computer problems. Similarly, many people felt that messages to stay at work, to turn material around quickly, or wait for further advice were offensive when transmitted through long chains or by e-mail.

While there are some protocols on communications, they are scattered through different documents, are not well understood, and practice varies through the department. 

On the other hand, the ‘tips and traps’ issued via e-mail by the executive officer in the budget coordination area were praised for being ‘timely, relevant, and easy to read.’ People who gave explanations of why they needed something quickly, who took the trouble to say please and thank you, and those who practiced good planning were also noted as positive examples. The BLOWIES (Budget Liaison Officers) were set up and revised to address some of these problems. Apparently the budget review of 1997 noted some improvements to communication practices as a result. However, this group of middle level officers was not capable or authorised to address the longer term issues that determined interactions across the department. The problems identified in the budget review were consonant with the information management issues discussed in Section 6.3. They also shed light on comments made about the team structure of the budget coordination area by officers elsewhere in the department:

The BPC doesn’t function as a team with the other areas of budget, there’s a contradiction between the way they are supposed to function as teams and their relations with the rest of the department. (senior officer in another area 13/10/97)

The teams don’t function, because people are rewarded as individuals, and they compete to see who can be seen to be doing the most work. They never let people know in advance what is going on, they put out false deadlines, and get budget areas to work really hard, and when they hand it in, they find there’s still a week to go. (administrative officer 13/10/97)

The atmosphere of competition in BPC means if you work after 7, an SES [executive] officer might come around and say hello how are you going, but they never talk to you otherwise. They set up teams, but didn’t change the structures around them. (former budget group administrative officer 13/10/97)

The budget coordination group was also known for ‘poaching’ people from other areas. Some found it flattering to be recruited, but others recognised the negative aspects of being so preoccupied with work:

I thought I was going to a different job, and was having farewell drinks with my area at the Hyatt, when [two executive officers from the budget coordination area] arrived and asked me to come work for them. (senior officer 13/10/97) 

[X] was promoted last week, and he went and got drinks with his own money to have a bit of a celebration, but the people down the other end wouldn’t even stop work for ten minutes to have a drink with him at 5:30 on a Friday night. I think that’s awful, they are so obsessed. (administrative officer 7/10/97)

The turnover in my area was six out of eight last year, and one more is going. The problem is not necessarily numbers, but quality, people who are too inexperienced. So we pilfer staff. We have a terrible reputation in the department but who cares? (senior officer 18/9/97)

The budget coordination group, with its team structure and open accommodation, were not considered especially innovative or unique elsewhere in the department. Interest in solving communication and information management problems seemed limited to the budget process. The atmosphere of participation in the group had not resonated more widely:

Each manager does as they see fit. We don’t see the BPC as a model for other areas. (general manager 7/1/98)

They do a budget every year, they should have it better by now. Every year it’s the same problems. (officer who had helped write a budget review 13/10/97)

The innovations of BPC may be an example of democracy in the organisation, but they’re not treated as such throughout the department. (senior officer 7/10/97)

I don’t think that strategic direction exists. I don’t think we use IT strategically. The opportunities for involvement aren’t very well used. (executive officer 16/9/97) 

Discussion

In many ways the budget coordination group was a microcosm of the wider department, showing self-similar patterns of strengths, weaknesses, and limiting factors. The highly intelligent and dedicated staff indicated willingness and ability to think and act beyond the immediate demands of their assigned work tasks. They were sophisticated in their understanding of their workplace and the structures around them. The area’s executive officer showed vision in guiding the emergence of a more interactive and participatory workplace. Seeking feedback and evaluation also facilitated learning. In a quiet, public sector context, the innovations in the budget coordination group resembled the democratic and trust-building initiatives of Semler (1994), as discussed in Chapter 4. But these achievements were constrained by the linear, hierarchical approach of the senior executive. In the departmental system, innovations in one area could not reach their full potential without support at the highest levels.
 There was an interconnection between internal levels, not just in the use of computerisation (Hypothesis 5), but in wider communication patterns. Evidence of lack of support was the failure to undertake a formal evaluation of the teams from a human resources perspective, a common oversight in measuring intellectual capital (Boudreau and Ramstad 1997). This left the budget coordination area isolated, unsupported, and more a token than a beacon:

He’s [executive officer in budget coordination group] a neon sign that can be held up, a token of experimentation and progressive thinking. He is accepted in his operational area, but in the real areas of change he is marginalised, he doesn’t have much say. (senior officer in another area 18/1/98)

Part I argued that the deep order driving organisational (and wider) patterns of interactive technology use are found in the values of the dominant actors. The team area illustrated  participatory values, which the researcher has associated with complex learning and industrial democracy. These were not in complete harmony with the dominant values in the department, which remained instrumentally focussed on goals associated with public sector reform. The teams were tolerated as long as they continued to produce at a high level. However, without a departmental approach to issues such as staff turnover and information management, officers in all areas would have had to make special efforts to overcome wider systemic inefficiencies. A certain amount of ‘reinventing the wheel’ was unavoidable, and limited opportunities for reflective learning. In the longer term, this limited their ability to innovate or even perform the required tasks to maximum efficiency. Hypotheses 1-3 provide a useful summary of the forces at work: The uses of the computerised technology reflected the dominant actors and their values (Hypothesis 1), in this case the departmental executive, who either did not understand or did not desire staff participation on the developmental level. The uses of the technology remained a site of struggle (Hypothesis 2), particularly for those actors, such as the head of the team area, who sought to improve information management to eliminate these systemic blockages to learning. This was seen in the effective dissemination of ‘tips and traps’ and this manager’s establishment of email protocols, pursuit of further evaluation and honest request for feedback about communication patterns in the area. The focus on process and outputs also inhibited consideration of the relationship factors that are at least as important as technology for work satisfaction (Schrage 1998). For some, these factors could be overlooked in the short term, while career and achievement took precedence. However, repeatedly, officers in the teams expressed awareness of broader values:

I like the work that Finance does, I like to think I’m making a contribution to good government. (senior officer 26/9/97)

The teams haven’t been explicitly discussed as industrial democracy, but people want it. They want to participate and have some control over their work. (administrative officer 29/9/97)

As of early 1998, Finance had entered a new era of amalgamation with the Department of Administrative Services. After nearly two years of investigation, it was time for the researcher’s disengagement from the department. 
6.7 Disengagement

In late 1997 the sudden amalgamation with the former Department of Administrative Services nearly doubled departmental staff, bringing new people with a different departmental history and culture to be assimilated into the systems and programs of Finance. Senior management was proud of what had been accomplished over the past year. Many officers supported the general direction of change, and acknowledged that the department had stood apart from public sector change for too long. The executive was also aware that the process was incomplete, and that some were having more difficulty adapting than others:

Over the last 12 months there’s been a definite change to a more outcome-oriented approach. There’s been a fair amount of trauma, and there’s still much to be done. Change is stressful for many people, in areas that never thought they’d change. Finance had been totally insulated from change until two years ago. They preached, but weren’t affected. A lot of rhetoric came out of Finance, but they didn’t address internal issues. Now they have. (general manager 7/1/98)

There was no doubt that the secretary sought to take the organisation ‘from learning to earning.’ This was repeated and even parodied: ‘What’s a learning organisation? An earning organisation with ‘L’ plates.’ Staff who didn’t agree with the new direction felt invited to take their services elsewhere: 

The general impression I get from the SES and executive is that there is more of a top down direction in internal policy. The secretary has used the expression ‘earnings culture’ - you earn your pay, more performance based. The mood is if you don’t agree with the corporate direction, you’re free to move on, otherwise, comply. (senior officer 1/9/97)

One officer stated this more colourfully as the FIFO Principle: Fit In or Fuck Off. Mobility was not always easy in the down-sized public sector. Many staff had left or were planning to leave by the end of the year. The human resources staff reportedly referred to their area as the ‘Departure Lounge’. The loss of most information technology staff depleted the ranks by several dozen more. Before the amalgamation, the building had become rather quiet, and the voices of those who remained were muted. Towards the end of the case study, informants frequently raised other employment options. 

Everyone had a different way of accepting, adjusting, or disengaging. Repeatedly, connections were made to wider issues, and to ethical aspects of observed behaviour. Although the overall atmosphere was much less positive than previously, there remained a solid base of internal energy and support for the department. Officers remained professional in their approach to their work. Many believed public sector change came in waves, and that every action has a reaction. They saw their jobs as tolerable as long as their immediate work colleagues and managers were positive and fostered a collaborative atmosphere:

I have an AWA now. For me, the work area is important, as long as that’s reasonable, I’ll stay. (senior officer 24/10/97)

I like my team. If that fell apart I might look elsewhere. (administrative officer 29/9/97)

I’m not worried, I’ll take a package and work for the private sector. (information technology officer 24/9/97)

One officer had worked in the department for about 15 years. Initially, this officer displayed enthusiasm and loyalty, and was involved with voluntary work with colleagues that would benefit the entire department. Their guide to internal services and other developmental activities was proudly displayed. When the researcher brought up the possibility of an anonymous messaging system for suggestions, it was strongly repudiated: 

No! There are other mechanisms, there’s the industrial democracy provisions. There’s too much anger for that to work! (administrative officer 26/6/97)

After this meeting, a colleague said the officer was probably acting to ‘protect the boss’. A few months later, the same long-term officer was leaving, apparently much soured by the experience of failing to win their own job. With permission, the following poem is reproduced, which expresses the officer’s sorrow and hurt, but also an appreciation of a workplace that once supported values of comradeship and social cohesion:

Ode To Finance

Ode to finance as we once knew, 

Remember the days of the typing pool.

Kay and Vick and all the girls not many left amongst us at all.

The days of Pat and McPhee are gone, 

To another Family, they’ve left us behind. 

Then Neil and all the boys shut shop,

Was this where the buck was gunna stop. 

It happened again to the Task Force mix,

Was there hidden dirty tricks.

Big John is gone a sad day for all,

You could hear the whispers in the halls.

Then IT told it’s time to go we’re outsourcing you all you know.

The parties at xmas used to be a blast now people say you can stick it up your arse.

With CBS left they excessed them too,

No more Carl, Pam and Jimbo just to name a few.

Change is good we are all told,

But our hearts and spirits have been sold.

People don’t smile like they used to do,

Still not knowing what to do.

Some still trust and always will,

Others feel they cannot still.

Finance cries in many ways,

--Just remembering the good old days. (copy provided by administrative officer 18/9/97)

This somber mood was reinforced by the circumstances of the outsourcing transition. On the day of the final handover to GSA-IBM, information technology staff organised a ‘wake’ and barbeque in a Canberra park, to mark the event. There was no formal farewell organised by the department, and no message from the secretary of recognition for past efforts. Because it was informally organised, discussions about the picnic were somewhat hushed, almost as if it was an unauthorised activity. This event was an example of the ‘shadow’ culture described by Stacey (1996). There was some grief and misgivings as information technology staff farewelled the department and their work mates: 

They are not paying enough attention to the rites of passage… the executive didn’t farewell the IT people properly, others would have felt they went with dignity...There was no attempt to make statements thanking them for their contribution, no cheering them on, or saying where they were moving on to, what sort of jobs they had taken.. no pats on the back… rather a feeling of good riddance, and if we pass you in the gutter, we’ll step over you. (executive officer in corporate area 24/11/97)

Thus, there was almost an element of Schadenfreude, or pleasure in others’ misfortunes, in the perceptions of management attitudes. Another officer said senior management ‘seemed to avoid contact as much as possible with IT staff towards the end.’ On the other hand, there were a number of morning teas held by ordinary staff for members of the information technology branch to thank them. A notice in the lift around this time was also funereal. It gave details of an ecumenical service for people who had taken redundancies and retrenchment. It was almost a plea for emotional charity, as someone had added a handwritten injunction to ‘support your colleagues.’ Like the poetic officer above, other informants underwent equally dramatic swings of allegiance, but expressed these in less emotive terms. Some officers who had been similarly fully committed to the department and its direction when the researcher first met them had reversed their positive views and were looking for work elsewhere. These included some of those who had impressed with their contributions to internal social capital. Others, encountered only towards the end of the case study, reported a similar transformation. A few had ‘fallen from grace’, and bore scars from the events leading to their downfall. One officer, on the verge of leaving, gave a shrug of the shoulders when the researcher noticed a framed secretary’s award for work done during the Future of Finance project. ‘Not that it’s worth anything now’, was the reply, tinged with sadness. Some decided to compartmentalise their job. An officer who 18 months before had called the department ‘part of my home’ was now concerned with establishing security before retirement: ‘Work isn’t as big a part of my life as it used to be.’ This process of cognitive dissonance reduction has been described as important for workers in unpleasant situations (Sims and Gioia 1986:201). Others withdrew their professional concerns, as part of the psychological process of preparing for their departure, or simply indicated they had had enough, and sought a mental oasis:

I don’t know who’ll be looking after Phase 2 of the desk top. It’s not clear who will do it. I’ll be gone. Let’s face it, it’s not a high priority now. (senior officer in information technology area 17/10/97)

The knowledge networks and social support within the department have faded in face of work pressures. People are deciding to go, so they are disengaging. This is not just because of the certified agreement. Those who have already decided to leave will vote for whatever gives them the best situation, others want to cover their butts in case they leave. (administrative officer 3/10/97)

There are no periods of pause. Before the DAS merger, we had almost gotten to that point. If I was looking for the pause button, I’d go to an agency like [department name] where I could get lost in a large program area, fairly insulated from the changes. (senior officer 17/10/97)

I’m going to work as a trainer, without the bullshit. I won’t have to put up with all this rubbish. (information technology officer 22/10/97)

The stresses apparent in Finance were not unique, nor were they limited to the lower ranks. Inevitably, strains of downsizing took their toll, even on department heads. The Canberra Times reported (16/9/97:1) that the head of the Department of Employment, Education and Youth Affairs, previous secretary of Finance Steve Sedgwick, had apologised to staff following complaints he had used offensive language with them. It was reported that when a junior officer interstate had asked about her job security, he had replied: ‘Well we can’t take you all out and shoot you, can we?’ Informants in Finance thought that this was ‘out of character’, and indicated the strains he was under, but also that as head of Finance staff would not have had the opportunity to confront him as directly. Needless to say, for every such incident achieving front page status, dozens of encounters in various departments reflected similar tensions. 

Bulletin board changes
The bulletin boards evolved during the study. There was some rationalisation of their numbers, and some of their functions moved onto the developing intranetIt was said that unofficial censorship of the bulletin boards was occurring, and one officer complained that information put up on the intranet questioning the effectiveness of outsourcing had been summarily removed. The officer was reprimanded for being ‘unprofessional.’ A number of officers indicated the number and liveliness of postings to the Soap Box had declined, due to a drop in staff numbers and increased work pressures:

People who’ve done anything controversial have lost their jobs, and thus people are less likely to post, particularly if it’s controversial. (information technology officer 22/10/97)

Discussions on Soap Box are mainly by two people who are destined to go. Everything that matters here is verbal. (senior officer 24/10/97)

It’s a by-product of change: Soap Box used to have 20-30 messages per day, even criticism and debate happened. Now there’s not much discussion, even in the CPSU [union ] folder. (executive officer 17/10/97)

The researcher was given a copy of a discussion about ‘fried food fascism’ on Soap Box. This was in reference to an executive decision not to provide equipment in the new administrative building cafeteria that would facilitate preparation of hot chips or other fried foods. There were other indications bulletin board use had changed:

It looks like some people are confused between the Soap Box and Classifieds. There’s nothing contentious on there. Suggestion Box is mostly being responded to by other people with some information, rather than formally replied to by a designated person. (administrative officer 20/3/98)

The bulletin boards have gone quieter, people used to have debates about things like reusing the paper envelopes from pay slips, or the parking lot, now that all seems too trivial, people are just trying to hang onto their jobs. There’s much more hesitation to speak out. (administrative officer 20/1/98)

The introduction of a new desk top suite late in 1997 offered the possibility of anonymous postings. This was curtailed by management:

As from today items posted to public folders that have been sent anonymously (ie do not have a name in the ‘From’ field) will be deleted. (message from help desk 22/10/97)

Culture shift

When the researcher suggested that in a year’s time things might have calmed down, an informant suggested contumacy might also increase:

We might end up with an organisation of delinquents. They [the executive] wonder why Finance is leaking like a sieve…[examples of leaks] People are doing it because they are stunned by what’s happening. They’re doing it out of desperation. There’s a lot of things that Finance could do to make things very difficult for the government - turn off the pay system, if a few people went on sick leave. [researcher: that’s a very high risk strategy] These are very smart people and they could hide it. Things like money not getting transferred… (administrative officer 10/11/97)

Another informant indicated that subtle, and at that point, trivial forms of rebellion were in fact occurring. Several officers had grumbled about the imposed uniformity of the new desk top. There was no possibility of changing the colours, or background screen saver. The Commonwealth Crest beamed down, impersonal and benign, from every desk. Noting that ‘Imposing the same backdrop on people has nothing to do with productivity’, and ‘You do not win the loyalty of people by treating them like little children,’ one officer rather gleefully showed how the system could be tricked by simply saving a scanned family photo as ‘crest.bmp’ in the required location. These attitudes gave cause for concern, all the more so because they perhaps reflected a wider malaise. Several informants indicated dissatisfaction with the ethical standards of some executives. They linked these issues to departmental and governmental politics: 

They don’t care if the organisation survives, but this begs question of their role as public employees. They should be keepers of the faith. [executive officer A] has been known to lie, he’s Genghis Khan, and [executive officer B] practices the kind of unethical behaviour which is now being acquiesced to. In Cabinet, B put forward a proposal that the line departments hadn’t seen yet, pitting one area against another. And because this seems to be the only way to access rewards and recognition, it makes some go along with this approach. (senior officer 18/1/98)

I’ve had talks with people who are very demoralised, from budget areas. There was a case of someone going on placement to another agency and stealing information, maybe for a budget submission. That person was given a promotion, even though the SES officer knew about the theft. Unethical behaviour seems to be condoned. But another department found out, and questions are being asked. (administrative officer 10/11/97)

These were examples of positive destabilising feedback (Stacey 1996) which was also destructive of social norms. Widespread challenges to bureaucratic integrity have been documented by Self (forthcoming). Another officer described this period as ‘the rise of corporate conformity.’ For those with options, the final decision was a very personal one, closely related to personal ethical autonomy. Some clearly saw it as an important professional decision point, with much more at stake than their next salary increment: 

The department is sending mixed signals. I used to love working here, loved the work and the people, felt I was doing a service, protecting the taxpayers’ interest by keeping some agencies from spending heaps of the taxpayers’ money. Now everyone’s dead scared in this joint. Frank and fearless advice - that’s all gone. (senior officer 24/10/97)

I used to love working in this place.. I worked long hours, and got a real buzz from my work. It was a place that valued people. I came straight out of uni, felt I had to keep my nose down to get ahead. But now I feel that if I can’t stand up for what I believe in here, I never will. (executive officer 17/10/97)

I had to examine whether I had really stuffed up... I concluded I didn’t want to get good in the way they were asking of me…I felt my skills weren’t being used and that I wouldn’t be able to develop further, nor am I able to have much influence... so I’m leaving. (executive officer 24/11/97)

The secretary sought to transform Finance into a ‘high performance organisation…brave enough to continually think and work differently…highly flexible, innovative and capable of embracing change.’ (from secretary’s speaking notes to a DoFA senior executive service forum, held 23/3/98). Informants felt these very elements were being suppressed on the developmental level, and repeatedly introduced terms and metaphors more appropriate to a totalitarian situation, as described in the organisational literature (Chapter 4). Informants indicated there was little real scope for either individuality or creativity. One informant referred to the amalgamation with the Department of Administrative Services as ‘integrating the disintegrating’. 
While informants seldom mentioned industrial democracy explicitly, many raised matters relating to a self-determination or participation in decision making. In the early part of the study, these comments were framed in a generally positive context: ‘We have no firing squads’. As events progressed, informants started to use drastic metaphors and terminology. Repeatedly, informants linked internal change to wider issues. They would refer to the political climate, the ideology of senior management, or the domination of large corporations in outsourcing and supply of technology, or the values that they felt were eroding: 

We’ve seen the transition from Sedgwick to the new secretary. Under Boxall, anybody who can’t go (mimes goose step with two-finger moustache and straight arm salute) is looking for a job somewhere else. (consultant to the department 26/2/98) 

DoFA is instituting anti-HR [human resources] standards of behaviour, it undermines the professionalism and values that they depend on in their people for organisational survival. They set those aside to mandate change quickly, the direction of change is critical. But totalitarian regimes ultimately fail. (senior officer 18/1/98)

If you talk about long term objectives with the elite here you soon become an ex-elite. (senior officer 21/10/97)

The weekly meetings of the SES are like the H.R. Nichols Society Finance Branch. They get together and talk about the certified agreement. Management is not negotiating in good faith. The new government has led to an atmosphere where they are almost proud of this approach, treating people badly, sort of hairy chested, SES clones. (executive officer 17/10/97)
The above comments provide colourful illustrations of an Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey, which found that public servants are more likely than other workers to be dissatisfied, highly stressed, insecure and distrustful. They are also more likely to be upper half of wage earners and more likely to be consulted about change (Morehead et al 1997). This implies that their expectations are higher, which is consistent with the researcher’s observations of informants as generally educated, articulate, professional and assertive. 
6.8 Coda

Staff found the sting in the tail of the certified agreement just months later. The first cycle of performance assessment turned out to provide lower assessments than expected, and staff rated borderline became candidates for eventual dismissal under inefficiency provisions. The entire budget area, who had considered themselves part of the department’s ‘core business’, found themselves subject to further downsizing, reportedly from 220 to about 70 staff. An officer explained that they never thought the certified agreement would be applied in such extreme ways. 

The researcher was told the secretary had set up his own bulletin board and hired a consultant (‘a propaganda writer’) to promote corporate views and produce a glossy internal newsletter. Chapter 2 outlined self-similar patterns on a global scale. Morale in the department was said to have slipped further, with some difficulties in recruiting at the senior officer level. Several informants said the executive requested the names of officers expressing discontent or criticism. The response of some staff to autocratic controls was to play tit-for-tat. This strategy has been identified in game theory as the most effective way to deal with prisoner’s dilemma type situations (Waldrop 1992:262). For example, with the bulletin board system no longer available for expression without fear of reprisal, staff reported the possibility of turning to other means of providing feedback, including a ‘happiness chart’ of short term sick leave used to track organisational health.

In early 1999, the Deputy Secretary of the Department, Len Early, took early retirement. His position was then abolished. The article in The Canberra Times (Cassidy 7/1/1999) said that his notice to staff (no doubt via the bulletin boards) indicated that he would have like to stay on, ‘but it was not to be’. The widespread understanding was that he was pushed. 

In February 1999, The Canberra Times reported that Australian Federal Police were investigating the disappearance of more than $8 million from the Department of Finance and Administration. It was said to be related to the financial administration of the department, aspects of which have been subject to outsourcing (Taylor 17/2/1999). A consultant to the financial services area of the department was arrested several days later, and an investigation of financial reporting procedures in the department by a private sector accounting firm was ordered by the federal government in the wake of the alleged fraud (Canberra Times 16/2/1999, 17/2/1999). The secretary, in a letter to the editor (Canberra Times 19/2/1999), said the situation was not related to outsourcing, and arose from arrangements in the Department of Administrative Services, prior to the amalgamation 16 months earlier. He said the incident indicated the need for further reforms, rather than a return to the past.

On March 5, 1999 The Canberra Times reported that staff from the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA) had not received their pay due to a computer problem which was described as a ‘combination of human error and a breakdown in communication with the Department of Finance and Administration (Cassidy 5/3/1999). 

6.9 Analysis and Conclusions

This case study documents some of the factors affecting the use of computer-mediated communication in the Department of Finance and Administration during a two year period ending in early 1998. The principal research question was how interactive departmental computer systems contributed to internal policies. An executive officer responded succinctly: ‘I suspect they don’t.’ Because this thesis examines this question in relation to a more general perspective on the role of interactive technologies in democratic governance, it is useful to first examine how and to what extent this case study provides evidence to support or reject the hypotheses developed in Part I. These were restated in Chapter 5, along with an indication of which could be tested in an organisational case study. These have been referred to throughout this chapter, but are summarised below in Table 6.1, along with the principal evidence that supports them. A more general discussion, including implications for government agencies concludes this chapter. 

Table 6.1 Evidence from major case study

	Hypothesis
	Supported by

	Hypothesis 1: 

The use of computerised technology will reflect the dominant actors and their values
	· decision to outsource IT reflected external and executive actors, and their values were those of public sector reform

· development of intranet supported by middle level officers, but not by executive

· implementation of new desk top did not reflect staff needs for interactivity– no groupware implemented

· decision to replace FIRM influenced by executive values

· shift away from participatory use of bulletin boards, reflecting shift in values of executive actors

	Hypothesis 2: 

Wherever they apply, interactive technologies will be a site of power struggle to control their communicative and information potential.
	· internal friction between desk top and mainframe advocates 

· conflict over groupware

· use of Soapbox and other bulletin boards to voice critical views 

· removal of anonymous messages to bulletin boards

· censorship of bulletin board messages

· ongoing decision not to make corporate committee meeting minutes available to all staff electronically

	Hypothesis 3:

Patterns for the use of interactive technologies in processes of governance will emerge at all levels
	Governance patterns included:

· informal culture and communications

· understandings about who could send email to who, what documents could be shared, etc

· agenda setting, boundaries and context for discourse

· extent to which interactive system contributed to decision making and information sharing

· extent to which staff could provide feedback on these patterns

	Hypothesis 5: 

The ways in which interactive technologies are used at different levels of application affect each other
	· national policies affected internal decisions, ie, outsourcing, industrial relations environment

· interdependence of internal departmental systems at different levels and external interdependence with systems of other agencies

	Hypothesis 6:

Public sector reform espouses the values of globalisation.
	· Indirect evidence, as departmental reforms were closely linked to wider national policies. 

	Hypothesis 9:

Interactive technology can simultaneously facilitate instrumental learning and democratic deskilling
	· introduction of sophisticated new desk top, but

· diminished interactivity and participation on bulletin boards




	Hypothesis 11: 

The types of learning and the potential forms of participation are embedded in simple beliefs about what the system does and who it serves. 
	· early in study:

staff belief in their right and obligation to participate fully (Future of Finance process, corporate plan, ‘frank and fearless’) 

· later in study:

staff belief that their input was not wanted (‘from learning to earning’, FIFO principle, ‘fear and favour’)

	Hypothesis 12: 

Full developmental participation has correlates in the way technology is used at the organisational level. 


	· Bulletin board use and open plan accommodation reflected developmental participation 

· Decrease in activity on social bulletin boards corresponded to decrease in developmental participation, ie, end of Future of Finance project and curtailment of the Knowledge Networks. 

· No noteworthy advances in interactivity potential during the two years of study. 

Further study required

	Hypothesis 13:

Computer-mediated technology tends to be used instrumentally at the organisational level.
	· Abandonment of information management project

· Implementation of desk top for business plan only

· Neglect of human networks: no recognition or evaluation of self-organising capacity through bulletin boards or groupware. 

· Staff input on formal budget and accounting aspects of IT applications only

· Lack of integrated communications, email overload

	Hypothesis 14:

The ways government agencies use interactive technologies internally impacts on how they meet their external accountabilities.


	Indirect evidence only, possible impact of computer mediated communication on:

· alleged $8 m fraud against the Commonwealth by a contractor to the department, revealed in February 1999

· delay in paying DEETYA staff, March 1999

Further study required

	Hypothesis 15: 

Organisations which adopt the suggested structures as communication protocols will be more likely to show signs of both industrial democracy and complex, adaptive learning.
	· Early use of bulletin boards indicated some support for internal developmental participation. 

· Diminished support for industrial democracy corresponded with moves away from the suggested protocols. 

Not possible to test fully as suggested protocols were not fully implemented.


Discussion

At the beginning of the two year study there were strong indications of self-organisation and participation in internal departmental governance. These included included the Future of Finance project and later the Knowledge Networks. The developmental aspect of these projects involved deliberation about the information infrastructure itself. Staff contributed to internal social capital and complex learning through the bulletin boards, email, and the emerging intranet. These demonstrated the bounded instability and creativity described by Kiel (1994) and Semler (1994). In modest ways, the uses of interactive technology corresponded to a degree of industrial democracy, and reflected underlying staff and management values largely consistent with the public’s understanding of the role of a public sector agency in a democratic society. 

Early 1997 marked a bifurcation, as the values driving the department shifted towards the non-participatory globalising values identified in Part I. The departmental hegemony strengthened central control and interactive systems became progressively more instrumentally focussed on narrower performance measures. The reflexive ‘informating’ potential of computerisation (Zuboff 1988) dampened. Decisions about information technology and its internal uses were made at the top, in conformity with national patterns and ideology. 

One informant suggested the stages of information management in Finance align with trends in management practice from the late 1980s: first was information resource management, which had the motto ‘let the managers manage’. This was followed by a devolved approach, and the rise of the Information Group. The recentralisation trend was manifested in the information management committee, and lastly the move to a fully outsourced environment with contract management. 

Even at the instrumental level, implementing information technology change requires balancing organisational culture, technology and business process, and working with internal stakeholder needs to maintain commitment (Benjamin and Levinson 1993). As discussed in Chapter 4, technology use within an organisation most commonly reflects existing cultural and social relations, rather than transforming them. When transformations occur, they tend to reflect the values of the dominant actors. Likewise, changes in Finance’s use of interactive technology reflected wider organisational changes and value shifts. The model proposed here is of the department as a complex nonlinear system, whose behaviour adapted in response to feedback loops. The theory developed in this thesis suggests that as the values shaping the behavioural attractors became more closely aligned with those of the dominant national and global players, positive feedback loops emerged which favoured compliance rather than participation, individual gain over collective benefit and instrumental approaches. These were manifested in specific policies such as outsourcing, down-sizing and risk minimisation, but also in the ways individuals felt they could communicate. The executive justified such measures as efficient and cost effective, part of the outcomes-focused reforms. Ideally, this approach was also pluralistic, as individuals were freed from the constraints of bureaucratically imposed rules.  

However, because these policies were imposed from the top, they eliminated the cultural prerequisites for creative contribution. One outcome, perhaps unintended, was a dampening of stabilising (negative) feedback, which the researcher has related to normative democratic process. Without such feedback, staff ability to provide internal checks and balances diminished. Longer term repercussions, such as the ethical impact on the public sector and human resource implications for employees, were ‘off-loaded’ outside the immediate realm of departmental accountability. There was inadequate understanding of the interplay between internal and external processes and accountabilities. A taypayer funded agency managing the public accounts is not the place for images of the organisation as a ‘bad parent’and staff as rebellious children, or chilling totalitarian metaphors. Nor is it appropriate to refer to such an agency as a ‘corporation’, as a senior executive in Finance did.
 

The researcher has argued that interactive systems can pluralise complex systems. Together with their potential for improving transparency and accountability, electronic interactivity can foster democratic communication processes. In Finance the potential of these systems to facilitate reflection, double-loop learning, or consensus on goals and values was largely neglected. Rather, Finance followed the patterns of IT use in government agencies outlined by Heimler (1996), which illustrated how a ‘more is better’ approach to information technology leads to increased dependence on systems without a corresponding organisational shift from hierarchy. This supported Hypothesis 13 on instrumental uses of information technology, and evidence included the weak commitment to information management, the lack of attention to the developmental potential of the new desktop, the diminishing social role of the bulletin boards, the collapse of the Fishnet, and failure to acknowledge or assess the innovations of the budget coordination teams. 
This analysis is complemented by other perspectives from the literature. The gap between the reality expressed by informants about working at Finance towards the end of the study, and the optimistic formal statements issued by the executive indicated they at least partly believed in their own dramatisation of perfection (Schwartz 1990:49), which seemed to be the corporatised model familiar to students of public sector reform. Feedback was either self-reinforcing (positive) or absent. The elite actors were driven by a commitment to predetermined outcomes, and those who were not part of the inner sanctum found themselves ostracised. Thus, the very flexibility and openness demanded of staff was missing at the highest levels, where executives were said to ‘all come out of a box’, displaying little variation from the received wisdom. Wallis (1997) described the anti-democratic trend of the ‘policy conspiracy’ in the New Zealand context, but similar outcomes occur at the organisational level: cynicism about due process, and the exodus of highly qualified staff. In this situation, industrial democracy cannot exist in any meaningful way. The evidence from Finance was unequivocal that the organisation became less democratic in its internal decision making processes. This was reflected in the way interactive technologies were used by staff, and by neglect of wider information management issues that would have made the need for participatory communication explicit. Participation in internal decision making declined in many areas of the department, or became limited to consultative processes that allowed the real power to exist elsewhere, a well-documented pattern (Kanter 1977:258). A senior executive, when queried about mechanisms for participation below branch head level, replied with a laugh: ‘It’s not a democratic process’. He also admitted that the industrial democracy measures were not as active as previously, whereas informants indicated they were moribund. This absence of downward accountability contributed to an internal ethical crisis, which has been noted in many public sector organisations (Zimmerman 1995). Staff told the researcher that senior management would not be interested in the findings of this case study, as they did not care about the impacts the changes were having on staff. While almost certainly not the full truth, it was the wide perception of staff. 

Economists, scientists and management theorists have brought attention to the dangers of decreasing diversity (Allen 1997, tissdell 1996, mintzberg 1996). The researcher’s articulation at the organisational level of the need for renewed pluralisation to policy processes through information technology, and the interdependence with wider levels of governance, as driven by underlying values, is part of the theoretical contribution of this thesis. 
The organisation was under internal and external stress. Senior management was under pressure to achieve cost savings and staff reductions in a harsher, more quantitative environment, while attempting to integrate human and technical needs. They were ultimately as vulnerable as their staff. Short term cost savings had to be juggled with maintaining Finance’s knowledge-based activities. This depended on highly skilled staff who could not be treated like machines. These conflicting messages, most evident during the outsourcing process, indicated a ‘paradox of power’. Leaders sought to maintain their own positions via short term solutions, whereas long term organisational success depended on wider visions of leadership as taking responsibility for sustainability (Lloyd 1996) or as assisting the organisation to do its own work (Heifetz 1988). Both imply high degrees of internal participation. The researcher has argued that today’s complex interdependent world also requires the public sector organisation to reach more laterally towards its ultimate stakeholders, the citizenry, for stabilising inputs. Kiel (1994) suggested that public sector agencies can be a stabilising element in sociey, because they can reinforce democratic values. For Kiel, the nonlinear dynamic expresses the democratic ethic (1994: 219). This case study has suggested that information technology, suitably structured, can reinforce democratic values, but at the cost of linear, hierarchical illusions of control. The resolution of this dilemma, for both the public sector as an institution and for the public interest, is the primary challenge for public sector managers today. 

The existence of strong external accountabilities is a distinguishing characteristic of public sector agencies. Pusey (1991) documented changes in the values of the Canberra bureaucracy in the mid-1980s. These included the demoralisation of the career service (p 182), the institutionalisation of conformity to neoclassical [linear] economic assumptions (p 184), and the ‘self-reproducing’ [positive feedback] system which encourages executive officers with personal rather than social goals (p 185). In the late 1990s these processes have accelerated, driven by the wider systems of globalisation, which are intimately related to both governments and information technology. 

This thesis has argued that internal processes of government agencies and wider capacity for democratic governance are related. From this perspective, industrial democracy is more than a token phrase listed on selection criteria; it is essential to provide the contributions necessary for external accountability in a democracy. The similarities between the requirements for a high performance organisation and democratic process were considered in Chapter 4. The freedom to advocate new solutions can be compared with agenda-setting; access to resources necessary for innovation compares with access to information; and freedom from fear with the right to participate. Until the events of early 1999 unfolded, it appeared paradoxical to the researcher that Finance appeared to continue to meet high performance criteria. In the short term, the costs of change were absorbed by staff; the losers were those who rejected corporate conformity. In the longer term, as with any tragedy of the commons, the wider society suffers from diminished democratic process at any point in the system. The loss of social participation and equity within Finance is a fractal transformation of similar patterns within Australian society, and globally. Simply stated: how can the impoverishment of trust, well-being, security and participation among public sector staff possibly augur well for society? At the end of the case study, indications were that the ability of the department to act for the common wealth was severely hampered. Suggested antidotes to this systemic problem, drawn from a range of disciplines and sources, will be considered in Chapter 8. 

� A Finance informant said the intention was to create a second financial voice in Cabinet.


� Report of the Future of Finance Policy Advising Working Group


� An OECD report noted that government will increasingly oversee services provided produced by others. This is the pattern repeated on the micro scale for individual public servants, who find themselves overseeing contracted services they used to perform personally. Organization for Economic Development and Cooperation, Governance in Transition: Public Management Reforms in OECD Countries (Paris: OECD,1994:88). Quoted in a posting to Public-admin-and-management@mailbase.ac.uk, 11/5/1998.


� Internal document on the development of database systems in the budget policy and coordination area


� Informants said Information Resource Management and the Information Group were earlier mechanisms for dealing with informant management issues. 


� See for example the IMSC report, page 18.


� Kanter (1974:56) noted information overload from telegrams and snail mail, and complaints that it is ‘self generating’.


� For example, a hand out for the team reference group quoted extensively from ‘excerpts of an essay by Peter Drucker, published in The Australian in November 1994.’


� This report was discussed in Chapter 3.


� Chapter 1 discussed the concept of attractors for uses of technology. 


� Industrial organiser Peter O’Dea criticised the Finance certified agreement process in the April 1998 newsletter of the ACT branch of the Community and Public Sector Union. 


� Considine (1992) reported similar findings in a study of public sector teams.


� Vines (1998) reported a similar example of democratic tokenism on a different scale. In Hong Kong, talk show host Albert Cheng claimed the secret of his survival was to provide democratic credentials for the Chief Executive, Tung Chee-hwa.


� This failure to distinguish between the public and private sectors is the source of much critique in the public sector reform literature (Mintzberg 1996, Self 1993, Considine 1988), as discussed in Chapter 3.
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