A professional public service loses its mind

The happy face of the Secretary on the ‘discover our department’ web page leads to the five 5 key behaviours for the Department of Finance and Administration.  To an outsider, DoFA might appear to be an exceptionally creative and innovative place to work.  However, my two year study of the department provides evidence for what many observe about today’s ‘reformed’ public sector: a profound deprofessionalisation, democracy being hollowed out from within the bureaucracy, and short shrift for those who challenge this dynamic.  The result is often frenetic yet mindless activity, with enormous energy expended on non-decisions which dilute the common wealth.  This research provides a reality check on the government’s public sector reform agenda, and for those who have only considered ‘the view from the top’.  The story is one of conflict and resistance, but also of great distress:  ‘I feel like I’m in mourning’ one informant said.

My study didn’t set out to examine organisational change.  The focus throughout was on information technology.  I was looking for the democratic dividend – that is, to see if and how computerised communications might yield not just efficiency, but better internal governance.  Along the way it became clear, as others have found, that computerisation can only reflect an organisational culture, not transform it.  The computer systems become a metaphor for the organisation. 

At the beginning of the study, in early 1996, there was a sense of optimism in Finance.  Initiatives such as the Future of Finance project had high levels of staff participation.  This spirit was reflected on the electronic bulletin boards.  A survey showed they were highly valued and gave a sense of belonging that went beyond just providing information.  ‘This is part of my home’ one officer said. 

1997, the second year of study, saw a shift in organisational culture.  The new executive wanted  to make Finance a model of the Reith-style public sector reforms, with a certified agreement that pushed the envelope in such matters as flexibility and performance rewards.  At the same time, outsourcing of information technology was underway, along with restructuring and downsizing.  These changes swamped the possibility of innovation in many ways, but most of all in the area of knowledge management.  This could have been a vehicle to build on the successes of the Future of Finance project, and ‘build in’ professionalism, participation and responsiveness.  

Instead, the people end of knowledge management got swept under the carpet of a new desk top suite, reflecting a much more narrow focus on efficiency, presumably the automatic result of an ‘upgrade’.  These decisions masked, as is common in today’s public sector, an intensified centralisation of control based on managerialist mantras.  Rather than increased effectiveness, today’s public sector is too often a place of enervation and deprofessionalisation.  The Finance study, supplemented by data from other agencies, leads to observations about the current dynamic in the public service.  While not universal, these indicate the extremes of  ‘worst practice’.  They highlight the gap between the rhetoric and the reality, and the absence of dialogue about this gap.   

Outsourcing is high on the list of managerialist mantras.  If  applied without integration or opportunity for internal participation, it can set up a spiral of deprofessionalisation.  In Finance, a high level officer was asked whether the IT outsourcer would be required to maintain public sector standards of human resource management.  The answer: ‘That will be the outsourcer’s problem – it’s part of our risk management’.  On the day IT was handed over, staff held their own ‘wake’ in a park.  There was little formal recognition of their past contribution.  Thus, the delicate thread of internal social capital was unravelled.  

Value for money is another mantra.  This principle, and respect for due process,  is still observed by many at the action level, but is often subverted by the haste or implicit impunity of executives who have run into someone’s friend at an airport lounge, and quickly done a deal outside of normal procedures.  This is a consequence of a crisis management mentality.  How many public servants can say they have been involved with a process that went smoothly, in a reasonable time frame which truly delivered ‘value for money’?  In a truly professional public service, this should be the norm.  Who could run a household in continual crisis mode?  Crisis management means no management.  Many of these mad crises are precipitated because the information that went to the Minister in the first place had pulled punches.  One Finance officer said the quality of policy advice had gone from ‘frank and fearless’ to ‘fear and favour’.   

This sloppiness is exacerbated by the growth of commercial in confidence arrangements, which are now the norm in an outsourced public sector.  The Institution of Engineers, Australia has identified the loss of specialist knowledge, particularly in relation to contract management, as sources of some public disasters, such as the implosion of the Canberra Hospital.  It is not clear whether the $8 million fraud revealed in the Department of Finance and Administration last year comes into that category.  My research showed open, transparent internal communication processes are of vital importance, as they affect public servants’ ability to manage their tasks professionally.  This inevitably impacts on public accountabilities.  

The problem of deprofessionalisation is more extensive than a loss of corporate memory or expertise.  Even when there are specialists in-house, such as lawyers or public affairs officers, their advice is often neither asked for nor heeded when it is offered.  Such specialists, even at the senior officer level, often function as clerks, performing trivial but ‘urgent’ tasks.  Senior executives have little time or inclination to consider staff development, or even whether they are getting ‘value for money’ from them.  Rather, they maintain the pretence of being ‘outcomes focussed’, another managerialist mantra.  

Those who request work appropriate to their skills, or who express a desire to be more involved in the actual decision making, are fed the mantra of ‘team playing’.  One agency’s legal officer said their boss is very good at processing documents, but not at all interested in the law in the wider sense, and has no engagement with the work as policy or public responsibility.  Another agency’s specialist officer said ‘What’s wanted is someone who can do the Minister’s bidding on 15 minutes notices, and who is compliant enough to smooth out anything that goes against the political flow.’

Compliance is encouraged through ‘flexibility’, another mantra which is often code for maintaining a fleet of staff in acting positions, often for extended periods.  Willingness to work long hours to remedy perpetual crises are another test of  suitability.  Showing awareness of what the executive thinks the Minister wants to hear is now the hallmark of ‘professionalism’.  Questioning internal processes, or enquiring about industrial democracy procedures, is considered inappropriate behaviour.  A parallel development is the allocation of  privileges to the inner circle.  In some departments, certain benefits which were once seen as entitlements are now dealt out at executive whim.  Those in the ‘good books’ might be granted leave without pay or have their study leave approved quickly; others might be refused or made to dangle.  And it is made clear that this is the way the game is played.  One Finance executive was asked why they would speak with anyone below senior officer level, or have regular meetings with staff.  Others complained of ‘hairy-chested SES clones’.  A departing SES officer in Finance said  ‘I know what they want from me, and I won’t be that sort of person.’

In terms of democracy, it is this loss of accountability, both internal and external, that diminishes public sector decision making.  Many officers no longer feel they can apply and develop their skills or express their values.  It is not possible to have real professionalism without a good measure of internal transparency and accountability.  And without mechanisms to support, review and extend internal democracy, the ability of the public sector to support wider democratic process collapses.    

Instead, a form of narcissism replaces internal dialogue.  Dysfunctional organisations often show narcissistic tendencies, described as the promotion of the organisational ideal as seen through the eyes of the leader.  The management literature associates this with totalitarianism.  In the second year, a number of informants started describing Finance in these terms, using metaphors which indicated a profound sense of disempowerment and loss of control.  Undercurrents of resistance also surfaced: ‘This could become a department of delinquents’. 

These currents also came through on the electronic bulletin boards, in expressions such as ‘fried food fascism’.  But mostly the bulletin boards went quiet, particularly the ones which had been most valued as vents for staff views.  ‘That all seems trivial now’ one said.  Many were too worried about whether they would keep their job or take a redundancy. Finance introduced software which staff can use to check on their performance.  The cheerful poster says: ‘Smile if you’re performing’, a move hardly likely to address the morale problem.  This just disguises surveillance as performance management. 

The dynamic described above documents above all the decline of internal social capital.  Management writer Henry Mintzberg noted that shared values of working for the collective good were what held together the old patriarchical, hierarchical and machine-like model of bureaucracy.  Now there is little opportunity for expressing these values, either at the policy level or through internal activities.  

The professional areas of the public sector most familiar to me, public affairs and information technology, exemplify this loss of both skills and collaboration.  There used to be a network of officers involved in pubic affairs and campaign activities from all departments.  The Office of Government Information and Advertising sponsored lunchtime seminars, workshops and a newsletter to share knowledge and encourage best practice.  That is all long gone, and as more of these activities are outsourced, there is no provision for the articulation of wider social goals or principles.  Needless to say, there is also no mechanism for collective action on problems relating to government information.  Consultants cannot be expected to have an interest in such a perspective.  

Likewise the Commonwealth Internet Reference Group, an informal group which came together to share expertise in the early days when government was starting to use the Internet widely.  Although a web-managers mailing list now exists, this cannot substitute for face to face interaction.  

Certainly, there are departments where staff morale and internal participation is much higher, and these  should be recognised, studied, and promoted.  But this is not just a Canberra story.  In the United States, the Coalition Of Federal Employees (http://omnist.com/COFE) is ‘an organisation of activist advocates engaged in social action for public accountability’.  They support whistleblowers working on issues such as safety in nuclear power plants.  Several colleagues in the service have told me they wish there was a forum for meeting, discussing and taking collective action on the issues outlined here.  A degree of anonymity would be necessary, and perhaps that’s where technology has a role.  Public airing of staff turnover for various agencies might provide a rational economic indicator of performance.  It has also been suggested that true local staff associations might arise to bridge the gap where traditional unions find themselves unwelcome.  One clear direction for addressing the problems of morale, participation and professionalism in the public sector is suggested in Reith’s background paper from several years ago: ‘The Government seeks an environment in which public servants have much greater say in the way they perform their work.’  My research suggests public sector change is not headed in this direction.  It raises an inescapable question: if these processes are so disastrous for individuals within the public sector, how can they be good for the nation? 

Dr Geiselhart left the Commonwealth public service in December and is about to take up a post-doctoral fellowship in electronic commerce at RMIT.
