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This submission examines the SES model and its implementation in the Australian Public Service.  The comments are based mainly on previously published research and my 1993/94 survey of Australian SES officers (Renfrow 1995).

The SES model

The Australian Senior Executive Service (SES) is almost 15 years old having been established on 1 October 1984, as part of a larger reform package, the Public Service Reform Act 1984. The SES was designed to provide a distinct group of senior officers who could:

· Undertake higher level policy advice, managerial and professional responsibilities in Departments, and

· Be deployed by Secretaries within Departments, and by the Board between Departments, so as to best promote the efficiency of the Australian Public Service.

The SES, in effect, was designed to be a unified, cohesive group of senior executives with high level managerial and policy skills, able to be deployed across the APS.  Although there has been some debate about the principal purposes of establishing the Australian SES (Senate Standing Committee on Finance & Public Administration 1990a), the SES model is generally regarded as a mechanism to improve the managerial capabilities of the senior public service and to enhance the accountability of the public service to the government.  In addition, the SES itself has been expected to provide the leadership for implementing further reforms to the public service.

The goals of higher levels of performance and enhanced accountability are not new; indeed they are typical of most reforms to the public service. The SES model, however, constitutes a significant shift in the design and management of the senior public service in order to achieve these goals.  The SES rejects the traditional career service model that, by the 1970s and early 1980s, was widely regarded as inflexible and incapable of providing the high level of performance and accountability required by governments.

In order to improve managerial performance and enhance accountability, the SES replaces a traditional career service with a more flexible and fluid management structure.  This structure reflects private sector human resource management in which rewards and sanctions are linked to performance rather than longevity. The SES model provides senior executives with opportunities for greater mobility and responsibility, extensive executive development programs, and in some SESs, opportunities to compete for financial bonuses.  At the same time, the SES allows elected officials or their appointees to re-assign senior executives, withhold financial bonuses, and remove from the SES executives who continually under perform.

The key features of the SES typically include the following:

· Open recruitment for SES positions,

· Performance agreements or “contracts”,

· Emphasis on management skills and competencies,

· Enhanced career development opportunities,

· Mobility within and between departments,

· Formal performance appraisal,

· Performance-based pay, 

· Service-wide identity, and a

· Central agency to oversee the SES.

Each of these features is designed to improve the management performance of senior executives. Open recruitment is designed to increase the competitiveness of entry and therefore the caliber of the SES. Performance contracts are designed to enhance performance as retention in any one position is dependent upon an executive’s performance, rather than length of service.  It bears emphasis that the SES model, as originally conceived in the U.S., incorporated tenure within the public service, though not in the SES (Renfrow 1989). The American SES provides fall-back rights such that removal from the SES for performance reasons permits the return to below-SES levels within the public service. 

The SES also places considerable emphasis on the acquisition and development of managerial skills that serve as the basis for selection and promotion.  Managerial skills are also promoted through executive development programs designed specifically for SES officers and through greater mobility of officers within and between departments.  Mobility is also designed to encourage the development of government-wide perspectives among senior executives. Finally, performance appraisal and performance pay are designed to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of senior executives through explicit agreements and feedback on performance and through financial bonuses that reward high levels of performance. 

At the same time, the SES is designed to enhance the responsiveness and accountability of senior public servants to governments.  Performance contracts, mobility, performance appraisal and performance pay give elected officials and their key advisers mechanisms by which to hold senior executives directly accountable for their performance.  The authority to assign and reassign SES officers enables elected officials to more efficiently and effectively use the talents of SES officers while accommodating the changing needs of government.  Through both the setting of goals and objectives for SES officers and the assessment of their attainment, performance appraisal is designed to strengthen accountability.

The SES model, therefore, consists of an identifiable elite, with generalist management skills and a service-wide identity and perspective that may be more flexibly deployed to meet the demands of elected officials.  The model incorporates private sector management practices such as performance agreements, appraisal and performance pay, to achieve higher levels of performance and accountability from senior public servants.   The SES, therefore, is a hybrid model for the senior public service; it combines features of a traditional career service model (e.g. tenure, internal recruitment, policy/program expertise, etc.) with a private sector model (e.g. employment contracts, individual rather than service-wide structure, salary packages and financial bonuses, etc.) (see Renfrow et al. 1998).   One can depict the three models of senior management along a continuum with the traditional career service and private sector models at either end and with the SES model, the hybrid, in the middle (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 Here

The design of the system for the senior public service itself is a significant factor in achieving a competent and accountable public service.  Overall, the SES model has much to commend it.  Its design is well-conceived; it has the potential to achieve an appropriate balance between the competing imperatives of merit and professional expertise (in effect “frank and fearless” advice) on the one hand, and responsiveness and accountability to political leaders on the other.   Achieving simultaneously both higher levels of performance and greater accountability is difficult.  Reforms in the direction of enhancing administrative performance (i.e. merit) may diminish the achievement of responsiveness and accountability of senior executives to government direction; conversely reforms in the direction of enhancing accountability may diminish the attainment of efficient and effective performance.  While the balance between merit and accountability is invariably precarious, the SES is designed to realize both values. 

It bears emphasis that a prominent criticism of the SES model is that it diminishes the public service values of merit and equity that are said to be realised through the traditional career service model.  In particular, critics allege that the SES (especially its features of performance appraisal, lack of tenure in position, and performance pay), allow elected officials to exercise excessive political influence over (i.e. politicise) the senior public service, and thereby diminish the extent to which officers can provide “frank and fearless” advice.  In effect, the criticism is that the SES model tips the balance toward responsiveness and accountability, rather than towards merit in the public service. 

Although the APS has experienced considerable change since the 1993/94 survey of SES officers (Renfrow 1995), the views of SES officers are nonetheless insightful.  In that survey, over three-fifths of respondents agreed that the SES had improved the managerial competency of senior executives, while half agreed that the SES had enhanced the responsiveness of the public service to the Government and community.  In fact, approximately four in five respondents disagreed that SES values were incompatible with public service values, and almost two in three disagreed that the SES had eroded traditional public service values. Approximately three-fifths agreed that overall the SES had created a better APS (although almost one-third were undecided).  In short, that survey revealed that SES officers were generally supportive of the SES model.

“Tenure” or employment contracts

While the SES model can achieve an appropriate balance between the competing values of merit and accountability, in my judgement, moves toward a private sector model for the senior public service would jeopardize this balance.  In particular, the adoption of fixed-term employment contracts for SES officers affords governments greater potential to exercise excessive political influence over the SES than is the case with the current model (of tenure within the service, although not in any particular position).  Moreover, there does not appear to be any systematic evidence that employment contracts will, in fact, achieve either greater responsiveness or greater managerial efficiency, than is currently achieved with the existing SES.  In effect, the danger of politicisation outweighs the potential, though uncertain, benefits.

Employment contracts also have the potential to erode the identifiable, service-wide elite feature of the SES leading to a far more individualized senior public service. This is particularly likely without an independent central personnel agency to oversee the management and operation of the SES.  Indeed, the incorporation of a central agency such as the Public Service & Merit Protection Commission, is critical to the overall design of the SES model and therefore its ability to achieve an appropriate balance between the goals of merit and accountability. More significantly though, the Commission’s role is to protect merit in the SES. 

To be sure, both the SES and the private sector model are susceptible to political influence; indeed the SES was established, in part, to achieve greater responsiveness from the senior public service to political direction.  The SES model, unlike the private sector model however, incorporates features that are also designed to protect the value of merit.  The result is designed to be an efficient and effective senior public service that is responsive yet not politicised.  The private sector model in general, and employment contracts in particular, afford few such protections and therefore are far more susceptible to excessive political influence.

Mobility

Mobility is a key feature of the SES concept of an identifiable, service-wide group of senior officers able to be deployed within and across departments to better meet the needs and changing priorities of government.  Providing governments with the ability to utilize senior executives to meet policy and program needs is not the only benefit.  Mobility promotes a government-wide, rather than departmental, perspective among senior executives and exposes them to wider range of responsibilities and challenges which furthers their own career development and presumably results in better management.  The view is that executives who have managed in several environments are more capable of managing the continuous changes in government. 

The 1993/94 survey of SES officers documented that mobility and more varied career paths were well supported (Renfrow 1995).  Approximately two-thirds of respondents agreed that the effectiveness of senior executives would improve if they were required to change jobs every five years, and that career mobility was important for them to achieve their career plans.  Furthermore, almost three-fifths of respondents believed that their career had benefited from mobility within their organisation.  

At the same time, only about half of SES officers responding to the survey were satisfied with their opportunities for career mobility within the APS, and about one-third were dissatisfied.  Almost three in five respondents reported that they had not experienced any mobility through planned mobility programs.  Less than one-fourth had experienced 1 or 2 positions.  Planned mobility programs, of course, are not the only mechanism by which executives move about the public service, and so may underestimate the extent of mobility.

The support for mobility and perception of limited opportunities are not unique to the Australian SES.  SESs elsewhere (e.g. U.S. and Queensland) have experienced difficulties in achieving mobility.  At the time of the 1993/94 survey, the Public Service Commission identified the possible obstacles to greater mobility as difficulties in identifying and taking advantage of mobility opportunities, as well as perceptions that those seeking mobility were disloyal to the organisation or a “performance problem”.  To fully realise the objectives of the SES, greater mobility is required.  The Commission, along with a committee of senior secretaries has been working to facilitate greater mobility among SES officers, and presumably these efforts will have positive effect.  It appears that the public service culture of a career within one department is gradually diminishing as more lateral movements take place across the SES.

Managerial skills and career development 

The acquisition and development of general skills in management by senior public servants are central to the SES goal of creating a corps of senior managers with broad management expertise who can be flexibly deployed within and across departments. To this end, the Public Service Commission implemented the Senior Executive Selection (Core) Criteria in 1991, which incorporated the desired management skills, and a suite of executive development programs for SES officers and officers in the feeder groups.

The core criteria and executive development programs appear to have been well regarded by SES officers, and presumably have enhanced their managerial performance and contributed to a service-wide identity.  These criteria are currently being replaced with the recently announced Senior Executive Leadership Capability Framework that highlights the importance of strategic leadership from those at the top of the APS.  The framework identifies the behaviours that enable SES officers to manage, perform at high levels, and lead others in the APS, in effect it is designed to strengthen the performance culture within the SES.  Another important aspect of this framework is that it has the potential to more tightly integrate key components of the SES (and human resource management generally) such as selection and mobility, performance appraisal, and executive development.  

Performance appraisal

This fundamental feature of the SES model had a long implementation period, owing as much to the introduction of performance pay for SES officers as to the various performance management initiatives of central agencies, such as the Public Service Commission and the Department of Finance.  

The concept of performance appraisal was widely endorsed by SES officers surveyed in 1993/94, with almost 4 in 5 officers reporting that they supported the concept of an annual performance improvement plan against which they were assessed and 3 in 5 agreeing that their last performance appraisal was accurate.  There was less agreement, however, that the potential benefits of performance appraisal had been achieved and the findings suggested that appraisal had not been effectively integrated into human resource management or management generally within APS organisations.  It should be noted that at the time of the survey, the experience with appraisal had been short for most officers.  It appears that today formal performance appraisal schemes appear to be a central component of management in the SES.    

Performance pay 

Performance pay is without a doubt the most controversial feature of the SES model and explains its limited adoption in Australian senior executive services.   The experience with performance pay in the Commonwealth SES has been troubled (Marshall 1998), but this is not at all surprising given the difficulties in design and implementation of a performance pay scheme for the public service (Senate Standing Committee on Finance & Public Administration 1990b & 1993, Ingraham 1993, Wood & Maguire 1994).

Performance pay was formally introduced across the APS SES in the 1992/93 financial year.  Following that initial round, the 1993/94 survey of SES officers revealed somewhat mixed views about performance pay.  Three in 5 officers regarded an annual cash reward as important in motivating them to improve their performance, and almost 3 in 4 were satisfied with their chances of receiving a performance bonus.  At the same time, only about 1 in 5 agreed that the performance pay system was working well in their organisation and 2 in 5 believed that the SES would be better off without performance pay.  

Marshall’s analysis (1998) of the performance pay experience in the Australian SES identifies the key factors to successful design and implementation of a performance pay scheme, particularly the role of the central agencies, and also calls attention to the potential obstacles, such as insufficient government funding and changes in political direction, that are more difficult to control.  These issues must be resolved if the performance pay scheme is to realise higher levels of performance and accountability of SES officers.   

Summary

The Senior Executive Service is a well conceived model for the senior public service.  Its combined features are designed to realize simultaneously higher levels of performance and increased accountability from senior public servants.  Thus, it attempts to achieve a balance between these two goals to overcome the problem of bureaucratic insularity on the one hand and politicisation of the public service on the other.  How well this occurs is problematic as the balance is precarious; it is invariably affected by political and institutional leadership that can, and indeed tries to, alter the balance. 

Implementation of the various components of the Australian SES has taken considerable time, and has been affected by the tremendous structural and procedural changes to the APS since the mid 1980s.  Considerable progress, however, has been made this decade and appears set to continue towards fully implementing the main components of the SES.
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