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The Australian civil service has been undergoing reform for fifteen years, and has 
currently entered a new phase of transition. Five closely related themes are identified as 
offering guidance in comprehending the changes to the system. The first theme is reform 
of comprehensive and far-reaching proportions. Second is the demise of the traditional 
career service and the associated features of the public service. Third is the shift from an 
administrative culture to a management one and increasingly towards a market and 
contractually-based system. Several changes to the public service are listed as the fourth 
dimension: the change from a system that was collective, coherent, centralised and closed 
to one that is disaggregated, decentralised and more open. The fifth focuses on changes to 
the relationships between the civil service and politicians.  

Introduction 

This examination of the Australia civil service focuses on the national system, and within 
that the public service (as opposed to the broader public sector). There are some 
difficulties in addressing the rules that govern the character of the system because they 
are in many respects in transition. At the same time, this is a worthwhile exercise because 
most attention has been given to analysing reform in terms of the emergence of 
managerialism and markets to the neglect of how the civil service has been changing.  

Themes in studying the national civil service system. Five themes are identified as 
offering guidance in comprehending the Australian civil service system. The five are 
closely related. The first theme is reform of comprehensive and far-reaching proportions. 
Second is the demise of the traditional career service and the associated features of the 
public service. Third is the shift from an administrative culture to a management one and 
increasingly towards a market and contractually-based system. Several changes to the 
public service are listed as the fourth dimension: the change from a system that was 
collective, coherent, centralised and closed to one that is disaggregated, decentralised and 
more open. The fifth focus on changes to the relationships between the civil service and 
politics.  

Of the two unifying themes, performance and legitimacy, the first is clearly significant 
for much of the reform program of the last fifteen years has been motivated by or has 
reflected a concern with performance. The second is less apparent unless legitimacy is 
meant demonstrating greater efficiency and effectiveness in the public service, showing 
who is in control through the assertion of political direction, focusing more on the 
"consumer", and contracting the public sector.  



Overview of government system. Of importance have been Australia's cultural legacy, 
geographic location in the Asian-Pacific region and political and administrative 
traditions. As a former Britain colonies, Australia inherited the basic principles of the 
Westminster model, which have exercised a continuing but declining influence. The 
similarities and common elements include responsible government with a parliamentary 
system based traditionally on two major parties, a political executive (the prime minister 
and cabinet) chosen from members of the majority party in parliament, and a public 
service that is apolitical and consists of permanent professionals who serve the 
government of the day. Reflecting geographic and historical circumstances (in particular, 
the existence of six British colonies prior to federation), Australia has a federal system of 
government, which consists of two main levels: the national or federal (known as the 
Commonwealth) and the intermediate tier of six states (plus two territories), each of 
which has its own local government system. The states have constitutional rights, very 
broad functions, and operate autonomously for many purposes, although the imperatives 
and principles of cooperative federalism ensure that they must work together in many 
areas. The state, territory and federal governments together account for over 90 per cent 
of the national public sector.  

The Australian civil service has had a short history, dating only from the beginning of the 
federation in 1901. As a combination of six colonial systems, which themselves lacked a 
long history (the status of responsible government, was after a relatively short period of 
direct rule from London, acquired by the six in the second half of the nineteenth century), 
it was quickly but unevenly institutionalised. 

The government has traditionally played an active role, first in economic development 
and then the welfare state. Consequently the range of functions undertaken in the public 
sector has been extensive (eg banking and shipping). By the early 1980s there was 
increasing concern with the condition of the economy (eg deficits and heavy regulation) 
and the functioning of the public sectors (eg. lack of managerial skills and poor 
performance of public enterprise). It has undergone a major transformation of its public 
sector which has been linked to broader programs of economic reform. It has recently 
emerged from an era characterised by heavily regulated economies and a commitment to 
using the public sector for providing the services of the welfare state. It has responded to 
economic pressures with a distinctive model of reform. Increasingly it has turned to the 
private sector and the use of market principles within the public sector. Australia has 
reformed its public administration more extensively than many countries, but not as 
adventurously as some. Its considerable success in implementing and sustaining reform 
may derive from this relatively cautious approach, but also from the opportunities 
provided by stable government. Managerialism has supplanted traditional administration 
as the core of a new framework, but ten years of reform have merely laid the foundation 
for more.  

Development of the Civil Service 

The development of the national civil service could be traced to the earliest European 
settlement in the late eighteenth century, or earlier, but a national government only 



acquired formal existence in 1901. Five phases can be distinguished (Halligan 1994a): 
colonial administration, popular control of representative institutions, personnel and 
business efficiency, the administrative state and contemporary reform.  

1. Colonial administration The earliest Australian tradition for the public services 
was paternal or 'colonial autocracy' (Spann: 1979: 252, 254; cf Caiden 1965: 34) 
in which the colony was administered by a governor responsible to the British 
government. The central role of government in providing a range of services for 
the community was established then, as were the use of various British practices, 
including patronage.  

2. Popular control of representative institutions This phase stretched from the 
middle to the late nineteenth century, and was associated with the differentiation 
of political from non-political officials. Ministers assumed control of public 
servants and became responsible to the legislature. A significant trend was the 
development of the ministerial department as the basic unit of administrative 
organisation (Spann 1979: 252-3). 'Departmentalism' emerged as administration 
was divided between an expanding number of agencies, each responsible for its 
personnel and management. The instability of ministries fostered administrative 
authority. A second development was the reliance on patronage. This practice for 
recruiting staff was inherited from pre-responsible government, only now it was 
in the hands of elected representatives subject to popular pressures or the chief 
officials of agencies. Nevertheless the indications were that 'patronage was 
exercised with due regard to the political situation and the needs of the public 
service'. Only Victoria, in the years between 1870 and 1883, allowed something 
akin to an American spoils system to occur (Caiden 1965: 39).  

3. Personnel and business efficiency This phase roughly extends from the 1880s to 
World War 1. The period was one of experimentation with new forms of 
organisation and procedures. that drew on ideas that were in circulation in the 
United Kingdom and the United States (eg the separation of politics and 
administration and scientific management and making public administration more 
efficient by drawing on business methods: Mosher 1968: 68-72). But the 
development of public service systems in both Britain and the US were central. 
Two themes were particularly prominent, personnel practice and government 
enterprise, which had in common the principles of efficiency and the dichotomy 
between politics and administration. The year of 1883 was pivotal in so far as 
Victoria produced both the public corporation for the railways and the first 
significant legislation for personnel; if both were not immediately successful, they 
provided models that other governments drew on over the following generation.  

The move to institute central personnel arrangements in the colonies derived from 
the lack of uniform rules governing personnel and the prevalence of patronage in 
the recruitment of staff. The new legislation demonstrated it was possible to 
institute central control through a Public Service Board or Commissioner, to 
create a career service and eventually to shield public agencies from the pressures 
of patronage. The legislation provided for the independent control of the public 
service, open competition for entrants, promotion by merit, grading and 



classification of all personnel and salaries based on work value. They expressed 
the 'new doctrine' that personnel administration could be divorced from financial 
administration and government policy; and set a pattern for the public services 
with three main features: the centralised Board or Commissioner; recruitment to 
the base-grade by open competition; and a career service (based on promotion by 
merit but which recognised seniority as a central element). 'So the theory of the 
Australian public services came to be that they were "closed" career systems 
recruited from school' (Spann 1979: 255, 288).  

The second important development of this period was the emergence and 
diffusion of the public corporation as a mechanism for undertaking a range of 
functions with some claim to be of a business nature. Appearing first in Victoria 
as a solution to the colonies intractable problems with political interference with 
railway management (Wettenhall 1987), the public corporation was then applied 
to various other functions. The significance of today's non-departmental sector - 
the broad field of public sector activity that lies outside the public service - was 
established during this period.  

4. The administrative state It is generally considered that the first world war marked 
a turning point, and closed an era in Australian government and administration 
(Bland 1944: xxv). Following a series of royal commissions that were triggered 
by the war-time situation, there was no reform based on general inquiries in the 
four subsequent decades. The combination of depression, war and its aftermath 
accounted for much of the period from the mid-1910s. The extremes of either 
unstable government or one-party domination of government characterised the 
states during this period, and were factors in their ossification. Following the 
second world war the Commonwealth provided a new presence that 
overshadowed the states. It expanded more rapidly and developed a 
professionalised public service.  

The lengthy period between the first world war and the 1970s was characterised 
by incremental change, but most of this was a product of the growth of 
government and ad hoc decisions rather than concerted attempts at designing a 
public service. Governments relied on the bureaucracy for both administering the 
system and taking the initiative with regard to policy directions. The non-
departmental public sector expanded greatly as did the discretion of public 
servants who operated within a framework dominated by administrative standards 
and processes. Both served to obscure the role of the politician and extend that of 
the bureaucrat; the central direction of the state was not clearly in the hands of the 
political executive. The public service acquired the characteristics of the 
administrative state that has been depicted elsewhere (Waldo 1984).  

5. Reform period The last twenty years have been characterised by an acceleration of 
the pace of change to the public sector. This was initially associated with Labor 
governments, which introduced a new model for governance. The overall 
direction could be described as a move away from a more administrative, closed 



and centralised system towards a more political, management-centred, open and 
decentralised system. It is possible to differentiate two sub-phases: the first pre-
occupied with various modes of accountability and the scale, overload and 
complexity of government, the second with political direction and managerial 
change. The various strands of change which emerged since the early 1970s had, 
by the mid-1980s, been reduced to these two within which most elements could 
be subsumed.  

As a result, the last fifteen years has been remarkable for the level of public sector 
change. Four features have been important: the magnitude of the reform, the 
breadth of the reforms, the longevity of the process and the importance of the 
changes. The Australian experience has been characterised by a wave of reform 
which surfaced in the early 1980s. While there had been extensive 
experimentation by state and federal governments since the early 1970s, the 
conditions for a more concerted effort did not arise until the following decade: a 
package of reforms promoted by a government with a mandate and determination 
to mount a reform program. A second feature was that reform was 
comprehensive, rapid and systemic. The changes were comprehensive in two 
senses: they applied across the public service/sector and a full range of measures 
was introduced which left no area untouched The range of changes covered the 
gamut of possibilities: philosophy, operational style, structure, personnel and 
culture. In addition, reform was sustained. Since the outset of reform there has 
been one government in power at the federal level, at least until the 1996 election 
1. The continuity of office-holding has been a major factor in allowing reform to 
advance and be sustained. Finally, what differentiated the 1980s from the 1970s 
was the rejection of traditional ways - identified with administration - and their 
replacement by a package of reforms based on management. In short there was a 
paradigm change in the sense of an interpretative framework of ideas and 
standards.  

Interpretations. The historical dynamics that 'account for growth, change, structure, and 
character of civil service systems over time' have several dimensions. There are forces 
associated with the expansion and contraction of government. Fiscal stress and economic 
crisis have been central. Government responses to fiscal austerity have prompted 
inquiries into the relationships between economic conditions and public policy and 
administration. Diffusion of reform has administrative practice has been significant, 
particularly between the former 'mother' country and Australia, but the influence of other 
countries, such as the United States, have also been important. It may also be possible to 
sustain a cycles of change type of argument. 

There have then been two periods of intensive change in Australian history since the 
foundation of government in the mid-nineteenth century. The first major period of 
modernisation occurred between the 1880s and the first world war. The second period of 
great change has been in the 1970s to 1990s. They were separated by an extended phase 
of incremental administrative change (1920s-1960s). Both periods were characterised by 
intensive change, experimentation and attention to system design. In particular, the first 



period was associated with the reconstitution of six colonial systems as six states and the 
Commonwealth of the federation in 1901, the second with wholesale reform of all seven 
main public sectors of the federal system. The argument has been made that there have 
been two main paradigms. The first has dominated for most of this century. It has now 
been displaced by a second framework, which derives in large part from a rejection of 
key elements of the first. The latter has yet to be fully implemented, but has nevertheless 
been applied in all Australian public sectors (Halligan and Wettenhall 1990).  

Just as the current period has particular emphases so too have earlier phases in the history 
of the states been distinctive in various respects. The schools of thought which seek to 
link the responses in a period to the inadequacies or excesses of its predecessor may have 
something to offer here. It is of course not new to note the operation of such processes. 
Many observers have noted the 'swings of the pendulum' or oscillations in fashions (eg., 
Kaufman 1969; Spann, 1981: 14; Waldo 1984). Two approaches - one Australian, one 
American - use frameworks for analysing historical change, the first views it in terms of 
the oscillation between two dimensions; the second presenting a more complex view of 
the cyclical nature of change. 

An argument has been developed in terms of the tension between the egalitarian ethos 
and the business ethos. Subramaniam (1959) claimed that two forces have been 
important: fairplay and employee satisfaction, derived from the egalitarian ethos; and 
efficiency (or economy) and authority, with links to the business ethic (and to the early 
development orientation of the state). He argues that: 'These two forces have assumed 
different guises at different times but at all times their clashes and concords have affected 
profoundly Australian administrative practice and particularly promotion policy'. Thus 
they had an important influence on public service acts, the first Commonwealth act 
providing an illustration of the balance between the two. Other examples were the 
struggles at the Commonwealth level for the right to appeal promotions, and between 
arbitration and classification (pp. 477-83).  

Moore (1978) also stated the tension in terms of these two contradictory perspectives: 'the 
business ethic of efficiency, thrift and hard work is one; the fair-go ethic of mateship, 
equality and anti-authoritarianism is the other'. He extends the thesis by arguing that 'the 
chronicle of public administration can be seen as a continual see-saw between this Yin 
and Yang'. For example, the new Public Service Boards of the late nineteenth century 
represented a victory for the business ethic, but were 'immediately countered' by the 
growth of staff associations in support of the fair-go ethic, thereby balancing the two (pp. 
189-90). 

Some administrative theorists have advance elaborate arguments about the patterns of 
change. Kaufman has posited the existence in the United States of a succession of shifts 
in perspectives and values about governmental design (1969: 3). Parallels can be found 
between the responses in the two countries to the excesses of the previous phase. In 
Australia, the patronage and lack of standard practices in the nineteenth century produced 
the movement for a neutral public service based on the career system. Similarly the 
favour with which the application of business principles were received and the attempts 



to divorce of administration from politics can also be interpreted in this light. Several 
decades of administrative drift contributed to the need for recent government reform. The 
inherent problems with a system dominated by administration and unresponsive to 
political executive produced the swing towards tighter political control and 
accountability. 

  

Political-administrative Relations 

The relationship between the mode of demarcating politics and administration and the 
relative importance of explicit boundaries is an interesting one 2. At one extreme, there is 
the model which firmly demarcates the two in terms of political and civil service careers, 
and maintains firm boundaries around the civil service. At the other extreme, the careers 
can be intermingled, and boundaries are weak. The British system has pproximated the 
former: strong separation combined with distinctive boundaries, and countries operating 
within that, such as Australia, have displayed those features. The modern reform era, 
however, has produced some striking departures from tradition (Halligan 1997a), and this 
section explores Australia's movement away from the traditional model with respect to 
the political-bureaucratic relationship, although the demarcation will be seen to be 
retained for careers. 

A central feature of the Australian system has been the separation of the political and 
administrative realms. The relationship between politicians and bureaucrats has been 
defined in terms of a neutral, public service which is willing to serve the political 
executive regardless of party. The political executive in turn respects the integrity of the 
civil service by maintaining its apolitical and professional character, and by avoiding 
actions which might fundamentally alter this relationship. The dominant perception 
reflects the nature of the political system which derives from the Westminster model and 
provides for responsible government based on the majority party. A strong political 
executive that is subject to, but not greatly constrained by parliamentary oversight, is the 
result 3.  

During the last thirty years, however, the relationship has been brought into question by a 
combination of pressures from politicians seeking to expand their authority, specific 
initiatives designed to refine or clarify that relationship, and public sector reform which 
has directly or indirectly reshaped the operating environment and culture. Whereas once 
the dominant trend was for the expansion of civil servant roles relative to those of the 
politician (Aberbach et al 1981), now a contraction of roles was apparent in countries 
such as Australia. The pressures have led to major challenges to the basis of the 
traditional model, thus raising the question of whether it has survived, been modified or 
transformed. Three dimensions will be examined in turn: changing political-
administrative relations, the reduced role of boundaries, and political activity and careers.  

1. Political-administrative relations. The Anglo-tradition had several features. The 
career public servant was expected to be neutral and as a permanent official be 



willing to serve successive governments. Appointments to the higher civil service 
were not subject to political considerations and were almost exclusively drawn 
from the ranks of career officials. The most senior appointments were confirmed 
by the political executive but following an advisory process which produced 
recommendations from senior officials. The ministerial department was the 
repository of policy knowledge and advice to the government. The consistent 
pattern over the last three decades has been for the political executive to challenge 
these elements of the traditional system in the drive for a more responsive public 
service. Four features offer insights into the types of changes that are occurring 
(Halligan 1997a): the extent to which the stable, permanent basis of the senior 
public service is preserved or is being modified through turnover or redefinition; 
directly changing and controlling the public service through the power of 
appointment over the senior civil servant; political resources and capacity to 
strengthen ministerial influence; and the breadth and exclusivity of the senior 
public services' roles.  

The pressure to expand the influence of the politicians first intensified in the 
1970s. The bureaucracy was seen as too elitist, too independent, too 
unrepresentative and insufficiently responsive. The reaction of Labor 
governments, in particular, Whitlam's (1972-75), and Hawke's (1983-92), were to 
challenge the public servants' monopoly over advice to ministers and to question 
their indispensability to the processes of government. The direction was made 
explicit in the White Paper Reforming the Australian Public Service (1983): 'the 
balance of power and influence has tipped too far in favour of permanent rather 
than elected office holders'.  

It was left to the Hawke Labor government, elected in 1983, to install a set of 
effective political mechanisms at the cabinet and ministerial levels (Campbell and 
Halligan 1993). The government consolidated and extended the influence of the 
political system within the executive branch. Political direction whether by 
cabinet or ministers was accepted as the basis for action. The cabinet system was 
refocussed, to give more prominence to collective responsibility and to give more 
prominence and to the major priorities of government. The major machinery 
changes of mid-1987 produced a consolidated departmental structure based on 
sixteen core departments and changes to central agency functions. The 
government did not seek to make use of political appointees: overt political 
appointments to top positions in the public service occurred under Whitlam, but 
there were only a few (if celebrated) examples. Ministerial preferences played a 
part, but most senior managers continued to come from the public sector.  

The question of how to proceed was partly settled by 1984. The Labor Party's 
1983 election platform had proposed a political tier within the senior ranks of the 
public service, that would comprise all the departmental heads of the first division 
and up to 5 per cent of the second division. This scheme, which was influenced by 
the United States, represented the most significant challenge to the tradition of 
public service neutrality since the formation of the federal government because it 



sought to place the control of policy direction in the hands of political appointees 
within the public service (Wilenski 1986). In the end, much of the pressure for 
formal political appointments, as a means of reducing dependence on the 
permanent public service, was rechannelled through a new position, the 
ministerial consultant. The new Hawke government, mindful of the disruptions 
produced by the activist Whitlam government settled for this compromise as a 
means of augmenting ministerial resources and influence.  

Alternative sources of advice and assistance had been increasingly relied upon by 
ministers since Whitlam's government, mainly in the form of increasing numbers 
of ministerial advisers, who were often public servants. The Hawke government 
chose to expand the ministerial office as an alternative to politicisation, but also 
moved towards interposing more political appointments between (or within) the 
bureaucracy and politicians. Ministerial staff took over some roles previously 
undertaken by senior public servants, and could be directly and routinely involved 
in departmental processes (Halligan and Power 1992).  

Other changes during the period of Labor rule were diminished policy autonomy 
and transformation of public service work. At one time the senior public service 
had considerable autonomy in the policy process. Alternative sources of advice 
and assistance were now increasingly relied upon by ministers with ministerial 
staff serving as policy advisers and conduits for extra-government policy 
proposals. Over time the policy capacity of the ministerial office was strengthened 
and policy became much more of a top-down process. At the same time the work 
of the senior public servant assumed a more instrumental character as it became 
more managerial, reflecting the preference of the political executive for a public 
service which concentrated on achieving its objectives. The entry of new 
participants, specifically those supporting ministers, meant that the role of the 
senior public servant became more limited.  

2. Role of boundaries. Prior to the reform period, the public service was a relatively 
closed system, with boundaries fairly tightly drawn and a sharp differentiation of 
the public service from the private sector and political sphere, and a preference for 
working within accepted principles and practices. A softening of the boundaries 
began to occur in the 1970s, and particularly in the 1980s. The assault on the 
senior public service was directed at their career autonomy. Traditionally they had 
been part of the career system which enshrined permanency (in part as the 
counterpoint to the provision of fearless advice) within the public service. An 
important means for expanding the influence of the political executive was to 
weaken and transform the officials' position.  

Three considerations were particularly important for the status of the career 
service. The first was changes to tenure that essentially involved the diminution or 
abolition of permanency. The notion of permanence was removed by 
redesignating the head of department as the departmental secretary and making 
fixed term appointments. Another break with past was the replacement of the 



second division with a Senior Executive Service, which was designed to introduce 
inter alia greater flexibility in the use of senior staff. A second tactic for 
weakening the traditional system was to provide for greater competition by 
increasing the opportunities for external entry. The fixed-term engagement was 
established for the senior executive service in order to facilitate the entry of 
outsiders. It became easier to make such appointments, although for various 
reasons the influx was not highly significant. A third dimension was the greater 
provision for displacement, redeployment and retrenchment of the senior public 
service, which led to a reduction in the size of the senior executive service in the 
late 1980s.  

The relationship that should exist between minister and departmental secretary, 
and by extension which should pertain between the government and the public 
service, provided the basis for the changes to senior appointment procedures. The 
strengthening of the political executive's control was expressed by defining the 
relationship with senior officials in unequivocal terms. The revisions were 
intended to have a levelling effect. The secretary was now to be no more 
permanent than the minister, and there was greater recognition of the case for 
mobility among the most senior jobs.  

Labor was more insistent than the Coalition in demanding responsiveness from 
the public service, but remained committed to the retention of a career public 
service up to an including the senior executive service at both Commonwealth and 
state levels. However, in the 1990s, a key issue for the senior public servants 
became the nature of their status and whether they should be on contracts. It 
raised a number of issues about relations between politicians and bureaucrats, 
particularly the question of the long term future of the senior public service as it 
was progressively seen to be moving away from the Westminster model. 
Contracts for secretaries and for all the SES, however, promised to take the 
transformation of the senior public service much further. Contracts for the senior 
executive service reemerged in the discussion paper on the public service released 
in November (Reith 1996).  

The debate had intensified in the mid-1990s when fixed-term appointments came 
higher on the agenda. In 1994, the Public Service Act 1922 was amended to 
provide for fixed-term statutory appointments of secretaries. Most transferred to 
an appointment based on a five year contract, accepting salary increases in return 
for sacrificing tenure. By the mid-1990s, the key issue was the potential affect of 
applying fixed term contracts systemically across the senior public service. The 
majority of secretaries supported contract employment as a general principle for 
the flexibility it provides for putting on staff according to demand, but there was 
strong opposition to the application of contracts to the SES as a whole (Halligan, 
Mackintosh and Watson 1996). This opposition to across-the-board contracts was 
shaped by several factors, but the most important was that the increasing 
vulnerability and attention to employment security was influencing the nature of 
advice to ministers. The strongest concern articulated by some secretaries was the 



prospect of politicization. One secretary argued that there contract employment 
was likely 'in the SES in the next five years for all the wrong reasons. . .There is 
significant potential then for politicisation of the public service throughout the 
whole of the SES, and as a step towards the US system'. The wider concern was 
reflected in the reports on politicization: Mr Tony Ayers, the most senior 
departmental secretary was moved to declare that 'we've taken a very significant 
step away from the Westminster system and it will not be reversed' (Windsor 
1996: 1).  

3. Political activity and careers. The rules governing political activity in Australia 
fall into the middle of the international spectrum. They have been more liberal 
than other countries such as the United States and Britain, and there has also been 
a mellowing of views about public servants' rights over time (Spann 1979: 258-9).  

As Australian adults generally have the right to participate in democratic 
processes, so it is acceptable for public servants to engage in 'normal involvement 
in community affairs'. They can belong to, and hold office in, a political party 
(Public Service Commission 1995: 37). There are however some cautions and 
limitations because of the possibility of conflicts of interest between campaign 
and official roles. There have been objections 'to the active political involvement 
of senior officers who are in the policy-forming area. This may seem to conflict 
with the rule — but Australia, unlike Britain, prefers the rules to be egalitarian, 
even if the conventions are not' (Spann 1979: 259-60).  

Standing for parliament is permitted, but Section 44 of the Constitution provides 
that a person employed by the Crown (which includes the state public service) is 
disqualified from being elected or sitting as a senator or member of the House of 
Representatives. A public servant must resign from the public service in order to 
contest a parliamentary election, but retains the right of re-appointment or re-
employment if unsuccessful (Public Service Commission 1995).  

As pointed out earlier, there has been explicit separation of the roles and careers 
of politicians and bureaucrats in Australia. This is not to say the representatives 
with public service backgrounds are not elected, only that they are usually from 
the state public service (eg. teacher), and occupyed positions that were neither 
senior nor policy related.  

Even though overt political appointments were not used much, practice suggests 
that the government desire for greater control was substantially realised. The 
combination of strong political direction and changes to the employment basis 
and insularity of the senior public service, redistributed power between ministers 
and public servants and produced greater responsiveness. The career service 
continued to exist up to senior levels but careers were less secure and no longer 
guaranteed. The traditional principles have been fairly resilient (certainly by 
comparison with other models). Politicians continue to remain publicly committed 
to them, but a number of questions remain to be answered about how politicians 



have been operating in practice for there has been evidence of covert exploitation 
of the concept of a neutral and professional public service. As Australia works 
through new phases of reform, relations between politicians and public servants 
continue to evolve and are unlikely to stabilise for some time. This raises 
problems about perceptions of the civil service. Public servants remain attached to 
the traditional Westminster ideal, while government behaviour has continued to 
subvert it, producing confusion about the continuing relevance of the ideal.  

Internal Labor Market 

The Australian public service has been transforming from a centralised system with a 
complex classification structure based on permanent positions to a decentralised, 
simplified structure based on continuing employment and contracts. 

Current job definition and classification system. Departmental secretaries have the 
power to create offices under the Public Service Act but they must be in approved 
classifications and have a rate of salary affixed. The Classification Standards Handbook 
provides guidance to secretaries on the appropriate classification and level for a job of 
work. 

The complex and plethora of classification structures and position levels that used to exist 
was substantially reformed and simplified in the late 1980s through the Office Structures 
Implementation exercise. A service-wide classification system structure is retained within 
a flatter structure, but it is implemented within individual agencies (Selby Smith 1989). 

Other considerations introduced at agency level through the workplace bargaining 
mechanism provide greater efficiencies and flexibilities. Some of these initiatives have 
included agency broadbanding (a range of position levels within a classification structure 
are broadbanded so that staff progress upwards through the structure according to 
competency, but without formal promotion procedures), and other accelerated 
advancement provisions. The job classification structure is not dependent on length of 
tenure - the same classification structure guides the creation of all positions. 

Deployment rules. Promotion for all classification levels is subject to the merit principle 
- the relative efficiency test - as set out in the Public Service Act. To some degree, these 
provisions may be overridden by accelerated advancement provisions for particular 
classifications or through broadbanding, but these do not affect SES levels. For some 
specialist positions educational qualification standards still apply (and while this 
generally governs entry to the classification, it may form a barrier to promotion).  

Mobility is generally at the discretion of the individual officer: they choose whether or 
not to apply for promotion, and which agency and location. A combination of simplified 
classification structures coupled with low voluntary separation rates (due to the 
recession) has meant that there are fewer opportunities for promotion than used to be the 
case. This is particularly true for promotion to and within the SES. 



Many agencies have developed their own internal mobility programs to foster the 
development of their staff and to provide job enrichment opportunities, and there have 
also been regional schemes. A mobility scheme for the SES has been largely 
unsuccessful. 

Job security rules and membership. The APS is a mixture of ‘permanent’ positions and 
temporary positions. Currently there are several types of temporary staff: short term 
employees (who staff functions that have a short life span; fixed term employees (who 
undertake projects of specified duration under five years, where APS staff are 
unavailable); continuing employees (ie blue collar staff); and overseas employees (staff 
engaged usually to fulfil minor roles in embassies and missions overseas). Different 
approaches to the management of staff apply depending on whether they are permanent 
or temporary. 

The separation of staff can be achieved by personal initiation: either resignation or 
retirement (minimum age retirement is 55; maximum age retirement is 65). Where the 
separation occurs by management initiation there are three grounds: invalidity (ill health); 
excess to requirements (voluntary and involuntary retrenchment); and inefficiency (poor 
work performance) and misconduct. Management can only lawfully initiate termination 
on the grounds specified above by virtue of the Workplace Relations Act, and other 
agreements and procedures may be relevant.  

Where management needs to reduce staffing, natural attrition is the preferred first course 
of action (ie staff resigning or retiring, or being promoted or transferred to other 
agencies). Where this does not produce a sufficient reduction, the excess staff provisions 
are invoked. 

Reward structures and wage rules Pay rates on the APS were traditionally set by 
comparing a representative sample of private sector organisations, state public services 
and then applying a mathematical formula. More recently - with the introduction of the 
Wage Accord and Workplace Bargaining - pay rises are negotiated against productivity 
increases. This is now inclined to mean that pay increases equate with reductions in 
staffing. It is however difficult to assess the levels of productivity gains to be made by 
changes in working arrangements. 

In the early 1990s, "performance pay" was introduced for the SES and senior officer 
groups. Although supposedly to reward above average performance, it was really a means 
of awarding a pay increase by evading the government’s pay fixation principles. Its 
introduction has been problematic, and SES performance pay system have been the 
subject of a critical Senate inquiry (Halligan 1994b). The schemes have been unpopular 
with the public and with staff, being regarded as divisive and contrary to the necessary 
team spirit required to operate effectively. In the last service wide Workplace Bargaining 
Agreement, agency senior officers were able to vote to continue or discontinue 
performance pay. Most voted to discontinue. 



Because agency workplace bargaining agreements were allowed to negotiate agency pay 
increases pursuant to the first APS Workplace Bargaining Agreement, there have been 
differences in pay available in different agencies. This power was removed in the second 
Agreement. 

The public service has generally operated in the past under paid rates awards, meaning 
that for each classification and the levels within it there are specified particular pay rates. 
(Where agencies have secured productivity pay rises, this is paid as an allowance on top 
of the standard salary.) The current government has indicated that it wishes to move away 
from paid rates to minimum rates awards. Paid rates were historically adopted for reasons 
of equity, ethics and accountability - there is a transparency and immunity from improper 
influence. Within the salary for a classification level, there are a range of incremental 
levels and progress has been dependent upon satisfactory diligence, conduct and 
attendance (specified in Public Service Act). Increments may be deferred in specified 
circumstances but cannot be denied altogether. 

There are no formal non-financial rewards; this is an issue but it has ethical dimensions 
and is one of sensitivity with the public. 

Representativeness 

Both concepts of representativeness exist in Australia. The proportion of target group 
people in the community provides a guide to the goals for the proportion that ought to be 
in the public service. In addition, formal recruitment and promotion strategies have been 
reviewed and revised where necessary to remove unintended discrimination. At entry 
level for the public service, employment screening occurs through selection tests, which 
have been subject to constant review for many years to remove unintended biases (eg 
special Aboriginal services recruitment campaigns using culturally sensitive test 
variations; and disabled people sit for tests that are modified according to their disability). 
The use of selection tests is intended to make the recruitment process as objective as 
possible. In many situations, tests are complemented by the use of "secondary selection" 
processes, which operate objectively to achieve a closer fit between available potential 
recruits and the types of vacancy available in a particular agency (eg customer service 
orientation). A new test that has been developed and trailed, is being introduced to 
increase the predictability between test performance and job performance. 

The promotion of equal employment opportunity received legislative recognition in 1984. 
Government policy focused on four EEO groups: women, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, people with disabilities and people of non-English speaking background. 
These are specified in the Act as being the subject of EEO programs (the Act also offers 
the possibility that other target groups might be specified in the future, but no formal 
action has been taken).  

Dominant dimension of representativeness The dominant dimension of 
representativeness is reflected in EEO. An EEO Strategic Plan for the public service was 
launched in 1993. The collective responsibility of the public service for making progress 



with equal opportunity is stressed. The secretaries of departments and agencies have the 
main responsibility for EEO in their organisations (PSMPC 1995, PSC 1996).  

The Plan establishes objectives for all public service agencies to pursue to the year 2000. 
The main objectives in terms of representation are for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, 2 per cent; people with disabilities, 5 per cent; women in the senior 
executive service, 20 per cent; and women in senior officers Grade A or B, 28 per cent. 
The second annual report indicates that many agencies had already exceeded the targets 
and there has been an increase in implementing strategies and initiatives, perhaps the 
strongest result being for the increase in women at the senior officer level. Strategies for 
people of non-English speaking background produced more mixed results (PSMPC 
1995). 

The public service is subject to general anti-discrimination legislation, as well as that 
specified in the Public Service Act, which prohibit unjustified discrimination on the 
grounds of ethnicity, sex, sexual preference, marital status, religion, race, physical 
characteristics or disability and govern the way in which staff perform their work, and 
interact with colleagues and members of the public.  

In the case of youth, the relative proportion of youth entering the APS has declined 
significantly during the last decade or so, in part because of increasing levels of job 
complexity (and the associated upward shift of positions to higher classification levels), 
and increased high school retention rates. A system of traineeships was introduced to 
facilitate the employment of youth (and a similar system has been introduced to 
encourage the entry of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff into a broad range of 
occupational categories). 

The promotion of EEO and the avoidance of discrimination has been actively pursued - 
agencies are required to review their policies and to produce annual reports of strategies 
for achieving progress on these issues. Equality Awards are awarded annually for 
effective or innovative programs and a strong network of EEO practitioners exists, which 
seeks to promote good practice. 

Staff are required to be impartial and dispassionate in their work and this is governed by 
the Guidelines for Official Conduct. In some areas, staff who are committed to particular 
issues may be more common (eg. the Office of the Status of Women and in the fields of 
environment, health and education), but this does not equate with capture by sectoral 
interests.  

The pattern of representativeness is related to the political, administrative, and societal 
context. Three factors stand out: the tradition of egalitarianism, the career service as it 
developed within the Australian civil service and the commitment of political groups (the 
modern Labor Party, in particular) to equity issues.  

The administrative history of EEO extended for a decade prior to finally becoming law. 
The legislative base for EEO and anti-discrimination, in conjunction with central agency 



support, an effective network structure, and political accountability, have produced 
changes. Responsibility for EEO was substantially devolved to agencies following the 
machinery of government in 1987, and has recently been loosened further. EEO, which 
was originally centralised and identified with equity, has more recently been mainstream 
by being "repositioned in the context of devolution and efficiency", the vehicle being 
human resource management. As a result, it is claimed that "EEO has gained economic 
respectability from human resource management theory but lost authority, becoming a 
handmaided to the latest views on strategic delivery of good-quality human resource 
management" (MacDermott 1996: 126-7). Continuing progress with EEO will depend on 
the attitude of the government elected in 1996.  

Public Opinion 

It is difficult to determine the dominant perception of the public service with any 
precision because the survey evidence is either lacking or patchy. A traditional and dated 
stereotype was of the state as a vast utility which derived from its development role.  

Australians have a characteristic talent for bureaucracy. We take a somewhat hesitant 
pride in this, since it runs not only counter to the archaic and cherished image of 
ourselves as ungovernable . . . people, but also to our civics of liberalism which accords 
to bureaucracy only a small and rather shady place (Davies 1966: 4). 

The mood of the nation could be summed up as being either ambivalent or divided, 
reflecting the inconsistencies and paradoxes in attitudes. This has been well-established 
for some time: 

The general tone of the press and of public comment about 'bureaucracy', 'red tape' . . . 
suggests that Australians are hostile to bureaucracy and its works. It would be nearer the 
truth to say that the prevailing attitude is one of ambiguity. . . The results of public 
opinion polls illustrate some of these ambiguities and contradictions (Encel 1970: 73).  

A 1948 Gallup Poll that questioned respondents about the same jobs in government and 
business produced 47 per cent in favour of the private sector and 44 per cent opting for 
public employment, with 5 per cent perceiving no difference. According to Encel (1970: 
73-74), 'these figures underline the division of opinion and certainly do not suggest an 
overwhelming antipathy to bureaucracy'. 

Later surveys reported similar divisions although the questions were not comparable, and 
only hint at public attitudes. For example, 1982 data is evenly divided between those who 
believe public servants are over paid (45.5%) and paid about right (47.5%)(McNair 
Anderson Associates, September 1982); and more recent data is split between those who 
believe the federal government has too much power (43.5%) and the right amount of 
power (41.2%) (Saulwick Poll, March 1994). 

There are also indications that general and specific attitudes may be in conflict. Specific 
experiences may rank higher than broader attitudinal positions on the public service. The 



customer surveys undertaken by the major service delivery departments report fairly high 
levels of satisfaction with the quality of services and staff. 

As for explaining perceptions, several factors can be noted. Party preference plays a role: 
Labor voters and manual workers have been reported as being more inclined to support 
the public domain while Liberal and Country Party voters were more attached to the 
private sector (Encel 1970).  

Current perceptions may have been reinforced by the politicians' constant comparisons 
with the private sector and continuous reform. Cut backs in services reinforce social and 
economic change and difficulty. Approaching two-fifths (38.1%) of respondents in 1994 
believed assistance from government bodies was worse than ten years ago. Since the 
1980s, the ascendancy of economic rationalism within the public service has been 
debated (Pusey 1991), but how much this has translated into public opinion is unclear. 

Australia now has the first neo-conservative government to be elected at the national 
level during the current reform period, and it has focused on reducing the budget deficit 
by cutting the number of public servants. Australia's standing in OECD as one of smallest 
public sectors meant little to a new government bent on having its belated turn at 
reshaping the state. The result is the largest downsizing ever attempted through a multi-
faceted process of shedding more public service jobs and pruning programs. The 
government's National Commission of Audit (1996) included in its evaluation of the 
public sector the core question of whether there was a role for government in all publicly 
funded activities. This was despite some recent evidence that taxpayers support unit 
levels of public expenditure - although preferring some changes to its composition - and 
public sector delivery (Withers et al 1994: 41). 

Political cynicism has played some part. The new Coalition government lost the previous 
(1993) election because it declared in advance its intention to introduce radical economic 
reform (including a form of value added tax). It had learnt the art of the minimalist 
manifesto by the 1996 election and of ignoring its own policies on the public sector once 
in office (but note that the previous Labor government also failed to submit plans for 
privatising major asset sales to the electorate). Possible medium term effects of 
leadership cynicism are not yet apparent, although the voter unwillingness to accord this, 
and previous, governments an upper house majority has ensured some legislative 
compromises. 

It may well be as Plowden (1981: 183) has argued, that 'in a mature democracy it is 
appropriate for public administrators to enjoy moderate, not excessive respect'. 

Reform and Diffusion 

Governance and the 'management' traditions can be argued to be present from the 
beginning of major reform in the early 1980s in so far as the first is identified with 
political effectiveness and the second with efficiency4. The reform program of Labor on 



assuming power combined both: increasing political direction to improve policy 
implementation, and a series of efficiency measures.  

Reform initiation Four reasons for reform can be identified.  

Failure of traditional approaches. By the early 1980s it was becoming clear that 
traditional administration was not adapting sufficiently to handle the demands being 
placed on it. The last significant innovation in the 1970s had been the introduction of the 
new administrative law, but this offered no solutions to broader problems. The report of 
the Royal Commission on Government Administration, the last of the old style 
comprehensive reviews, was not implemented, in part because the government changed. 
The failure of 1970s experiments and processes indicated the need for a new and more 
effective reform package. The managerial approach was crystallised as consensus 
emerged about the deficiencies of the public service.  

Fiscal problems. A principal factor was the intensification of fiscal austerity which 
produced the need for tighter resource use which could not be satisfied by the process-
oriented traditional approach. The deregulation of the economy exposed the public sector 
to greater budget pressure, which continued for most of the 1980s. 

Management deficiencies. The failure of management in specific agencies was exposed 
through public inquiries. A bipartisan view emerged that the management skills of the 
senior public service were both deficient and undervalued relative to their policy and 
administrative skills. The weakness in the public service was seen to be a product of a 
system which placed too much emphasis on inputs and due process. In addition, the 
emerging orthodoxy among many public administrators was that managerial approaches 
should be adopted. This was linked to growing pressures within the public service for a 
reduction in centralisation: for managers to have greater freedom from procedural 
constraints and for departments to be able to manage more independently of high control 
from central agencies.  

Political factors. Reform programs were also driven by the concern of Labor with 
political control, which had come to be regarded as both an end in itself and a means to 
implementing party policy. To achieve this required a redistribution of power between 
the bureaucracy and the politicians. Other reforms were not ignored; they either 
conformed with the political objectives (eg. top-down, centrally-directed budgeting and 
management) or were simply subservient to them. 

The earlier Whitlam Labor government was the first to breach the established 
arrangements. Wilenski, the most influential figure in Australian reform at that time, 
contended that the reasons behind the non-implementation of the reform proposals of the 
1970s were the "neglect of political factors", but "these lessons have now been learned" 
(Wilenski 1986: 166-7, 198). The enhancement of the political executive's power 
proceeded through several experiments at both state and federal levels during the 1970s 
and early 1980s. The product of these reforms was a set of political mechanisms for 
influencing and directing the public service: an improved central capacity to set 



directions and establish priorities, greater ministerial resources, and more effective and 
diverse external policy advice. A range of tested political methods became available for 
facilitating political control of the executive branch. The package however remained 
incomplete. A new stage emerged in the 1980s when governments embraced 
managerialist approaches to enforcing and maintaining control, at which point the new 
package won general acceptance. Although managerial ideas had been infiltrating for 
some time, what was strikingly different was that managerial change was now accepted 
and seen in systemic and strategic terms, and as complementary to political agendas.  

Reform types Reforms can be distinguished according to whether they primarily affect 
the two major sectors: the core (often identified with the public or civil service) and the 
broader public sector (also known as the outer or off-budget sector). Within the core a 
range of options are available including commercialisation, reorganisation and various 
financial and human resource management reforms. Reform within the broader public 
sector are principally modes of corporatisation and privatisation. (If the focus was more 
broadly on the national public sector, intergovernmental reform would be included as 
another element, which involves the sub-national components of government.) This 
section concentrates on reforms in the inner or core public sector which coincides with 
the civil service (Halligan 1997b).  

A second distinction is between management and market approaches to reform, and while 
they are not in practice mutually exclusive, it is useful to keep them analytically distinct. 
The first draws from the management literature; the second from economic theory (eg. 
Aucoin 1990, Schick 1996). The management aspects that primarily affect the core can 
be reduced to a few major elements: financial management improvement, devolution, 
accountability, performance evaluation and strategic management.  

Market principles are applied to both the core as well as the broader public sector. 
Contractualism, competition and contestability are becoming more prominent as 
marketisation is accepted as having a general application to all parts of the public sector. 
Associated with this greater focus on non-commercial functions is the contraction of the 
scope of the sector, and the greater reliance on non-government agencies. Several tiers of 
markets have become accepted within the public sector, the main distinction being 
between the internal (or activities within the public service involving purely public 
transactions, such as user charging) and the external market (or public-private 
transactions, such as contracting out). A more significant dimension is where there is a 
major organisation transformation (corporatisation or privatisation), although this is 
normally within the broader public sector (Department of Finance 1995; OECD 1995). 

In a system that has reformed comprehensively, all types of reforms have been 
implemented, and they cover the budgetary, structural, procedural, and relational 
categories. A few aspects of the reform pattern for 1983-1996, provide some indication of 
the position. 

The reform process and sequence in Australia, took a particular form in which the 
development of initiatives was more protracted than a country, such as New Zealand, but 



was otherwise relentless. The main elements of the reform program focused initially on 
the core public service (including decentralisation and the senior public service) and 
improving financial management, followed by commercialisation and corporatisation and 
later privatisation. The flagging reform momentum in the mid-1980s produced new 
directions which were linked to the emerging micro-economic reform agenda, the most 
significant element being the major reorganisation of the machinery of government. 
Australia concentrated much more on the core public service reform because the need for 
corporatisation was less pronounced than in New Zealand, and privatisation was resisted 
more. The reform sequence in New Zealand covered similar ground but in different ways: 
the process was fairly explicit and largely sequential: corporatisation was followed by 
privatisation plus reform of the core public service. Intergovernmental reform and 
financial management reform were next and subsequently attention centred on the "non-
commercial" welfare state, employment relations, fiscal responsibility and significant 
management refinements in the 1990s.  

The reform program initially consisted of two broad agendas - political and managerial - 
each of which comprised a set of reforms. In order to accomplish change the political 
executive had to secure control over the bureaucracy, and this was eventually 
accomplished by relying on a shift from administering to managing within the 
bureaucracy. Australia worked hard at developing and implementing the new 
management philosophy over the past decade that was designed to replace the traditional 
approach, which emphasised inputs and processes, by a focus on results. Unlike New 
Zealand's theoretically-driven approach, Australia's central focus was on evolving a 
management framework pragmatically while applying them across the public service.  

Marketisation and contractualism was initially a secondary element, which has acquired 
greater force more recently. The first phase (centred on the 1980s) produced 
commercialisation, and gradually competitive elements entered specific areas of the 
public service (eg the use of the business units within departments of the state). The 
second phase received its greatest impetus from the Hilmer Report on National 
Competition Policy (NCPR 1993). This was a product of the micro-economic reform 
agenda, which first emerged in the mid-1980s, covered various sectors of the economy, 
but by the mid-1990s was concentrating firmly on the national rationalisation of utilities 
and the benchmarking of performance nationally (eg hospitals). The national focus on 
improving competitiveness and the emergence of a Council of Australian Governments 
also produced an agenda for rationalising and decentralising the delivery of health and 
community services. 

A new stage in reform then became apparent in the 1990s. Australia's disinclination to 
grasp some principles emphatically and to rely on gradualism meant that it finally had to 
shift in the mid-1990s. By 1995, it had become clear the Australian public service was in 
another period of transition as the pressures for further reform intensified. The new 
agenda centred on market and contractual relationships, the important principles being 
competition and contestability, client focus and the application of the purchaser/provider 
principle. With the election of a new government in March 1996, a wide range of reforms 
to the Commonwealth service are now at various stages of implementation.  



Reform diffusion The Australian reform program has been influenced by the experience 
of other countries (although other forms of borrowing and influences from other sectors 
whether sub-national public sector or the private sector need to be acknowledged 
(Halligan 1996a, Halligan 1996b).  

One way of approaching the questions of transfer patterns is to examine the propensity of 
countries to look externally and their preparedness to borrow others innovations. Some 
countries (eg Britain) absorbed in their own traditions have traditionally styled 
themselves as repositories of a distinctive form of government which export institutions 
and are relatively impervious to external influences. Small nations (eg Australia) are 
more externally oriented whether because of colonially induced reactions or an 
inclination to scan automatically the experience of larger kindred systems and the broader 
international environment. 

The historical links were based on bilateral relations between countries with similar 
cultural and linguistic traditions. The formal networks centred on the British 
Commonwealth as the key channel of communication. The standard practice was to scan 
the activities of three countries: new British reforms received particular attention, but 
Australia was also influenced by Canada, a federal country of similar size, and New 
Zealand. The experience of the United States has also been looked at for over 100 years.  

In the early stage of its reform program, Australia was willing to draw on British and US 
reforms. Three examples can be noted here. The first was the Financial Management 
Improvement Program (FMIP), which provided the basis for the managerialism of the 
1980s. Although there were several types of influence from overseas, the most arresting 
linkages were the parallels between the UK's Financial Management Initiative and the 
Australian FMIP. Second, the adoption of the efficiency scrutiny model from Britain 
represents an explicit case of diffusion which received official acknowledgment as such. 
The third case of borrowing was the introduction of a senior executive service, which was 
developed in the United States (Halligan 1992). A version of this was introduced at the 
national level in Australia in 1984 (following its initial adoption in the state of Victoria 
the previous year).  

More recently, there have been instances of diffusion from New Zealand to Australia. 
The Australian Charter of Budget Honesty borrows directly from New Zealand's Fiscal 
Responsibility Act 1994, which seeks to make budget accounting more transparent, to 
focus politicians on efficiency and cost-over run questions and to pressure Treasury to 
improve its performance (National Commission of Audit 1996: 389). 

There are other influences and types of reform diffusion. Borrowing from other units of 
government may be internal as well as external to a country (Halligan 1996b). The first 
centres on the components of the federal system because the major changes within the 
Australian executive branches were not the product of a single master plan in one public 
sector, but resulted from experimentation at both state and national levels over a fifteen 
year period. The first system to get the new reform package together was a Labor 
government elected in the state of Victoria in 1982. The main diffusion mechanism in the 



1980s was the Labor Party, which was organised on a federal basis, and controlled most 
governments at the state and national levels. The federal nexus was therefore important, 
and the influence of the state level experience explicit (Halligan and Power 1992).  

In addition to borrowing from other countries, learning within the international system 
may emerge from transnational policy networks and international organisations that 
promote management improvement. Increasingly in the 1980s, the Organisation of 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) provided the basis for an important 
network on management improvement, its publications (OECD 1990, 1995) and forums 
becoming important sources of knowledge on and debate about managerial change in 
Australia and other member countries.  

Borrowing from the private sector also needs to be noted in this context. In the 1980s, 
reports were published which saw the need to refashion the federal public service to 
reflect private sector modes of operating and to give prominence to managerial skills. As 
in the past, the government resorted to business men as changing conditions placed 
greater pressures on it. A range of private sector measures were introduced including user 
charging, asset managing, risk management, procurement practices and cash management 
practices. Increasingly, much of the private sector advice came from management 
consultants employed by individual agencies.  

Australia began the reform period as an importer of ideas from elsewhere (both 
internationally and federally), but increasingly as its reforms registered an impact and 
became institutionalised, it became an exporter of reform experience. While it has not 
excited the level of interest of the more radical New Zealand model, the Australian 
reforms have attracted wide international interest and study (eg Gore 1993; Byrne et al 
1995). This has included countries in the Asia-Pacific region (such as Malaysia), the UK 
Labour Party (on questions of governance), OECD countries (eg OECD 1995)5 and even 
New Zealand (although it is more difficult to extract explicit acknowledgments).  

  

Configuration 

It is clear from Heady's five dimensions that Australia fits the following four categories: 
majority part responsiveness, pluralist competitive, professional performance and policy 
responsiveness. As for the focus of personnel management functions in the civil service 
system: it has experienced varying mixtures of all four over the last decade or so: that is, 
chief executive, independent agency, divided and ministry by ministry. For the resulting 
configuration, it can only be assigned to 'policy receptive civil service system', which has 
already been nominated as the category for the majority of countries.  

The Morgan configuration offers potential insights. Australia is possible on the 
boundaries of I and III for Figure 1, and in III for Figure 2. However, a country regarded 
as pragmatic ends up (perhaps on the margins) of a category, which according to the 
description in the protocol it does not fit (ie positivist).  



Conclusion 

Summary This overview depicts a civil service in transition. Some of the key themes and 
the nature of the changes from the traditional to the current system are summarised 
below. 

 

Comments on the protocol Of the two unifying themes, performance and legitimacy, the 
first is readily understood, but the second is less apparent (perhaps because its meaning 
remains somewhat obscure). Much of the reform program of the last fifteen years has 
been motivated by or has reflected performance. If by legitimacy is meant demonstrating 
greater efficiency and effectiveness in the public service, showing who is in control 
through the assertion of political direction, and greater attention to consumer. It also may 
arise from less government through containing and contracting the public sector and 
promoting the private and readdressing the balance between the public and private 
sectors. 

The periodisation is too broadly conceived to have relevance beyond the 'old world' 
(while it claims to be based on 'Western countries', it appears to be Euro-centric). There 
are numerous country treatments (eg US) that could provide more specific insights into 
the development of civil services during the last hundred years (which is only recognised 
by two of the five periods). 

With regard to the Heady configuration, if only a minority of countries will be stretched 
over three of the four categories, the relevance of the exercise for the majority needs to be 
questioned. The adaptation of Heady appears to offers few insights for those individual 
countries, although at a general level it may be of greater value for comparative purposes. 



The Morgan configuration appears to facilitate comparisons. However, the applications in 
Appendix 3 of the Protocol complicate matters by being at variance with possible 
interpretations. (Is the US that high on professionalism? Is Canada higher than the US on 
anti-state? Is the US the most institutionalised of those countries mentioned, and 
presumably at the highest level of institutionalisation? Is Singapore in the right 
category?)  

The Consortium's is engaged in a commendably ambitious project, which deserves to be 
taken beyond this stage. It needs to clarify the purpose of comparison and at what level it 
should occur. For some purposes it is clearly desirable to take on the universe of nations 
as the population to be covered. For other purposes, unless the appropriate tools are 
developed, more limited comparisons may be necessary.  

Endnotes * Researchers in the Centre for Research in Public Sector Management 
assisted with three sections, Michele de Laine on the internal labour market and 
representativeness and Kylie McIntosh on public opinion.  

1. The Labor government first gained office in March 1983 and was re-elected for 
four more terms. Bob Hawke was prime minister from 1983 to 1991, and was 
succeeded by the treasurer for that period, Paul Keating. The Coalition 
government under John Howard took office in March 1996.  

2. The suggestion that the debate about politicization of bureaucracy and 
bureaucratization of politics is on-going would benefit from some evidence from 
a range of countries.  

3. The Australian departures include federalism and a written constitution, which are 
highly important for the operating context of the national executive branch, but do 
not impact directly on political-administrative relationships. The state government 
systems have been similar to the national executive, although their functions are 
more concerned with delivery of services, and politicians have traditionally been 
inclined to engage more directly in administrative detail. Note that the Senate is 
not normally controlled by the majority party, which may have to bargain with 
other parties in order to secure the passage of selected legislation.  

4. The word 'management' would never have been employed in the Australian 
context, but what is denoted still applies. The equity/egalitarian tradition in 
Australia does not fit either category, although in the reform period it has been 
overshadowed by economic rationality and has struggled to register an impact.  

5. Finland, which is currently reviewing its reforms just as Australia, after a decade 
of intensive change, undertook possibly the first extensive evaluation of the new 
wave reforms in one country: TFMI 1993.  
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INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

Prior to 1990, all three of the Baltic States were republics in the Soviet Union. Lithuania 
was first to break away, declaring its independence in March of 1990. Estonia and Latvia 
followed in 1991. Since then these three nations have sought to transform themselves into 
Western-type political economies with perhaps the Scandinavian nations, such as 
Denmark and Finland, as their main models. This process is in its beginning stages and 
will continue for some time. The aspired transformation is painful and its success not yet 
certain. All their principal institutions-- the democratic politics, the market economy, the 
parliamentary system of public administration-- are new, and as yet in the process of 
formation and legitimation. 

This is assuredly so for their civil service systems. The Public Civil Service Law of 
Latvia was passed by the Saeima on April 21, 1994; the Public Service Law of Estonia 
was enacted by the Riigikogu on January 25, 1995; and the Civil Service Statute of 
Lithuania passed its Seimas on April 4, 1995. While service improvement over the 
predecessor Soviet public administration is undoubtedly part of the reform motive, 
securing the legitimacy of their relatively new sovereign and democratic governments by 
eventual entry into the European Union is the primary driving force behind the recent 
establishment of the Baltic civil service systems. Since these have not been in place long 
enough to be critiqued as "going concerns", the approach here will be to discuss Baltic 
civil service modernization as an important element in their transition from communism 
to democratic governance. This paper therefore seeks to contribute to the literature 
examining the role of public administration in the ensuing "Great Transformation" of 
Eastern and Central Europe. 

We will develop this theme by first sketching the historical and contemporary 
background behind the Baltics civil service reform movement, by profiling the civil 
service system configurations which the three republics have recently adopted as a matter 
of statute, and lastly but mainly, by pointing out the formidable challenges which the 
newly established systems must surmount in order to take genuine hold. 



 

Salient Social Differences and Similarities Among the Baltic States 

It has long been customary on part of the international community to address Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania as a collective case of "the Baltic States". Since this study of their 
civil service reforms does the very same thing, we need to begin by pointing out that 
there is a danger of oversimplification from a facile lumping together of these three small 
nations. There are some very real differences among them which have and will bear on 
the development of their societies and governmental institutions including their civil 
service systems. 

Linguistically and in terms of ethnic origins, the Estonians are very different from the 
other two nationalities. They are Finno-Ugric people and are linguistic/ethnic cousins of 
the Finns. The Latvians and Lithuanians on the other hand are both Balts, the extant 
representative of a small Indoeuropean language group, with similar speech yet different 
enough so as to need translation. During the medieval period, Estonians and Latvians 
were under the dominion of the Teutonic Order of crusader-knights and since then have 
tended to be in the cultural orbit of Germany/Scandinavia. The principal religion of 
ethnic Estonians and Latvians is Lutheran. The Lithuanians, on the other hand, 
successfully resisted domination by the crusaders both in battle and by means of a 
survival strategy compelling a voluntary acceptance of Christianity at the end of the 14th 
century and, eventually, by an alliance with Poland. Lithuania, therefore, has been more 
in the cultural orbit of the latter nation. Ethnic Lithuanians are overwhelmingly Catholic. 
Because of such cultural differences there prevails a popular but not as yet verifiable 
belief that the work ethic and capacity to reform are greater in Estonia and Latvia and 
than in Lithuania.  

On the other hand, the three Baltic republics do have quite a few things in common which 
justify their treatment as a collective case, particularly in this period of their existence. 
Most significantly, the three states undoubtedly have a Western culture and outlook. 
Their Christianity is Western, their alphabet is Latin not Cyrillic, and they all were 
sovereign states between the two World Wars and have experience, at least to some 
degree, with democratic political institutions and market economics. They also share the 
fate of being on top of one of the major social fault lines in Europe; Eastern Christianity 
and the colossus of the Russian Eurasia begins on the eastern boundary of the Baltic 
states. This reality particularly leads to a tight convergence of their geopolitical interests. 

And, of course, they very much share the experience of the past fifty years as the most 
European and most restive republics of the former USSR. The Molotov-Ribentrop 
protocols of 1939, a treaty between Hitler's Germany and Stalin's Soviet Union, assigned 
the Baltics to the Soviet sphere of interest. They were subsequently forcefully annexed in 
1940 and but for the three years of German occupational administration during World 
War II, remained part of the Soviet system until its collapse.  

 



 

DEVELOPMENT OF CIVIL SERVICE IN THE BALTICS 

The history of the Baltic states is rich and tumultuous because, as previously mentioned, 
chance placed them on one of the major social fault lines of Europe; the seam between 
Western and Eastern Christianity. The eastern Baltic coastal area is briefly mentioned by 
the Romans as being the trade source of their much admired amber. However, it is not 
until the 13th and 14th centuries, in the chronicles of the crusading Teutonic knights, do 
the Baltic people make their appearance in Western European history. Over the next five 
hundred years, the Balts serve as subjects sometimes of their own princes, such as the 
Lithuanians during the 14th and 15th centuries, but more often of foreign overlords from 
the from Prussia, Sweden, Poland and Muscovy. 

By the latter part of the 18th century, all the Balts were under the dominion of the Tsar 
and remained part of the Russian empire until it, depleted of its legitimacy and drained by 
World War I, was taken over by the Communists in 1917. This period as part of the 
Russian empire, about 120 years, is significant to our theme for several reasons. For one, 
while being provinces of Russia, the Balts were administered by Tsar's imperial civil 
service and thus gained direct experience with the concept of a professional governmental 
administration. The service was initiated by that prominent transformer of Russian 
society, Tsar Peter the Great, who in 1722 set up the famous Table of Ranks (1-14) which 
served as the basis for civil service administrative level classification until virtually the 
end of the imperial era. The classification system was modeled after that of Prussia.  

The imperial bureaucracy was very much a modernizing influence on Russia. Initially 
dominated by a hereditary aristocracy, it increasingly provided opportunity for entry to 
members from other social classes. By mid-19th century, for example, many schools 
were set up to train specialists in various aspects of public affairs. They prepared the 
empirical knowledge base leading to the great reforms in the first two decades of the 
reign of Tsar Alexander II (1855-1881): abolition of serfdom, creation of home rule (the 
Zemstvo movement), equality of classes before the law, reform of the army, etc. On the 
eve of the 20th century, the bureaucracy was a conspicuous liberal and modernizing force 
in the empire. Imbibed by an ethos of service not just to the sovereign and the state but 
also to the nation, and until overthrown by the Revolution, the imperial bureaucracy 
dominated political and social life in Russia and led its development and Westernization 
(Orlovsky, 1976; Raeff, 1979; Weislo, 1989). 

The intelligencia of the newly independent Baltic states was therefore quite familiar with 
the concept of a professional public administration. They quickly established civil service 
systems and deferred to them the principal modernization and development leadership 
role. 

The second reason why the imperial period is important to the Baltic people is that it was 
during this time that their sense of national identity developed. Reaction against the Tsar, 
particularly after the imperial forces brutally repressed several democracy inspired 



insurrections in the Baltics, sharpened the ethnic and religious consciousness of the Balts 
and its distinctiveness from that of the Slavs. (It should be recalled that in the 19th 
century the Baltic area was touched, as the rest of Europe, by the ideals of the French 
Revolution and the subsequent rise of nationalism.) Consequently, when the Russian 
empire fell to the Soviets, each of the Baltic people jumped at the chance to establish 
their own nations. Lithuania and Estonia became sovereign republics in 1918, Latvia in 
1920, and all remained independent until their forceful annexation by USSR in 1940. 

During the two decades of sovereignty, the Baltic states governed themselves as queasy-
parliamentary democracies. Full democratic governance was not possible because the 
political institutions were monopolized in the case of each country, and for most of this 
period, by nationalist political parties which pushed a strong national-developmental 
policy. The Balts, nevertheless, made substantial progress in terms of their economies 
and social institutions. They borrowed much from Western Europe and adopted many of 
its civil service practices especially those from Germany.  

In sum, and using the Raadschelders and Rutgers (1996) developmental phase 
characterization, during the 18th and 19th centuries the Balts experienced the progression 
of Russian imperial administration from being "state servants" to "public servants". The 
latter phase began to shade into the status of a "protected service" in the early 20th 
century. After the Revolution of 1917 and during the two decades of their subsequent 
independence, the Baltic States continued civil service practices inherited from Russian 
imperial administration as supplemented by civil service practices adopted from Western 
European countries, particularly Germany. Consequently, on the eve of their occupation 
by the Soviet Union in 1940, the Baltic states have had considerable experience with 
mainstream European governmental administration as some variant of public-protected 
service. 

After Soviet annexation, the link with European civil service developments, as well, of 
course, as with virtually their entire set of political and economic institutions, was 
broken. For the next half century, the Balts were under the administration of the Soviet 
nomenklatura, a civil service system configuration characterized by single party 
(Communist Party) responsiveness and a central-planning socioeconomic context 
(Heady, 1996). 

The Soviet public management concept was, in fact, very alien to the developing civil 
service traditions throughout the Western world and can barely be contained within their 
continuum. This is because the nomenklatura system should be understood almost as an 
exclusive instrument for maintaining control over politics and policy and only marginally 
as a bureaucratic device for public service delivery.  

The checks and balances common to Western democratic regimes, such as a powerful 
private sector, popular consent, separation of powers, a local government, etc., were 
absent in the communist state. Moreover, it depended on an economic allocation concept 
fundamentally tied to that ultimate administrative methodology--planning. The 
Communist Party understood that this predestined an administrative elite and, given the 



absence of the above mentioned checks and balances over governmental administration, 
sought to develop alternate controls over it. The principal means by which the Party 
expected to maintain control over administration was by reserving for its own especially 
selected and vetted members key positions in state administration (Lapinskas, 1987:73).  

Civil service evolution is marked by historical milestones. An efficient and fair public 
administration could not come into being until it became impersonal, where the private 
became separate from the public interest, and until administration became politically 
neutral. Only then could tenure be extended to those who administered government and 
only then, in turn, could they have sufficient security and time to cultivate that 
cornerstone of bureaucratic power to do social good, expertise based on years of 
experience. Seen in this context, the nomenklatura system was a throwback, a regression. 
Initially, while ideological zeal still permeated the ranks of the Communist Party, 
administrative appointments were premised on competence with loyalty to the 
Communist principle. With time, as pragmatism and careerism replaced ideology, 
personal loyalty to the various personalties in the Party hierarchy became the critical 
factor in gaining appointments. Because it could not abandon political partisanship and 
later personal loyalty, the nomenklatura could never become expert. As an administrative 
system its destiny was to become not just inept but often malignant. 

The fifty years of nomenklaturist administration added little of value to the development 
of civil services of the Baltic states. It left merely a dysfunctional legacy and one, as we 
will point out later, which constitutes the most serious challenge that their contemporary 
civil service reform movement must overcome. 
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Introduction. 

The most important determinants of China's civil service system have been the political 
and economic environments in which the civil service is embedded. The political system 
is dominated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) which rules through political 
monism. The economic system is in transition, moving from a centrally planned to a 
market economy. Although economic growth has been rapid since 1980, on a per capita 
basis China's level of economic development is still relatively low. These factors have 



been critically important for shaping China's civil service system and the behaviour of 
civil servants. 

The People's Republic of China, with a population of approximately 1.2 billion, was 
founded in 1949. It is a unitary state, with a relatively small central government, that 
presides over 30 provinces. In 1996, the provinces were organized into 334 prefectures, 
which in turn were organized into 2143 counties and 640 municipalities. Counties were 
further subdivided into townships and towns, while cities were divided into districts 
(State Statistical Bureau, 1996, 3). A unified, national civil service was organized 
throughout the country. 

Scope and Definitions. 

Civil service systems have been defined as `mediating institutions that mobilize human 
resources in the service of the affairs of the state in a given territory' (Morgan and Perry, 
1988). Based on this definition, scholars have identified civil servants for the most part as 
career, appointed officials, rather than elected, political officials; as civilian rather than 
military officials; as including officials at all levels of government; and as operating 
within holistic systems, the boundaries of which are best determined empirically (Bekke, 
Perry, and Toonen, 1996, 4-5). 

For most of the past 45 years China has known only a public (or collective) sector (there 
was no private sector) in which virtually all urban employees have been `public 
employees'. The size of the `civil service' accordingly could be conceived of as vast 
(Table 1). In 1996, then, the number of public employees would have been at least 80 
million people, or about 6.7 percent of the total population. This is relatively small, 
however, for a state with a centrally planned economy. 

In 1993, authorities established a new civil service system and officially defined `civil 
servants' as those 5.285 million `cadres' or administrators, managers, and professionals 
who work for government agencies (See Table 1). Because a separate management 
system has been established for these individuals, we will take them as `civil servants' in 
this paper. 

China's official civil service is both more exclusive and more inclusive than that found in 
other countries. Excluded from the civil service are all blue collar workers regardless of 
whether they work for government agencies (Provisional Regulations on Civil Servants, 
1993, Art.10). China's preference for separate management regimes for white and blue 
collar workers reflects the authorities' perception that mental and manual workers make 
different contributions to the value of production (Marx's `labour theory of value') and, 
perhaps more recently, officials' perception that mental and manual workers have 
different needs. The preference is also part of China's historical legacy. From the early 
1950s, authorities placed all mental workers under a single management system, known 
as the `cadre' system, the most important principle of which was (and continues to be) 
that `the party manages cadres' (Li and Zhu, 1993). Civil servants in China continue to be 
classified as `cadres'. 



Also excluded from the civil service are all employees of various agencies working in the 
so-called `non-government' or service unit sector, such as education, posts and 
telecommunications, and health, and employees of state-owned enterprises (See Table 1). 
Employees of agencies in these systems continue to be managed under the `cadre' 
management system. Official policy since 1987, however, has called for flexible and 
appropriate management systems to be established for employees of these systems, as 
well. 

Unlike the practice in many other countries, in China no distinction is made between 
politicians and civil servants: the most senior officials, including the Premier, Vice 
Premiers, State Councillors, Ministers and provincial Governors, who are elected, and 
who in other systems would be classified as political officials, are counted as civil 
servants in China (Provisional Regulations, 1993, Art. 10).  

Development of the Civil Service. 

West European and the US civil service have gone through stages or phases from civil 
servants as personal servants of the crown, to civil servants as state servants, to civil 
servants as public servants, to the civil service as a protected service, and, finally, as a 
professional service (Raadschelders and Rutgers, 1996, 71-89). The historical 
development of the civil service system in China, however, has departed substantially 
from this framework. First, some of the stages or phases appear to have been collapsed in 
China: it is difficult to clearly identify separate stages when, for example, civil servants 
became servants of the state but not of the public. Second, because of the importance of 
Marxist definitions of the state in China, the symbolic meaning associated with the 
various phases in Western Europe differs from that in China. In post-1949 China, 
functionaries served the proletarian state, which exercised dictatorship over class 
enemies. Third, China's experience has been neither smooth nor unilinear, and has not 
progressed from stage to stage. Brief experiments with a protected and more professional 
civil service in the 1930s, for example, have not been repeated. Finally, it is likely that 
civil servants in China today see themselves more as either administrators or technocrats 
than as managers or professionals, where administration is understood in traditional 
bureaucratic terms focused largely on control, while management is understood as more 
flexible and results oriented. The professions in China, weakly developed before the 1949 
Revolution, were dealt a serious blow during the Cultural Revolution. They have yet to 
emerge as strong or autonomous bodies with their own identity. 

In this century, the development of China's civil service system has been influenced by 
two revolutions, a foreign invasion, and years of civil war (See Tables 2.a and 2.b). The 
revolutions destroyed first the imperial system in 1911, and then the republican system in 
1949. The Japanese invasion in 1937 resulted in the politicization of the civil service as 
the Nationalist government struggled to assert its control. Years of civil war (1927-1936 
and 1947-1949) disrupted attempts to reform the system and rendered largely ineffective 
China's many post-1911 initiatives to move toward a more professional and neutral civil 
service. Servants of the Emperor. Imperial China produced `the world's first educated 
bureaucracy chosen fundamentally on the basis of merit' (Reischauer and Fairbank, 1960; 



166). The imperial system, characterized by selection of the meritorious based on 
examinations was already well developed by the Tang Dynasty (618-907) and reached its 
zenith during the Song Dynasty (AD 960-1126). As Reischauer and Fairbank note, the 
Tang Dynasty civil service `was the true start of the civil service merit system that was to 
prove one of the greatest achievements of Chinese civilization...' (1960; 166). 

By the 20th Century, China's imperial civil service system had all but collapsed unable to 
adapt to new circumstances, that included foreign aggression and rampant corruption. 
The last imperial civil service examination was held in 1904. 

Servants of the National State. The Republican Government that assumed power after 
the Revolution of 1911 sought to combine elements of China's previous system with 
modern systems as they were emerging in the West. Sun Yatsen and later generations of 
civil service reformers drew their inspiration from two separate sources: `the advanced, 
contemporary West, whose countries were by the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries vigorously pursuing civil service reform and [policies of] entry into the 
bureaucracy by open examination' (Strauss, 1994; 212) and China's own tradition of 
competitive literati examinations, updated and modernized. Revealing of the status of 
civil servants, however, was the continued reference to government functionaries as 
officials (guan), a term carried over from the imperial era (Strauss, 1994).  

Servants of the Public. By the mid-1920s, efforts to reform the civil service were well 
under way. To distance themselves from the negative connotations of the word official 
(guan), reformers began referring to government functionaries as administrative 
personnel (xingzheng renyuan), working personnel (gongzuo renyuan), or public servants 
(gongwuyuan). According to Strauss, `these terms substantially deflated the status of state 
administrators by linking them to the concept of "service" -- service to the people, service 
to the Revolution, or service to the country' (Strauss, 1994; 17). By 1933, the state 
formally referred to government functionaries as public servants in the Law on the 
Appointment of Public Servants. And by the end of the 1930s, `public servant' had 
effectively replaced `official' in government documents. 

According to a successive Republican-era (1912-1949) constitutions, civil servants were 
to be selected based on competitive examinations and were to be responsible to the 
people through an elected legislature (Houn, 1957; Pan, 1983). Provisions designed to 
protect the civil service from political pressure or arbitrary dismissal also existed. In 
general, however, observers point out, `the provisions were not completely applied in 
practice'. Thus, `discharge of officials on a large scale frequently occurred, not only on 
political grounds, but also for personal reasons' throughout the early years of the 
Republic (Houn, 1957; 46). The Republican era was the only period to pay even nominal 
attention to the notion of a protected civil service. In spite of the problems, authorities 
pushed ahead with reforms and in 1916 the first higher-level civil service examinations 
were held since they were abolished in 1905.  

During the period 1927-1937, a relatively stable period of Nationalist Party rule, 
reformers attempted to establish a neutral and professional civil service. In 1930 the 



Examination Yuan, theoretically co-equal to the legislative, executive, and judicial 
branches of government, was established and in 1931 bi-annual higher-level civil service 
examinations were reinstated. These examinations tested for a knowledge of classical 
Chinese; technical competence; and loyalty to the Nationalist party/state (Strauss, 1994; 
219-220). In 1932 the Ministry of Personnel was established to manage the civil service 
as a whole. It evaluated the credentials of individual appointees, established uniform pay 
scales and retirement benefits, and, in 1933 and 1935, promulgated laws to regularize the 
appointment and promotion of civil servants (Strauss, 1994; 217).  

The Examination Yuan had considerable difficulty, however, persuading the bureaucracy 
to accept its credentialed candidates. By the early 1930s, most positions were already 
filled, staffed by hold overs from the imperial bureaucracy and by those with connections 
to the early Republican-era warlords. Although government agencies agreed that those 
who passed the Examination Yuan's examinations were qualified, they refused to tolerate 
the `interference' of the Examination Yuan in what they perceived to be their prerogatives 
to hire whom they pleased (Strauss, 1994; 218). They could get away with this because of 
the loose criteria used by the Nationalist government to staff the civil service. Eligibility 
for appointment included: passing the examination, graduating from university, 
graduating from an upper-level specialized school, `serving the Nationalist revolution' 
over a period of years, or incumbency in a government position. As the decade wore on, 
however, more and more appointees had Examination Yuan credentials. By 1940 even 
the Nationalist party was forwarding the credentials of its incumbents to the Ministry of 
Personnel for approval, which, Strauss concludes, indicates partial institutionalization of 
a merit-based civil service system (Strauss, 1994; 228). Thus the Ministry helped to 
`build and maintain the status of the upper civil service as a prestigious profession.' In 
spite of the gains, the official personnel system never provided more than a small fraction 
(perhaps only one percent) of the civil service as a whole (Strauss, 1994; 230).  

The incremental consolidation of the civil service ended abruptly with the Japanese 
invasion of China in 1937 (Strauss, 1994; 230). Concerned about its control, the 
Nationalist party reoriented the civil service examinations away from professional 
competence toward ensuring political responsiveness and loyalty to the party. To this 
end, those who passed the civil service examination were required to attend six to nine 
month training courses run by the Nationalist Party School before they were permitted to 
take another examination that qualified them for appointment. `The increasing 
importance of ideology in the examination process was paralleled by a series of "training 
classes" for civil servants already on the job.' Through these means, the party sought to 
indoctrinate and standardize the thoughts and values of those in the civil service. Because 
of the rapid expansion of the service during these years, however, the indoctrination was 
probably ineffective. To meet the needs of the expanding civil service, recruitment 
through informal mechanisms and personal relations networks became more and more 
important. The civil war with the Chinese Communist Party that broke out at the end of 
World War II only intensified these trends and undermined further institutionalization of 
processes for managing the civil service. 



Servants of the Class State and `the People'. The founding of the People's Republic of 
China in 1949 marked another watershed in the history of China's civil service system. 
Reflecting its Marxist-Leninist origins, the CCP redefined the the state as a `dictatorship 
of the proletariat' or a `people's democratic dictatorship', where `the people' excluded all 
class enemies. The official characterization of the state continues to be enshrined as one 
of the `four basic principles' set out in the state constitution (Constitution of the People's 
Republic of China, 1982; Preamble). 

To distinguish itself from the Nationalist government that it had fought in a civil war, the 
CCP referred to its functionaries by the generic term, `cadre' (ganbu), regardless of 
whether they worked for the party, the government or the army. In this usage, cadre 
referred to those who had a certain level of education (initially secondary school level), 
who had some specialist ability, and who carried out `mental' rather than `manual' labour 
(Strauss, 1994, 23; Lee, 1991; 3).  

From the early 1950s, the CCP set up the apparatus for a centrally planned economy. In 
keeping with central planning, all administrators, managers, and professionals (`cadres') 
were managed centrally by the party's organization departments. Cadres who worked in 
government agencies were known as `government work personnel' (zhengfu gongzuo 
renyuan) or administrative work personnel (xingzheng gongzuo renyuan). In 1950 
authorities re-established the Ministry of Personnel to implement the party Organization 
Department's directives on cadre management (Cao, 1985). Because the CCP inherited 
government agencies staffed by Nationalist Party bureaucrats, who in the wake of the 
Civil War were undoubtedly perceived to be unreliable, CCP cells were installed in all 
government agencies, headed by an appointed party secretary; party committees were 
also established in all government offices to supervise the `party life' activities of party 
members; and the vetting of all appointments and dismissals of leading civil servants, 
down to the rank of section chief, was turned over to the CCP through its nomenklatura 
system (Lieberthal, 1995; Burns, 1989). 

In keeping with China's centrally planned economy that had neither labour nor wage 
markets (jobs were distributed and wages were set administratively), government 
agencies were staffed from several sources: university students were assigned to some 
government jobs upon graduation; demobilized soldiers from the People's Liberation 
Army filled other government jobs; and cadres from factories or service units, such as 
hospitals and schools, were transferred to fill still others (Cao, 1985; 20-58). Only in the 
early 1980s, after the economic reforms to replace the centrally planned economy were 
under way, were these methods supplemented by efforts to recruit middle school 
graduates through advertising and competitive examinations (Cao, 1985; 50-51). 

In keeping with tradition, the CCP established selection criteria that emphasized both 
talent and virtue (de). As we have seen, the imperial and republican civil service systems 
also recognized these criteria. However, since 1937, political criteria, measured in terms 
of loyalty to the Nationalist Party, had dominated civil service appointments. With the 
1949 Revolution, party loyalty, redirected to the CCP, continued to an important 
selection criteria. 



From 1966 to 1976 the CCP led the country through the Cultural Revolution, which 
resulted in violent attacks on `bureaucratism' (Harding, 1981; 235-266). During the 
period, the rationalizing influences which had begun to take hold in the 1950s were 
abandoned. Throughout the country radical red guards occupied government offices and 
rounded up most incumbent cadres for periods of forced labour in the countryside. Cadres 
also attended new `May 7 Cadre Schools' to instill in them respect for `the masses'. All 
state personnel agencies were abolished, and the CCP (or, briefly, the People's Liberation 
Army) took over direct control of personnel work, including management of the civil 
service. 

In December 1978, with Deng Xiaoping firmly in control, the party launched a series of 
wide ranging reforms of the economy. These included: decollectivization of agriculture; 
an open door policy that encouraged foreign investment and foreign trade; gradual de-
control of most prices; and a gradual move toward a market economy. By 1992, the CCP 
officially endorsed a `socialist market economy with Chinese characteristics' as the way 
forward for China. These moves were accompanied by the re-establishment of state 
personnel agencies, and high-level attention to the need to reform the cadre system. 

China's new civil service system included some innovations: entry through open, 
competitive examinations; compensation levels based on market rates; and the civil 
service to be managed according to law. The position of the party, however, continued to 
be protected. The selection of civil servants continued to be based on talent and virtue, 
which continued to be defined, in part, in terms of party loyalty. Although officially 
management of the civil service was vested in the Ministry of Personnel, it continued to 
work under the leadership of the party's Organization Department (Burns, 1994). A 
senior CCP Politburo member continued to manage `organization and personnel work', 
the system under which the civil service was placed (Figure 1). 

China's post-1949 constitutions have stipulated that the executive is `responsible to the 
legislature' (called people's congresses), which in turn is constituted through `elections' 
and is `responsible to the people' (See, for example, the Constitution of the People's 
Republic of China, 1982, Art. 3) State functionaries are urged in the constitution to: 

rely on the support of the people, keep in close touch with them, heed their opinions and 
suggestions, accept their supervision and do their best to serve them (Art. 27). 

The same language is repeated in the 1993 Provisional Regulations (Art 6), which also 
calls on civil servants to `work selflessly in the public interest'. `To serve the people' has 
long been a slogan of the party. The characters wei renmin fuwu [serve the people] are 
painted in brilliant gold characters on a giant billboard at the entrance to the CCP's 
headquarters in Zhongnanhai, just west of the Forbidden City in Beijing. 

China's changing political and economic environments have had a major impact on the 
civil service system. The Revolutions of 1911 and 1949 prompted constitutional change 
that changed the operational rules of the system. More recently, the decision to abandon 



central planning and implement a market economy has forced additional operational 
changes.  

Internal Labour Markets. 

Internal labour markets `involve the administrative policies and practices that determine 
the way human resources are used and rewarded within an organization' (Wise, 1996; 
100). They can have a major impact on individuals in organizations and on organizational 
efficiency and effectiveness. Generally speaking, internal labour markets can be defined 
as the rules pertaining to job definition or classification, deployment, job security and 
membership, and reward structures and wage rules (Wise, 1996). Variations in the 
process of determining the rules also have an impact on organizational efficiency and 
individual motivation. Like other civil service systems, formal and informal rules govern 
aspects of China's internal labour market.  

Job Definitions and Classification. Generally speaking, China has adopted a rigid and 
relatively narrowly defined position classification system that places all civil servants in 
one of 12 positions ranged on 15 grades. The positions, which mix rank-in-person and 
rank-in-position classifications, range from Premier (grade 1) at the top to clerk (grades 
10 to 15) at the bottom (Provisional Regulations, Art. 10) (See Figure 2). University 
graduates are usually hired as section members (grades 9 to 14), the position just above 
clerk, which is usually reserved for middle-school graduates. The system does not 
identify clerical, technical, professional, or top administrative and policy making jobs as 
such. Rather it divides the positions into leadership and non-leadership categories. 
Leadership positions range from Premier at the top to section head (grades 9-12) at the 
bottom. There are no rules that prevent section members from entering the leadership 
strata. If a structural vacancy exists, candidates from among the next lowest rank are 
selected based on seniority, ability, political integrity, and performance (See Provisional 
Regulations, Art. 11). 

Grade differentials are determined according to levels of responsibility and degree of 
difficulty associated with the job (Provisional Regulations, Art 11). Grades mask 
enormous variation, however. For example, a county magistrate, who may head a 
government servicing 600,000 people, may have the same grade as a division chief in the 
national government, who could have as few as five subordinates.  

Deployment Rules. As with other civil service systems, opportunities for promotion and 
job training have an impact on individual civil servants and the organization as a whole. 
Verticle mobility is based on rules that require, first, the availability of a structural 
vacancy, and, second, that promotions be based on `moral integrity and ability', including 
merit and work accomplishments (Provisional Regulations, Art 38). `Moral integrity' 
means, in part, political loyalty (Li and Zhu, 1993). 

The procedures for promotion require that candidates have the support of both the 
relevant leaders and their peers and that, if relevant, they pass a qualifying examination. 
The assessment of candidates is supposed to be based on the results of annual 



performance appraisals that also have a strong peer evaluation component (Provisional 
Regulations, Art 41). The regulations in practice, however, give considerable discretion 
to work unit leaders to interpret `peer support'. I have heard of cases of leaders repeatedly 
asking for nominations from among their subordinates until the `right' (that is, their 
favoured) candidate finally won support (Interviews, Ministry of Personnel). 

A major impediment to advancement is structural -- ninety eight percent of civil servants 
are employed locally (China Personnel Yearbook Editorial Office, 1991; 738). Local 
governments are arrayed on a hierarchy that corresponds to the job ladder. Thus, civil 
servants employed by towns and townships, the lowest administrative level, are confined 
to three lowest positions (grades 9 to 15), while civil servants employed by counties (the 
next higher administrative level) are confined to the five lowest positions (grades 8 to 
15). Thus, a county-level civil servant could spend his entire career in government and 
only be promoted to section head. To relieve the problem, authorities have created 
additional non-leadership positions at each level from deputy section head to relatively 
senior positions such as inspector, equivalent to a a bureau chief, which ranks just below 
vice minister. 

In practice, dual career paths appear to have developed within the Chinese civil service -- 
one that is largely technocratic and that requires more years of education and that relies 
less on political reliability as a criterion for promotion, and another that is 
political/administrative and that requires less years of education and more attention to 
political reliability (Zang, 1993). We will return to this feature of the system below. 

The government has also adopted affirmative action programmes that have facilitated 
especially the employment of national minority officials in national minority areas. 
Authorities appear to have been much less successful at opening up promotion 
opportunities for women, however, an issue to be discussed below.  

Lateral mobility opportunities within functional systems in the government has existed 
for some time. From 1949 to 1993, cadres who worked for government agencies were 
part of the larger cadre stratum that covered all urban employment sectors. They had been 
appointed to their position on graduation from university. A typical career, for an 
engineering graduate (they make up the single largest group of cadres), might involve, 
first, several years working as an engineer in a factory, before moving on to a position in 
either the party or government bureaucracy that manages the factory. High flyers might 
move out of the engineering-specific functional system altogether, to become generalist 
administrators.  

The 1993 changes incorporate rules that permit lateral transfers within the civil service, 
and transfers in from outside the civil service. According to the Provisional Regulations, 
a certain number of civil servants should be rotated annually (Art 55). The rules permit 
non-civil servants to be transferred into the civil service based on `strict evaluation of 
[their] political and ideological awareness, professional skills, and corresponding 
qualifications required for the position' (Art 57). Before taking up their post, however, 
they are required to undergo training at an officially designated institute of 



administration, such as the National School of Administration in Beijing. Generally, the 
new civil service system has erected barriers to lateral transfers that make such transfers 
less likely than before (Interview, Geng Yan, October 1996). 

Membership and Job Security. The official criteria for becoming a civil servant (as 
they appeared in the first advertisement to fill vacancies in the central government under 
the new rules) limit applicants to those who are citizens of the People's Republic of China 
and who have `political rights'; who `support the leadership of the Chinese Communist 
Party and warmly love socialism'; `who respect discipline and the law'; who `are upright 
and have the spirit of serving the people'; who are university graduates as determined by 
the state (although in some cases middle school graduates may also apply); who have two 
years or more of `basic-level' work experience, especially in an economic enterprise or 
service unit, or in a prefectural, city or lower-level party or government agency; who are 
healthy and under the age of 35; and who meet other criteria as stipulated by the 
employing agency (People's Daily, August 1, 1994). 

Several comments about the criteria are in order. First, they permit authorities to screen 
candidates for political correctness before they are permitted to take the examinations. 
The criteria do not, however, require applicants to be party or youth league members. 
Indeed, not all cadres are party members. According to data published in 1987, from 62 
to 90 percent of cadres working in State Council agencies at that time were either party or 
youth league members (Wu, 1990). Given the small number of non-party members, 
however, becoming a party member would be a shrewd strategy for those seeking a 
career in the civil service. Indeed, since 1993 the number of party members among 
applicants for civil service jobs has increased substantially (See Table 3). 

Second, although the criteria listed above do not limit applicants to those who have the 
legal right to live in Beijing, elsewhere in the advertisement this criteria is laid down. 
That is, only those who are legally registered as residents of Beijing Municipality may 
apply for the jobs. This effectively excludes most people. Similar restrictions are in force 
at provincial and local levels. There is, then, no mechanism for non-Beijing residents to 
compete for civil service jobs in the central government. 

Third, although the criteria appear to exclude fresh graduates, this apparently is not the 
case. They may apply for civil service positions, and if they are selected, they must work 
for two years at the `basic level' in an attachment arranged by their new employer before 
they can be confirmed as a civil servant (Interview, Ministry of Personnel, July 21, 1996). 

Fourth, although the advertisement makes no mention of the government as an `equal 
opportunity employer', the Provisional Regulations require that preferential treatment be 
given national minority candidates who apply for civil service positions in national 
minority areas (Art. 13). No special provisions for women are listed. 

According to the Provisional Regulations, those who pass the written and oral 
examinations are offered probationary appointments. After one year probation, they are 
evaluated for a permanent position within the civil service (Art 19). 



Civil servants may be dismissed from office under a variety of circumstances. Grounds 
for disciplinary action up to dismissal include various kinds of misconduct, such as 
dereliction of duty, engaging in business, opposing orders of superiors, or divulging state 
secrets. Civil servants are specifically warned not to: 

spread views which are harmful to the government's reputation, organize or join an illegal 
organization, organize or join an anti-government activity such as a meeting, 
demonstration or show of strength or organize or participate in a strike (Art. 31). 

These provisions were added to earlier drafts of the Provisional Regulations after the 
June 1989 demonstrations in Beijing, in which some civil servants participated. 

According to the Provisional Regulations, civil servants may be dismissed if they refuse a 
`reasonable' new job assignment made necessary to accommodate administrative reforms 
that require downsizing or streamlining (Art 74). In such cases, discharged civil servants 
receive unemployment insurance (Art 76). No provisions that I am aware of lay down 
criteria for laying off civil servants. During the 1993-1996 streamlining of the central and 
local governments, two million people were re-deployed to non-government jobs or were 
retired. This was accomplished through changes to the rules to permit early retirement 
and through voluntary persuasion (Burns, 1993). Generally, younger, more junior, and 
better qualified civil servants who were still waiting for housing from their government 
unit, left government employment in relatively large numbers to `drop into the sea' of 
commerce. They had less to lose by shifting to economic enterprises or joining the 
growing private sector. 

Most civil servants are employed formally in permanent positions. Thus, in 1995 only 1.4 
percent were employed informally by `government agencies, political parties, and social 
organizations' (State Statistical Bureau, 1996; 93 and 95). Reliance on temporary and 
short-term contract workers is much more common in agriculture and manufacturing in 
China. For example, in 1995 almost 45 percent of those employed in all kinds of 
manufacturing were on contracts or short-term arrangements (State Statistical Bureau, 
1996; 93 and 95).  

From 1985 to 1993, however, from 10 to 14 percent of employees of government 
agencies were employed on temporary or short-term contracts (State Statistical Bureau, 
1996; 93 and 95). The government restructuring and administrative streamlining begun in 
1993, however, cut virtually all of these temporary positions. The numbers began to creep 
back up in 1994 and 1995, however, to the 1.4 percent reported above. 

Civil servants are required to retire at age 60 for men and 55 for women (Art 78) and 
their pension rights are protected by the Provisional Regulations (Art 80). Normally 
retirees are not required to vacate the housing provided by their work unit (this has 
caused serious shortages of housing for many government units), and they are entitled to 
an old-age pension and other benefits based on their seniority and final salary.  



Compensation. The new civil service system has reaffirmed `pay according to work' 
(anlao fenpei) as the `guiding principle' of the civil service salary system (Art. 64). Civil 
service salaries in China are graded according to levels of responsibility and complexity, 
similar to internal relativities systems used by other civil services. This principal has been 
in operation in China for decades. 

With the change from central planning to a market economy, however, authorities have 
identified additional principles. Foremost among them is that civil service salaries should 
be commensurate with salaries paid to state-owned enterprise managers of equivalent 
rank (Art. 66), a reflection of an emerging wage market in China. Other principles 
provide for locality pay (or a regional allowance), annual salary increments, and bonuses 
based on `excellent' or `satisfactory' ratings in annual performance appraisals.  

The principles would seem to include both rewards for seniority or time-in-service 
(annual increments) and pay- for-performance (bonuses based on appraisals). However, 
because of the nature of the performance appraisal system, the pay-for-performance 
element is severely attenuated. According to the Provisional Regulations, appraisals 
comprise only ratings of `excellent', `satisfactory', or `unsatisfactory' (Art. 25), and, in 
practice, less than one percent of appraisees receive `unsatisfactory' ratings (Interview, 
Ministry of Personnel, July 21, 1996). According to internal guidelines, no more than 15 
percent of appraisees may receive `excellent' ratings (Interview, Ministry of Personnel, 
July 21, 1996). The system, then, would appear to permit virtually all civil servants to 
receive annual increments (unless they are at the top of their grade) and bonuses. The 
bonus system, supported by a social norm that approves of egalitarianism, probably fails 
to motivate civil servants.  

Civil servants are paid according to a scale that includes the following components: 
position pay, with from three to eight steps for each position based on level of 
responsibility; grade pay for up to 15 grades; basic pay, the same for each civil servant in 
the locality, but which varies by region depending on the level of economic development; 
and seniority pay (See Figure 2). In 1994, average monthly wages for division chiefs, 
section chiefs, and clerks/office staff nationwide were US$88.00, US$69.00, and 
US$57.00 respectively (State Statistical Bureau, 1996; 129). The ratio of the gap between 
the highest paid, such as the Premier (approximately US$153) and the lowest paid 
(approximately US$25) was approximately 6:1, considerably narrower than ratios for the 
United Kingdom (15:1) or Hong Kong (29:1) (Wise, 1996; 114).  

Figure 2, the official Chinese civil service wage table for salaries paid in Beijing, does 
not include bonuses and subsidies of various kinds that considerably boost salaries. 
Subsidies for haircuts and shampoo, transportation, books and periodicals, medical 
expenses, and to defray the increasing cost of food are paid to most civil servants. The 
amount of these payments, of course, varies, but may increase incomes by up to 100 
percent. In addition, most civil servants receive rewards in kind such as heavily 
subsidized housing. In high wage areas, such as the special economic zones in 
Guangdong province, civil servants receive much higher wages, reflecting the higher cost 
of living in those areas. Thus, for example, the average wage of a division chief in 



Guangdong is 55 percent higher than the national average for division chiefs (State 
Statistical Bureau, 1996; 127). 

With market reform and the emergence of a private sector in China, a gap has developed 
between the salaries of civil servants and those who work outside government. According 
to survey data for 1994, division chiefs, section chiefs, and clerks/office staff in state-
owned enterprises earned 17.4 percent, 14.5 percent, and 18.5 percent more nationwide 
than their counterparts in government (State Statistical Bureau, 1966; 130). More detailed 
data for 1993 indicates that the largest gap occurs at bureau chief/deputy chief level, 
especially at local level (See Table 4). The data also reveal that men and those with more 
education working in government tended to be more underpaid than did women and those 
with less education. Although detailed figures are not available to me, aggregate data 
indicate that average wages for women in the civil service lag behind wages for men by 
approximately three percent (State Statistical Bureau, 1996; 129). Because women are 
located in lower-level jobs, however, the extent of the gap is undoubtedly greater. 

The figures substantially understate the wage gap in other ways, however, for they only 
measure civil service salaries compared to the salaries of managers in state-owned 
enterprises. Yet the labour market includes many other kinds of enterprises. If we include 
the salaries of joint-ventures and other players in the private sector, for example, where 
salaries for locally hired general managers are reported to be as high as US$2,600 per 
month (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 1994) the gap would be much wider. Because 
the government must now compete in the labour market, such comparisons are required. 
They have not been made thus far, one suspects, because of the state's limited financial 
capacity to narrow the gap. 

Participation. Employee participation in the determination of internal labour market 
rules may have an impact on organizational effectiveness and on individual employee 
motivation. In pluralist systems, which permit autonomous trade union organizing, 
organized employees have been able to influence outcomes, including the rules discussed 
above. Thus, pressures for wage increases from civil servants and to keep wages down 
from the business community have resulted in a configuration of institutions and 
processes (rules) for determining wages. Various studies have estimated the wage effects 
of collective bargaining in the United States to be between five and 15 percent (Lewin, 
1988). Advocates of collective bargaining also claim that it facilitates labour peace, 
which may influence individual motivation. 

In China, however, although nearly 80 percent of the urban labour force belong to trade 
unions, the unions perform entirely different functions from unions in pluralist 
democracies (Luo, 1992; O'Leary, 1992). They do not, for example, defend the interests 
of civil servants in negotiations over terms and conditions of service. In China, internal 
labour market rules are determined unilaterally. As Chinese society and economy become 
more pluralised, however, civil servants dissatisfied with their jobs and unable to 
participate in rule-making, will have the options of either individualized protests or exit. 
If the protests are organized, they would challenge the authority of the CCP-controlled 
All-China Federation of Trade Unions, which is illegal. 



Representativeness. 

China is a multi-ethnic country where officially recognized minority nationalities make 
up about 6 percent of the total population. They are concentrated in strategically 
important border areas such as Tibet, Xinjiang, Yunnan, and Inner Mongolia, but also 
make up substantial portions of the populations of Guizhou, Sichuan, Ningxia, Hubei, 
and Hunan provinces. Generally, these inland, landlocked and geographically dispersed 
peoples are poorer than the Han Chinese living in more developed coastal regions of the 
country. Transportation tends to be more difficult in the national minority areas, health 
care is less well developed, and educational standards are lower (See State Statistical 
Bureau, 1996, p. 57). Huge subsidies from the central government to these provinces 
have thus far failed to bridge the opportunity and livelihood gaps. 

The Chinese government has adopted an affirmative action policy to try to ensure that 
local governments in national minority areas better mirror the communities from which 
they come. According to the Provisional Regulations, local governments are required to 
give preference to national minority applicants for civil service jobs (Art. 13). 
Employment data for cadres indicates that these policies have had a positive effect (Table 
5). National minority cadres were 7.9 and 7.3 percent of all cadres nationwide in 
administrative agencies (including government) and service units, such as schools and 
hospitals. While they were slightly over represented in these areas, they held considerably 
fewer than six percent of cadre positions in economic enterprises, however, where 
affirmative action has not been carried out.  

As a matter of official policy and law, women are equal to men in China, a situation that 
has existed since the founding of the People's Republic in 1949 (Chen 1995; 218). 
China's constitutions and electoral laws have also recognized the equality of men and 
women. The 1992 Women's Interests Guarantee Law specifically requires government 
agencies, mass organizations, economic enterprises, and service units to abide by the 
principle of gender equality in hiring, and stipulates that they `should pay special 
attention to the selection of women cadres to assume leading positions' (Chen 1995; 218). 

The position of women in the civil service, however, has fallen far short of the 
requirements of the theory of representative bureaucracy, defined in terms of a mirror of 
society (Table 6). Although 33.4 percent of all government jobs, including manual labour 
positions, are held by women, women occupy less than 20 percent of civil service 
positions (Chen, 1995; 99). At more senior levels women occupy even fewer positions. In 
comparative terms, however, women in China have done no worse than women in civil 
services in other countries. 

If we examine other data, it is apparent that women have done less well in administrative 
agencies, including government, than they have in service units and economic enterprises 
(Table 5). A possible explanation for the discrepancy is that, unlike the situation for 
national minorities, officials have not adopted affirmative action policies for women in 
government. Further, social norms that identify some work as `women's work', especially 
jobs in the culture, education, and health sectors, which are mostly located outside 



government, explain the relatively large numbers of women who work in service units. 
The relatively large number of women found in economic enterprises may be mostly 
young single women employed as labourers in light industries, electronics, and textiles. 

Although the percentage of women enroled in institutes of higher education has increased 
from 24 percent of total enrolments in 1978, they occupied only 35 percent by 1995 
(State Statistical Bureau, 1996, 639). Yet a university education is now a requirement for 
becoming a civil servant. In the recruitment exercises held since 1993 roughly the same 
percentages of men and women applied for civil service jobs (Table 3). I have no data on 
whether they were selected in equal numbers, however. Press reports of employers, even 
government agencies, discriminating against women, are numerous. The government's 
obvious preference for engineers and the huge number of engineering places in 
universities compared to other subjects (40 percent of all students in higher education in 
1995 were enroled to study engineering) may also discriminate against women (State 
Statistical Bureau, 1996; 633). 

Politicization. 

Much of the Western literature on the relationship between politics and administration 
assumes that the civil service is embedded in a multi-party competitive political system. 
In such a system, it is argued, the civil service should be neutral and protected from 
political interference. 

In China, however, the CCP has a monopoly of power and is an integral part of the state. 
A single political/administrative elite rules the country. Concepts such as political 
neutrality and protection from political interference are not very useful in such a setting. 

The Provisional Regulations lay down that the civil service system shall uphold the `four 
basic principles' (Art 2), one of which is to uphold the leadership of the Chinese 
Communist Party. Curiously, this is the only reference to the role of the party in the 
Regulations. The party/state forms a single, integrated authority hierarchy to which civil 
servants are politically responsive. Thus, the classical Weberian view of the civil service 
which sees it as responsive to political authority (the party) and loyal to the political 
regime prevails in China, minus, of course, the emphasis on political neutrality.  

The party's position in the management of the civil service is paramount. Thus, civil 
service policy making is centralized in the party's Organization Department. The Ministry 
of Personnel, whose leadership hold interlocking positions in the Organization 
Department, is an implementing agency only. And, as we have seen, civil service 
promotions are still controlled by the CCP through the nomenklatura system. According 
to internal party regulations, all promotions to leadership positions must first be vetted by 
the relevant party cell or party committee organization department.  

The civil service in China is politicized to the extent that political loyalty is a criterion, 
and sometimes the paramount criterion, for selection. According to official policy, the 
civil service in China is selected based on both talent (ability) and political integrity. 



Although the regime argues that both criterion apply, the relative importance of the 
criteria has varied over time. During periods of political crisis and leadership division, 
such as Anti-Rightist Campaign (1957), the Great Leap Forward (1958), the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-1976), and in the immediate aftermath of episodes such as the 
demonstrations in 1986 and 1989, when party general secretaries Hu Yaobang and Zhao 
Ziyang were dismissed, political loyalty has been stressed as the paramount selection 
criteria for civil servants (Harding, 1981). During other more stable periods, however, 
ability or specialist knowledge has been the paramount criteria. Even during these 
periods, however, political criteria have been present, if not paramount. 

The civil service might also be said to be politicized to the extent that civil servants may 
participate in politics. Like other citizens over the age of 18 who have not been deprived 
of their political rights, Chinese civil servants may vote in elections and stand for office; 
further, according to the constitution, they have the rights of free speech, press, assembly, 
association, procession, and demonstration. (Constitution of the People's Republic of 
China, 1982, Arts 34 and 35). However, as we have seen, these rights are limited. The 
Provisional Regulations prohibit civil servants from joining `illegal' organizations (such 
as autonomous trade unions) or participating in anti-government activities, including 
processions, demonstrations or strikes (Art. 31).  

As China develops a market economy, however, the state as a regulator of the economy 
must become a neutral actor in the economy. Efforts to close the boundaries between 
state and society to enable the state to carry out its new regulatory role more effectively 
are currently under way. Setting up a separate civil service system, with restricted entry, 
is one such measure. Other measures include special provisions to prevent conflicts of 
interest in the Provisional Regulations (Arts 61-63) and regulations that require civil 
servants to report on their income.  

Public Opinion. 

Although survey data is mostly unavailable, scattered data indicate that the public in 
China perceive civil servants in general in largely negative terms. Undoubtedly specific 
interactions with individual civil servants have left more favourable impressions. China's 
experience, then, is likely to be typical of public perceptions of the civil service found 
elsewhere. We can glean some insights from the official and underground media, the 
perceptions of the public as expressed through action, and a limited number of surveys 
carried out on other but related topics.  

CCP Chairman Mao Zedong's critique of bureaucratism in China at the start of the 
Cultural Revolution obviously struck a responsive cord. He criticized cadres for their 
authoritarianism, routinism, elitism, corruption, shirking responsibility, deceit, laziness, 
talentlessness, formalism, red tape, nepotism, seeking special privilege, and many other 
defects (Mao 1970). Mao and the Cultural Revolution radicals were able to mobilize tens 
of thousand of radical red guards nation wide to attack China's incumbent cadres because 
of popular dissatisfaction with their performance. By the early 1980s, official 
characterizations of China's cadres continued to be critical: 



`Many cadres in some offices actually have nothing to do. They go to the office in the 
morning, make a cup of tea, read the Reference News, have a chat with someone, and 
read any document that comes along. Sometimes they hold a meeting on something or 
other, say a few things that don't really matter, and the day is over.' (Beijing Review 38 
September 22, 1980). 

Cartoons in the official media from the time criticized cadres for being lazy, wasteful, 
corrupt, and lacking in initiative (Burns and Rosen, 1984). One such cartoon shows an 
official asleep in a chair as rising floodwater surround him, waiting for someone to wind 
up a key stuck in his back. 

Popular slogans during huge demonstrations in Beijing and other cities in 1986 and 1989 
called on authorities among other things to implement the rights of citizens as laid down 
in the constitution, to stamp out corruption, and to make China's political system 
`democratic' (Oksenberg, Sullivan, Lambert, 1990; xix). Curbing corruption was a 
recurrent theme in these protests. Indeed, officially sponsored surveys of public opinion 
have regularly identified curbing corruption as one of the most pressing problems for 
society and the state. For example, in a survey if 2,348 residents of 33 cities, 83.7 percent 
of respondents said that they were most dissatisfied with party's bad work style, 
bureaucratism, and corruption (Wenhui bao [Hong Kong] September 4, 1988).  

Given these largely negative images, it is not surprising that University students in X'ian 
in 1989 ranked becoming a government official relatively low on a scale of desired 
occupations (Table 7). Popular opinion of government officials also was not very 
positive. In one survey, only 5.9 percent of people ranked `government cadre' as a `very 
good profession', while high ratings went to `teachers', `scientific and technical 
personnel', `high-level cadres', `military cadres' and doctors. The lowest ratings were 
reserved for tax collectors and industrial and commercial administrative personnel, who 
are responsible for issuing licenses to traders (Table 8). Still, since 1993 large numbers of 
applicants have applied for positions under the new civil service regulations (Table 9), 
indicating that positive images of the civil service also exist. 

With these low ratings it comes something as a surprise to learn that in a nationwide 
random sample relatively high percentages of the public in China reported that they 
expected to receive equal treatment from government (Nathan and Shi, 1993; 108-111). 
In the survey, 57 percent of respondents reported that they expected to receive equal 
treatment, compared to the findings reported in Almond and Verba's Civic Culture, of 83 
percent in the USA and the UK, 65 percent in Germany, 53 percent in Italy, and 42 
percent in Mexico. Expectations of equal treatment are linked to educational levels. 
Those with more education tended to expect less equal treatment. Indeed, university 
educated Chinese were more than 44 percent less likely to expect equal treatment than 
Americans or Britains, 33.1 percent less likely than Germans, 24.1 percent less likely 
than Mexicans, and 15.1 percent less likely than Italians (Nathan and Shi, 1993; 110).  

This brief impressionistic review indicates that the public may not hold civil servants in 
particularly high esteem, and that perceptions may vary with educational levels and levels 



of economic development. Still, in more remote, less developed parts of China where 
opportunities are more restricted, a career in the civil service is undoubtedly highly 
sought after. It is also likely that personal contacts with individual civil servants have 
often left positive impressions. 

Reform and Diffusion. 

Although civil service reform only dates from the early 1980s, administrative reform to 
streamline and downsize the state has been a regular feature of post-1949 public 
administration (Burns, 1993). From 1951 to 1988, for example, authorities attempted 
unsuccessfully to downsize the central government on no less than nine occasions. 
Beginning in 1993, however, authorities undertook new reforms that are likely for the 
first time to succeed because the incentives to reform are very strong. These reforms have 
involved a radical reappraisal of the role and structure of the state to redesign it for a 
market economy.  

The impetus for recent administrative reforms in China has come from two principal 
sources. First, China's economic reforms, undertaken since 1978 to develop the country 
economically and to restore the legitimacy of the party in the wake of the Cultural 
Revolution, propelled the country toward a market economy. Fundamental changes to the 
role of the state, its structure, and to the civil service system were obviously needed. 
Second, the immediate impetus for administrative reform was the intervention of 
paramount leader Deng Xiaoping, who in August 1980 put reform of the country's 
leadership system on the party's agenda (Deng Xiaoping 1984). Efforts to reform the civil 
service system date from this time (Xu Songtao, 1997; 3-8). 

Civil service reform has involved the following elements: first, implementing a fixed-
tenure system for all cadres that lays down retirement ages. As a result, from 1982 to 
1987 the average age of ministers and governors fell from 67 to 59 years and from 65 to 
55 years, respectively (Lee, 1991; 267). Thus, a fixed-tenure norm has been accepted 
throughout the system (Manion 1993). Second, educational levels for cadres were raised 
across the board. From 1980 to 1984, the percentage of China's central leadership with 
university education rose from 20-38 percent, depending on the organization, to 62-83 
percent. During the same period dramatic increases were scored at the local level as well 
(Li and White, 1990; 15). Third, new institutions were set up to manage the civil service. 
In 1988, the Ministry of Personnel was created from the Ministry of Labour and 
Personnel and other agencies, with the specific mission to implement the new civil 
service system. In 1993, the National School of Administration was established in 
Beijing, with a curriculum suited to a market economy, to train relatively senior cadres 
for lateral transfers into the new civil service. Fourth, a new regulatory framework for the 
civil service was established and codified in the Provisional Regulations on Civil 
Servants. Subsidiary regulations addressed specific areas such as recruitment, 
appointment, performance appraisal, promotions and demotions, retirement, conflicts of 
interest, and corruption (Chu and Zhu, 1995). These regulations supplemented the 18 
volumes of cadre management regulations issued by the Organization Department and 
Ministry of Personnel since 1980. Fifth, the reforms have instituted new recruitment and 



selection procedures that require all entry-level posts to be filled through open 
competitive examinations. According to the Ministry of Personnel, by the end of 1997 the 
new procedures should have been implemented by every government agency nationwide 
(SCMP October 29, 1996). Finally, the civil service reforms require a new method for 
determining compensation levels for civil servants. As we have seen, they will be tied to 
the salaries of state-owned enterprise managers of the same rank. The reforms are 
designed to boost the capacity of the civil service by improving its quality, increasing the 
motivation of the civil service, and improving the image of the civil service in the eyes of 
the public, who will now see that entry through personal relations networks (guanxi) is no 
longer possible. 

Data available thus far indicate that some of these objectives have already been met. 
Although in 1989 only 59 percent of cadres working in the State Council were university 
graduates (and the figure fell to 22.2 percent for local government officials) (China 
Personnel Yearbook Editorial Office, 1991; 738), virtually all applicants for the civil 
service since 1993 have been university graduates (Table 3). Scattered provincial-level 
data indicate that the number of university graduates among applicants (80 percent in 
Shanghai) and new hires (100 percent in Jilin) has also been high (Zhu, 1997; 137 and 
150).  

The reforms have also probably improved morale because they have resulted in pay 
increases for most civil servants. According to one survey of government officials in 
Shenzhen, improving the rewards for government cadres was among the top three 
objectives of the reforms (Cheung, 1994). To improve the image of the civil service 
among the public, officials have publicized the new recruitment and selection system 
extensively. They have also taken steps to curb corruption. 

In addition to civil service management reform, administrative reform in China has 
involved restructuring the state. First, government was restructured to rid it of agencies 
that served the centrally planned economy and to create new agencies to regulate the 
market economy. These changes have involved turning over some government functions 
to economic enterprises, corporatization of government departments (such as setting up 
National Petroleum Corporation from the Ministry of Petroleum), and setting up trade or 
industry councils (such as the Light Industries and Textiles trade councils), on the one 
hand, and strengthening macro-economic management functions of government, such as 
tax collecting, auditing, statistics collection, policy making and market regulation, on the 
other. Re-training civil servants to be effective in these new organizations has become a 
high priority. Second, government agencies were streamlined and downsized to make 
them more efficient. By 1995, the government had cut the number of State Council 
ministries and commissions from 42 to 41, the total number of agencies of the State 
Council from 85 to 26, and the number of State Council administrative employees by 20 
percent (Wenhui bao [Hong Kong] June 15, 1995).  

Third, the system of administrative law was strengthened to facilitate the resolution of 
disputes among administrative jurisdictions and between civil servants and the public. A 
network of administrative law courts has been established within the judiciary, and new 



laws such as the Administrative Litigation Law and the State Compensation Law have 
been promulgated. From 1987 to 1993 the number of administrative law cases rose from 
5,240 to 27,911 (Epstein and Cho, 1995). Less successful have been attempts to reform 
China's state-owned enterprises. 

Although the reforms have taken restructuring for a market economy as their centre 
piece, and have involved corporatizing some government functions, they have not been 
informed by the `new public management' paradigm (Hood, 1991). Both China's tradition 
in which the political order plays a paramount role and the CCP's ideological preference 
for public ownership and an expansive state have reinforced a strong pro-state orientation 
in reform.  

Chinese leaders have studied the experience of overseas developed market economies 
through study tours paid for by donor agencies, such as the World Bank and the United 
Nations Development Programme. Some overseas techniques have been tested in China 
or adopted. For example, during the mid- and late 1980s, Chinese officials studied the US 
position classification system. For a brief period they attempted to write detailed position 
descriptions for all positions throughout the civil service. This was abandoned, however, 
because of its complexity. Chinese officials have also studied the Japanese annual pay 
level survey system for fixing civil service compensation levels, and have adopted a 
modification of it in pilot surveys of their own. Generally, however, overseas borrowing 
has been limited to techniques that might improve efficiency. On the whole, Chinese 
authorities have adopted solutions `with Chinese characteristics'.  

Civil Service Configurations. 

The most important determinants of China's civil service system have been the political 
and economic environments in which the civil service is embedded. The imprint of these 
environmental characteristics can clearly be seen. First, as we have seen, authority to 
manage the civil service is tightly centralized in the hands of the Chinese Communist 
Party, which makes civil service management policy and which directly manages the 
careers of civil servants in leadership positions throughout the country. Its control of 
personnel administration is one of the party's key levers of state power. Second, political 
monism has meant that civil servants are dependent on the state to determine their terms 
of service and working conditions, and that the formation of autonomous trade unions is 
outlawed. This has affected their ability to participate in rule making. Third, the 
overarching role of the party has meant that both merit and political loyalty have served 
as selection criteria within the civil service, with preference often going to the latter in the 
wake of political crises. Fourth, China's legacy of central planning and the absence of 
well developed markets for goods such as housing have tied civil servants tightly to their 
work units. Their dependence on work unit leaders has encouraged reliance on personal 
relations networks [guanxi] in personnel decision making which has hindered the 
development of a rational and efficient civil service. Fifth, China's socialist economic 
system has encouraged relatively egalitarian compensation systems, reinforced by social 
norms, that in recent years have failed to motivate civil servants. Finally, the country's 



relatively low level of economic development has led to overstaffing of the civil service 
and to relatively low levels of pay, which has contributed to corruption.  

China's one-party monist political system largely explains the configuration of the civil 
service system. First, as we have seen overall control of the civil service is managed by 
the CCP, to which the civil service is responsive (Heady, 1996; 211). The party put civil 
service reform on the political agenda, crafted the policy, and then has supervised its 
implementation. All critical steps in the process of managing the civil service are 
dominated by the party.  

Second, the nature of the political system in China dictates that the focus for personnel 
management functions is the party's Organization Department, which is managed by the 
Politburo in Beijing (the Chief Executive?) (Heady, 1996; 215). Although ministries, 
commissions, and bureaus have their own personnel agencies, they merely implement 
personnel policy and are tightly supervised by party cells and party committees.  

Third, the nature of the political system explains the importance of party loyalty as a 
criteria in selection decisions and in appraisals (Heady, 1996; 217). As we saw in an 
earlier section, the Provisional Regulations specifically mandate that political integrity be 
a criteria for selection. The entry selection process itself permits civil service managers to 
screen out those who do not meet this criteria. Appraisals, based on four major criteria 
established by the Organization Department in 1979, also evaluate civil servants 
according to `moral integrity'. According to one official source: `moral integrity includes 
the extent to which the individual seriously carries out the party's basic line and the 
policies of the party and state...' (Xu, 1993; 111). Integrity also includes, however, 
professional conduct, social integrity (that is, being free of corruption), and 
organizational discipline (Chu and Zhu, 1995; 490). In addition to moral integrity, civil 
servants are evaluated according to their ability, work achievements, and work 
performance as well (Provisional Regulations, Art. 20). 

The extent to which party loyalty prevails over ability in selection decisions is an 
empirical question, and in China's case, has varied over time. As we have seen during 
periods of political crisis, the CCP has placed enormous stress on selecting `loyal 
Marxists' as civil servants. During other periods, when economic development objectives 
were paramount, party loyalty probably assumed less importance than did ability, or what 
Heady has called `professional performance' (Heady 1996; 217). Indeed, in a survey of 
opinions of cadre trainees carried out in Beijing and Shenzhen in 1993, most cadres rated 
`job performance/expertise' as the most important criteria for promotion. Second priority 
was given to `political stance/integrity', and third priority to `good relations with leaders'. 
We should not, therefore, assume that because there are multiple criteria, the same 
criterion is consistently the most important over time. 

The political system also influences the sense of mission or organization culture of the 
civil service. I do not, however, have sufficient information to classify organization 
culture in China using the categories set out by Heady (1996; 219). Clearly, China's 
organization culture is not `constitutional responsiveness' as found in the USA 



(whistleblowers are unknown in China, where revealing state secrets is severely punished 
and where virtually any information may be classified as a state secret). However, 
elements of the other types of culture can all be found in public organizations in China. 
Organization cultures vary from agency to agency depending on a variety of factors, such 
as agency leadership, political leadership and political climate. Further, the categories 
may be more appropriate for systems in which politicians and administrators can be 
clearly distinguished. 

The political system also influences the extent to which the polity tolerates or legitimizes 
political pluralism (Heady, 1996; 213). In monist systems, such as China's, civil servants 
may not organize autonomous trade unions to try to influence rules that determine the 
internal labour market. Their political rights are also restricted, as are the political rights 
of all citizens. 

Political and economic systems appear to a certain extent to vary independently. Thus, 
monist polities, such as China's, appear to be compatible with both centrally planned and 
market economies. One of the paradoxes of China's development has been that as it has 
moved toward a market economy it has yet to become significantly politically pluralist or 
`democratic'.  

China's decollectivization of agriculture, decontrol of prices and many investment 
decisions, decentralization of foreign trade and foreign investment, and opening to the 
market mean that it is no longer appropriate to classify the country's economy as 
`centrally planned'. The `socio-economic context' of the civil service in China might best 
be seen as `mixed' (Heady, 1996; 213). Indeed, the nature of the economic system has 
important implications for civil service systems and should be separated analytically from 
the effects of the political system. Countries that are both politically monist and have 
market or mixed economies, such as China, are required to recruit civil servants in a 
labour market and set pay levels with reference to wage markets. Entirely new structures 
and processes must be set up to manage these tasks. Further, civil servants expectations 
are also affected, as they attune themselves to new labour and wage markets, and break 
free from their dependence on their civil service work unit. In general, then, the 
dimensions of Heady's configuration of civil service systems fits the case in China only 
imperfectly.  

Preceding sections have hinted at the complexity of the relationship between the state and 
society in China. To realize the 1949 Revolution, the CCP penetrated deeply into society. 
Party organizations were set up throughout the country, and for the first time, formal 
party-controlled governments were established at the grassroots. Party penetration of 
society left no room for an autonomous state (Nee, 1989). Beginning in the 1950s, the 
state expanded its control over social and economic life. As administrative allocation 
processes displaced the market, personal relations (guanxi) assumed greater importance. 
`The Maoist bureaucracy thereby fostered an organizational style that emphasized 
personal relationships, factional loyalty, and the interpenetration of state and society by 
guanxi ties or networks of social relationships' (Nee, 1989; 177). 



These arrangements had an impact on the management of the civil service. The state's 
relatively low level of autonomy meant that the bureaucracy had relatively less capacity 
to establish its own criteria for selecting and promoting government officials. As a result, 
for much of the time, selection tended to rely on ideological and class criteria, rather than 
on merit (Nee, 1989; 174). As Nee has pointed out: 

More open organizational boundaries are associated with lower organizational capability 
for autonomous action because they are more susceptible to claims or liens made on the 
state by social groups (Nee, 1989; 174). 

To regulate the market, a more autonomous state is required. Establishing a separate civil 
service system is part of the process of closing the state's boundary with society which 
will boost the capacity of the state to impose regulation.  

A more institutionalized state has relatively more autonomy vis-a-vis society. Therefore, 
we can classify China's state as relatively uninstitutionalized (see Morgan, 1996; 232). 

At the same time both official and public attitudes to the state in China can be classified 
as pro-state. Indeed, giving primacy to the political order has been a traditional 
characteristic of East Asian polities (Schwartz 1987). The slow pace of the reform of 
state-owned enterprises in China is evidence of the country's pro-state orientation. Taken 
together, these characteristics put China in the Absolutist quadrant in Morgan's 
configuration (Morgan 1996; 237-238). 

As we have seen above, we can classify China's civil service system as political/party 
responsive and as outcome oriented. The relatively low level of institutionalization in 
China has contributed to less of an emphasis on process, and more attention to outcomes. 
Both official and popular views to leadership selection and the administration of justice 
indicate that `the correct outcome' is more important than following the procedure 
(Epstein and Cho, 1995). This characterization also places China in the Absolutist 
quadrant in Morgan's configuration. 

Morgan speculates that China may be moving from the Absolutist to the Positivist field. 

Although economic liberalism is not being combined with political liberalism in equal 
proportions, the requirements of the positive state promoting liberal economic 
development requires that the civil service become sophisticated in matters of foreign 
exchange, central banking and trade. This need for professional competence could 
gradually push out the purely political functionaries (Morgan 1996; 239). 

It is certainly the case that during the 1980s and early 1990s the capacity of the Chinese 
civil service to manage a market economy has increased dramatically. We have seen that 
educational levels have risen within the civil service, and that growing numbers of people 
with technical backgrounds are being recruited into the service.  



From the vantage point of 1997, however, it appears unlikely that the CCP will loose its 
grip on the civil service or that political functionaries will be `pushed out'. More likely is 
that the tension between the technicians and the political functionaries will continue and 
that the growing gap between these two groups will widen. There is already considerable 
evidence of dual track career structures for political and technocratic leadership. As Zang 
Xiaowei has pointed out, China's leadership is most appropriately seen as a `political 
technocracy' (Zang 1993). Political/administrative leaders, for example, tend to be less 
well educated, to be posted to non-technical jobs, to be older, and to have joined the party 
earlier than technocrats working at the same level. The evidence suggests that the 
technical elite are screened for educational qualifications, while administrators are 
screened for both educational and political qualifications (Walder, 1995). Educational 
qualifications, however, appear to be less important for party leaders than for government 
leaders at the same level. For these reasons, then, it seems more likely that a dual career 
structure will continue. Political functionaries are probably here to stay. 

Concluding Remarks. 

We have emphasized the importance of political and economic environments in 
determining civil service management structures and civil service behavour. We should 
not, however, neglect other facets of the environment which have been mentioned here in 
passing. 
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1. Introduction 

A superficial glance at current reform activities in the 'Western world' might easily give 
the impression that in the 1980s many countries, irrespective of their political and 
administrative systems, have embarked upon a similar type of public sector reform, some 
sooner, others later. Whether it is the British New Public Management (NPM) movement, 
the Clinton-Gore attempt at Reinventing Government or Worldbank and OECD reports 
on Public Management Reform, many of the same items, slogans and principles seem to 
be returning in various cases. A dominant presupposition, though increasingly 
challenged, is that within this process the Anglo-Saxon countries (Great Britain; 
Australia; New Zealand; Canada) have taken the lead. Gradually it is becoming clear, 
however, that the Northern European Welfare States of Scandinavia and the Benelux 



have been engaged in drastic restructuring efforts as well, be it along different principles. 
This has become more visible, now their international competitiveness is rising again. 
The 'Napoleonic' systems of France, Italy and Spain are also engaged in rather substantial 
public sector and government reform enterprises, be it also not necessarily along the same 
lines as the Commonwealth countries.  

Next to 'management reforms' the development of West European public sector and 
government systems over the past ten to fifteen years display a series of institutional and 
policy reforms which are not necessarily managerial in nature, and which are easily 
overlooked taking the managerial point of view as frame of reference: regionalisation, 
decentralisation, restructuring intergovernmental relations, modernising third sector 
networks, transforming neocorporatist structures and redefining welfare state reforms. 
Even if one takes a closer look at the various 'managerial' reform activities one quickly 
has to conclude that, while using the same concepts and principles, the amount of 
variation in public sector reform activities and approaches is considerably larger than 
schematic action-reaction schemes, where one 'modern' approach replaces another 
'traditional' one, suggest.  

In this paper we will not take the - presumed - homogeneity or globalisation of public 
sector reform as point of departure, but rather the heterogeneity of reforms displayed by 
the Western European developments over the past ten to fifteen years. We will briefly 
describe this variation in general terms in section 2 and explore underlying features and 
characteristics of this variation in terms of content, background and modes of reform in 
section 3. The purpose of this analysis is exploration. In section 4 we will attempt to find 
some possible explanations for patterns observed. We will look at the differences in the 
commonalities of public sector reform, and the similarities underlying the observed 
variation. In section 5 we round of with a concluding statement. 

2. Public Sector Reform in Western Europe: Observed 
Variety  

A seemingly quiet period at the international administrative reform front during a large 
part of the 1970s seems to have ended in the early 1980s. A new wave of public sector 
and subsequent administrative reforms rushes through the liberal democracies of the 
Western world. If one looks at the public sector reform activities in Western Europe since 
the early 1980s, it makes sense to place them in a perspective of public sector reform 
within the Western world in general. Many expectations and discussions on public sector 
reform in Western Europe - as well as Central and Eastern Europe - are nowadays fuelled 
and conceptualised by the managerial reforms that are perceived to be taking place within 
the Anglo-Saxon world. As a consequence, the European research agenda is largely 
dominated by concerns and issues arising from this type of reform.  

 

 



Neo-managerial Reform 

Many students of public administration nowadays seem to limit the question of 
administrative reform and transformation to whether or not a country follows an 
'agencyfication'-model comparable to the British Next Steps program. Some even speak 
of a 'global paradigm shift':  

 a business-oriented approach to government;  
 a quality and performance oriented approach to public management;  
 an emphasis on improved public service delivery and functional responsiveness;  
 an institutional separation of public demand, public provision and public service 

production functions;  
 a linkage of demand and supply units by internal contractmanagement, 

'agencyfication', or contracting out, and  
 whenever possible the retreat of government institutions in favour of commercial 

market enterprises (deregulation, privatisation and marketisation)  

As a consequence of this focus on a particular type of reform, observers seem happy to 
overlook the historically spectacular examples of administrative reform: the German 
unification, the Italian war on corruption, the French decentralisation, Spanish economic 
consolidation efforts or Belgian Federalisation to mention just a few. From the 
managerial angle these countries are sometimes perceived as cases of non-reform. They 
are presented as 'laggards' in the international administrative reform game. It might just 
as well be concluded, however, that the respective countries have had a new and different 
'business' to attend to. They obviously felt less need for a 'new public management' of old 
business. But who, is the question, has been modernising: the system that puts old 
contents in new managerial forms, or the system that puts new content to traditional 
administrative structures? 

New Public Management Reform 

Even within the 'managerial category' of reforms, there are marked differences between 
the British (perhaps one should say: English) and continental approaches to reforms, 
apart from the similarities that exist in some (managerial) subcategories of analysis or 
subsectors of reform as well, such as quality control approaches. Even within the United 
Kingdom there is no unified picture. There are clear differences between England, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland as to the degree in which neo-managerial reformproposals 
are being embraced and implemented. 

England is standing out as the model case in terms of the reception and implementation 
of these types of reforms. The only other country which seems to meet the English model 
equally, if not more radical, is New Zealand - another Westminster type of 
governmentsystem. The Republic of Ireland proves, however, that there is obviously 
room for choice and that a (unified) Westminster model need not be equated with NPM-
type of reforms. Little of that type of public sector reform has been reported from the 



Irish Republic despite - or perhaps because of - the remarkable economic achievements 
of the Irish economy over the past few years.  

Comprehensive Reform 

If one expands the focus beyond Great Britain it is important to observe that, even within 
the more narrowly set agenda of managerial reform, there are quite different patterns and 
forms of public sector reform to be detected in Western Europe (Cf. Hesse & Benz, 1990; 
Wright 1994; Benz, 1995; Hood, 1996; Peters, 1996). It goes without saying that the 
British reform policies since the late 1970s, early 1980s are characterised by a high 
degree of visibility, vigour and radicalism. In the overall picture it is undisputable that the 
English, and particularly the Thatcherite, reforms of the 1980s in the European context 
stand out as a rather exceptional case of a comprehensive, non-consensual, centrally 
guided and legislated process of public sector reform, even though the process was 
perhaps not being designed as such and things were often invented in the process 
(Wright, 1994:109).  

Unlike the USA, the UK hardly had any tradition in 'general management' and business 
science oriented approaches to government before Thatcher launched her modernisation 
campaign. In contrast to the US where business management was - and still is - 'normal 
science' in public administration, the New Public Management approach indeed 
constituted a kind of 'paradigm shift' in the more pragmatic and historically and 
politically oriented (Oxbridge) British context. For that reason alone, but there clearly are 
more fundamental differences, does it make little sense to lump British and American 
reforms together into an 'Anglo-American managerial approach'. The only thing they 
have probably in common is language. 

Welfare State Reform 

In other countries the attention for the managerial dimension of government and 
administration has increased, but did not quite reach the level of attention - and 
controversy - it received in the UK. The Scandinavian welfare states and the Dutch 
'Welfare Society' (Van Doorn, 1978) are clearly in the process of redesign. The 
'Scandinavian model' has been declared obsolete and the 'Dutch Disease' seems to have 
been cured or at least brought under control for the time being.  

In the process, government reform movements and programs do use updated or 'modern' 
managerial notions and associated institutional reforms in adapting their public sector 
structures to the new economic and European conditions. But the main vehicle for public 
sector reform seems to be the redesign of policy programs. Reform aims at reducing the 
volume - not necessarily the nature - of government involvement by reducing policy 
entitlements, changing welfare schemes and introducing policy savings programs of 
various sorts. Retrenchment, trimming down programs and ambitions and a more distant, 
harsh and robust ('powerful'!) operation of government towards citizens (welfare 
recipients for example) and society in general, seem more common than 'rolling back the 
state' by wholesale policytermination. Although there are examples of programs where 



the former public responsibility for social insurance (health, disability, elderly pensions) 
has been transferred to (collective) insurance in the private sector, this does frequently 
take place within the context of governmental regulation, oversight, certification and 
quality control. The question still to answered is whether in these cases collective (social) 
insurances are being privatised or that former private insurance companies are being 
'collectivised'.  

Institutional reforms are often taking place in the process. Contrary to what some believe 
(Lane, 1995), they do mostly not constitute a separate category. In addition, the approach 
to administrative change and public sector reform is much less militant and ideological, 
often supported by parties from both the left and the right, as symbolised by the 'Purple 
Coalition' in the Netherlands or the Social Democratic parties in Scandinavian countries, 
which are or have been involved in carrying out market-oriented and managerial 
efficiency and savings programs that would not easily have entered their political 
vocabulary some 10 to 15 years ago. 

Regional Reform 

In other countries, like France and Italy, privatisation, debureacratisation and 
decentralisation are striking reformprocesses as well, but these movements are not 
informed by an explicit neo-managerial reformphilosophy. The French regions, though, 
have proved to master the techniques of public sector marketing and entrepreneurship 
quite well. As an administrative reform phenomenon in itself, the regionalisation of the 
unitary state - Belgium, Spain, France, Italy - is a striking development over the past 15 
years, and not likely to come to stop short of federalism in several of these cases.  

However gradual the developments sometimes are, they are most radical in their 
consequences. This is most obvious in the case of Belgium where a unitary state in a 
relatively short period, yet incrementally and without much violent ado, has been 
transformed into a federal one. But also more and more observers seem to come to the 
conclusion that the French regionalisation and particularly the decentralisation policies of 
the early 1980s may in the longer run amount to a state reform that not many would have 
thought possible when the changes were first introduced and initiated. The reforms have - 
at the subnational level - considerably increased the flexibility of a rather massive 
subnational administrative system. In he middle of the 1970s this monolithic structure 
could still be described as a monolithic 'honeycomb structure' in which central and 
decentral units and levels of government kept each other in a mutual embrace of 
immobility (Crozier & Thoenig, 1976).  

Regime Reform 

Again: in the process, also in France, administrative bodies have been modernised using 
notions such as service responsiveness, 'single service windows' and citizen orientation. 
Also more traditional concerns had to be addressed like problems of administrative 
integrity and corruption and the politicisation of administration - something of seemingly 
less relevance elsewhere or addressed under a different heading. France shared the 



concern for these type of questions with, for example, Belgium and most of the southern-
European systems. Italy is probably the most notable example where the need for keeping 
up with the European and international economic developments triggered a whole 
different debate, to an extend that in matters of contracting-out and 'market testing' 
considerations of legality were considered to be more important than considerations of 
efficiency (Dente, 1988:181). When 'due process' is put above 'efficiency' the 
administrative state wins over the managerial state according to current theoretical insight 
(Lane, 1992). Or could it be that something else is the matter in Italy? 

In other Southern European countries reforms have been motivated by a concern for the 
administrative culture, particularly the wish to push back traditional clientalistic patterns 
and legalistic cultures in favour of a more quality- and output-oriented approaches. The 
South-side of Europe also presents special cases of public sector reform in systems that 
have faced a regime transformation from dictatorial or semi-dictatorial systems into civil 
democracies like Greece, Portugal and Spain. During most of the 1980s they have been 
trying to reform and modernise their administrative structures by building up and 
expanding public sector activity, mostly in a highly politicised (regionalised) context, and 
later on also with substantial support of European funds. For a long time this 
organisational development (OD) approach to administrative reform seemed to go against 
the European current which was generally characterised with the 'downsizing' of 
government, be it with mixed results. Only very recently a country like Spain has 
embarked upon an ambitious privatisation program that, at face value, seems to put the 
country more into step with what many consider the European Reform tradition of the 
1980 and 1990s. 

Gradualist Reform 

Apart from content, England is the exception in terms of the (attempted) 'synoptical' 
approach to reform. Most countries have been more gradualist in their efforts, despite the 
occasional 'Grand Desing', 'Blueprint for Reform' or 'Big Operation' that is issued in 
about every country once every few years. If 'Reinventing Government' in the US is 
classified a 'Blueprint Operation', then, indeed, there would be many of these operations 
in Western Europe as well. More accurate, however, is to stress the piecemeal, 
experimental and gradualist nature of most reformprocesses, particularly the seemingly 
more effective and fundamental one's.  

The gradualist reform processes are also characterised more by consensual and step by 
step experimental proceedings, than by comprehensive policies, although comprehensive 
reforms of subsectors of government occasionally do take place. Germany fits into this 
gradualist category as well, but has faced and is still facing the formidable task of a real 
comprehensive state reform, i.e. the incorporation of the former East German Länder into 
its overall state and administrative system of the German federation. This task has clearly 
turned out to be more challenging, costly and more time-consuming than originally 
anticipated. The difficulties and time-horizons in transforming the former Communist 
systems of Central and Eastern Europe in general seem to have been underestimated at 
the outset. Apart from that, however, it is precisely the lack of attention for neo-



managerialism and 'new public management' and sweeping reforms which is a striking 
feature of the German case, despite efforts to popularise these type of concepts (Cf. 
Bertleman Foundation).  

In addition, and despite a renewed need to cutback on government spending, there have 
not been many outspoken advocates in favour of 'rolling back the state'. In a way, and 
given the arguments of the managerial reform movements that the public sector may 
learn a lot from business, the lack of attention for 'generic management' could even be 
considered remarkable for a system that was considered to have access to one of the 
strongest sectors of economic 'business management' in the world. In the case of 
Germany, the ready availability of an 'in-house' example obviously has not the same 
impact that some ascribe to business management in other countries. 

Non-Reform 

Germany shares this seeming lack of attention for managerial issues and structural reform 
with other Germanic systems like Austria and Switzerland. Also Luxembourg shows little 
signs of far reaching administrative or public sector reforms. Perhaps it is the care for 
prudence and stability that is cherished so much by the world of financial 'Haut Culture' 
that makes these systems being cautious in tinkering with their state institutions. But 
these countries, and particularly Germany, still cannot be depicted as immobile or 
petrified and incapable of modernisation. In a comparative perspective it would be rather 
silly to see the reliable and stable administrative bureaucracies of these countries as 
lagging behind, for example, the British government apparatus on the basis of the mere 
fact that the latter has experienced more change and fanatic reform lately.  

The conservative institutional characteristic of these countries is perhaps more rooted in 
political and legal-constitutional than administrative features. For the time being, one 
might also depict Germany as the archetypical example of a system that pairs dynamics, 
flexibility and innovation to a gradualist, and adaptive mode of public sector reform. It 
excelled in these characteristics already over a longer period of time. The real question 
could of course be under what conditions the system becomes overstretched and 
adaptation would stagnate without reform of institutions.  

Transformation without Reform 

The literature does not provide a commonly used, leave alone generally accepted usage of 
concepts like public sector 'reform', 'transition', 'change', 'adaptation', 'modernisation', 
'innovation', 'renewal', 'reorganisation', 'reinvention', or 'reshaping'. If we define 'public 
sector reform' as a particular type of 'public sector change', does this mean than we would 
have to exclude countries where a public sector 'modernisation' is taking place through an 
evolutionary 'transition' of traditional institutions from our analysis? Why? Because it 
does not live up to some rationalistic assumptions of how government change ought to 
take place? And what about the likely situation in which the 'reshaping' of the state occurs 
under the impression of 'transitions' at a macro level, triggering 'reforms' on a meso-level 
and 'reorganisations' on a micro-level of government systems? Should a study on 'reform 



of the public sector' only concentrate on parts of the picture and leave out the rest? Can 
'reforms' and 'adaptations' not be functional equivalents and is it not the end result which 
counts? But how, then, to locate the beginning' of such processes? Do we need the 
concept because we supposedly are only able to measure the effectiveness of 'reform', but 
not of 'change' or 'transition'? 

These questions are pertinent to an assessment of comparative experiences in Western 
Europe. In many countries there are examples of 'comprehensive', centrally planned 
reform initiatives that failed, have never been implemented or only reached the stage of 
design. If one bothers to look beyond the confines of official reform policies within one 
particular country or type of government system, however, it becomes clear that public 
sector reform is not a one-dimensional reorganisation process. Countries do not only 
differ from each other in terms of whether or not the system is being reformed and in 
terms of the 'stages' of reform (planned, initiated, implemented, effected, evaluated) that 
they are in. One of the comparative questions is even whether public sector reform in 
certain types of system is or even should be conceptualised as a subject of deliberately 
designed and comprehensive 'policy'. In various systems 'administrative reform' is the 
side effect or accumulation of other political and managerial developments primarily 
aimed at other targets than to 'reform'. Other systems 'administrative reform' takes place 
on the basis of functional adaptation and sectorial reforms.  

The different types of reform strategy - from 'comprehensive' to 'piecemeal' - might 
revolutionise administrative systems, as well as result in marginal changes. Fundamental 
- 'constitutional' - reforms might have been brought about less by reforms of the written 
constitution but rather by a managerial revolutions at the 'working floor' of the 
constitution or by public sector savings and a redefinition of basic rights and entitlements 
in the context of government policy. If public sector reform '... can be regarded as an 
alteration of "the rules of the game", of the "structure" of political power, it follows that 
the fact taking place at the center or the periphery of the administrative system is quite 
unimportant. From this point of view, some local reforms have represented - more or less 
consciously - a sort of bottom up approach to constitutional change, at least in their 
overall aims' (Dente, 1988:184). The changes and reforms of the welfare systems and the 
subnational and local government structures in the consensual administrative systems of 
Northern Europe (Scandinavia; Benelux) over the past ten to twenty years provide ample 
illustration (Bogason, 1996; Toonen, 1996). If the claim of some political scientists is 
correct, that European politics in general is heading for a more consensual and 
consociational direction (Lijphart, 1995; Mair, 1995 ; Keman, 1996) this would mean that 
the corresponding bargaining model of government reform and administrative change 
would also become a more common paradigm in public sector modernisation in Western 
Europe. 

 



NATIONAL CIVIL SERVICE SYSTEM IN INDIA: 
A CRITICAL VIEW 
R.K. Mishra* 
A B S T R A C T 

The Indian civil service has a long history. During the Mauryan era, in ancient India, the 
civil servants performed the role of personal servants. During the medieval period, they 
were acting as state servants. In the British period they became public servants, and the 
civil servants became a protected service. During the 50 years of Indian independence, 
1947-1997, the Indian civil service has more or less followed the British model, but the 
pressures emanating from within and outside are now forcing the Indian civil service to 
professionalise itself.  

The Indian civil service system is composed of the central and the provincial civil service 
system. The central civil service system comprises the three All-India and many other 
civil services. The provincial civil services follow the same pattern. The candidates for 
the civil services are selected on the basis of a three-tier examination. The Indian civil 
service system is rank-based, where generalists are preferred to specialists, and lifetime 
employment is provided to its incumbents. The pay and perks received by the civil 
servants are many more times higher than the per capita income of the common man in 
the country. However, these perks and perquisites have been definitely on the lower side 
as compared to what are being received by the private sector managers and employees of 
multinationals in India.  

The civil services are dominated by the urban middle class. A handful of universities 
have been able to send a large number of their English and Hindi-speaking students to the 
civil services. The representation of women has been very meagre, and despite the 
provisions of reservation of 50% seats for scheduled tribes and scheduled castes, their 
number has been very inadequate. Interestingly, the powerful sections of society in 
different provinces are well-represented in the Indian civil service system. About half of 
the civil service entrants have their parents employed in the central or provincial 
governments. 

The Indian civil service system has followed the classical Weberian model. In the process 
of cooperating with the politicians very often they tend to be conformists. The public 
opinion about the Indian civil service system is that they are status quoists and are no-
change agents. They lack innovativeness, initiative, empathy, and drive for change. The 
civil servants hold exactly a different view of themselves. The Government of India and 
its 25 provincial governments spend about 3.5% of the GDP on its civil servants. They 
employ about eight million in the civil service which is 50% of the employment provided 
in the organised sector.  

The Fifth Pay Commission in its report submitted in January 1997 has suggested 
sweeping reforms and a 30% downsizing of the civil service across the board. The civil 



service reforms worldwide have in part forced the policy-makers to make the Indian civil 
service system people-oriented, productive, and yield the value for money. In terms of the 
Ferrel Heady configuration the Indian civil service system has a majority-party 
responsiveness and is mixed corporatist. The qualifications for entrance into, earning 
promotions, and retention in the civil service, are professional and performance-based. 
The sense of mission held by civil servants is a mixed bag of compliance, cooperation, 
policy-responsiveness, constitutional responsiveness, and guidance. In terms of the 
configuration of Philip Morgan, the Indian civil service system acts as the principal agent 
of the state. In saying this, it has to be kept in mind that some of the characteristics of the 
patrimonial state still pervade the country and to that extent also its civil service system. 

Introductory Remarks: 

The civil service system is the backbone of the administrative machinery of the Indian 
nation. India which is a union of states, has a democratic system. The political system of 
the country is pluralistic, having three tiers of administration, namely, central, provincial, 
and local. The federal parliament is bicameral. The lower house known as the Lok Sabha, 
constitutes elected members of parliament. The members of the upper house, known as 
the Rajya Sabha, are elected by the various provinces on the basis of an assigned 
strength. Together, the two houses constitute parliament and the members of these houses 
are called Members of Parliament. At the local level, the villages have Panchayats 
(council of villagers). Several villages constitute a block and the block-level councils are 
headed by Pradhans, known as chiefs of the blocks. These Pradhans constitute a district 
council which is headed by a district chief. The elections are governed by the principle of 
majority vote, which simply means that the elections are decided on the basis of the 
highest votes polled by a person.  

India is a multi-religious country. Its Constitution adopted in 1950 declared the country 
as a secular state. The Constitution recognised the special rights of minorities. Some of 
the religious communities follow the system of castes and sub-castes. The country's 
Constitution recognises English as the link, and Hindi as the national language, and 
bestows upon 13 more the status of official languages. The 25 provinces, and 4 union 
territories, of the country, besides having some of these languages as their official 
languages, are inhabited by masses having a number of dialects and sub-dialects. The 
social system of the country is characterised by inequities. As per the 1997 estimate 
indicated in the Draft Ninth Five-Year Plan finalised in January 1997, about 50% of the 
people are below the poverty line. The unemployment in the country is rampant. 

India is a mixed economy, where both the public and private sectors are accorded a place 
of importance. In the public-private sector mix, the balance is now shifting in favour of 
the private sector. The monopoly and controls are fading away. The government is 
seriously engaged in the task of infrastructure and social sector development. Both the 
public and private sectors are striving for gaining the competitive edge. Both the federal 
and provincial budgets are plagued by huge fiscal deficits. In 1996-97 the fiscal deficit 
was 5% of the gross domestic product (GDP) in the case of the central government, and 
the various provincial governments also registered a similar level of deficit in relation to 



their state domestic product. Inflation has been a constant problem for the country. On an 
average, the rate of inflation has been about 10% per annum. The country's balance of 
trade and balance of payments have always remained in negative. One of the perennial 
features of the economic management of the country has been its deficit financing. 

Historically the country had a great past. The ancient Indian state was prosperous where 
art and music greatly thrived. The medieval period of the country belonged to the 
Moghals who introduced a number of administrative measures, including a land revenue 
tax collection system, local manufacturing of industrial goods, and exports of arts and 
crafts to the other nation states. The decline of the Moghal era saw the rise of the East 
India Company in the 16th century, which ruled the country for more than 150 years. The 
British government took over the reigns of the country from the East India Company. 
During its 200-year rule it created an Indian state, introduced an education system, laid 
down foundations of very strong administrative and bureaucratic structure, and 
interconnected the various parts of its administration through a vast network of road and 
rail transport. In 1947 the country gained its independence. In 1950 the Planning 
Commission was set up to initiate a system of economic planning and the First Five-Year 
Plan was launched in 1951. 

Today India is a country of over 880 million people. Though its rate of growth has 
touched a mark of 6.7% in 1996-97, the average rate of growth has been about 3% per 
annum during the 50 years of its independence, 1947-97. The rate of growth of 
population has, however, been about 2% per annum, leaving only 1% as the net rate of 
growth per annum for the country. The standards of living enjoyed by the masses are 
significantly lower as compared to many countries in Asia and elsewhere on the globe. 
Unquestionably the country faces a daunting task of lifting itself above the barriers to its 
growth, and assuring its people a quality of life of which they could be proud. The 
country also has to free itself of its past where it used to only look inwards. The main 
challenge before it is to integrate itself with the rest of the world and achieve the global 
benchmarks of the levels of efficiency. 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the development of the civil service, delineate on 
its internal labour market, and analyse its representativeness. The issues such as the 
politicisation of the civil service, the perception of the civil servants about themselves, 
and the views that different sections of society have about them, are also discussed in the 
paper. The paper outlines the various measures introduced for reforming the civil service 
in India and the extent of their diffusion. Finally, in the concluding section, the paper 
sums up the salient features pertaining to the various issues discussed about the civil 
service, and suggests a scheme for the revamp of the Indian civil service. While the paper 
in general refers to the Indian civil service system, it specifically centers around the 
Indian Administrative Service (IAS) which acts as the hub of the administrative 
machinery of the country. 

 

 



Development of the Civil Service: 

There is no account of the organisation of the civil service pertaining to the ancient 
Indian state (200 BC - 1000 AD). However, in the Mauryan period (313 BC), 
Vishnugupta (also called Kautilya) authored the treatise known as Kautilya's 
Arthashastra. Kautilya laid down the qualifications of the civil servants for appointment 
to the court. He described the views of various experts on this issue. In his view, loyalty 
and sincerity were to be the two main qualifications in a person to be appointed as a civil 
servant. Kautilya also suggested some checks and balances on the appointment of civil 
servants. He prescribed a clearance by the vigilance department of the state for the 
appointment of civil servants. He recommended a continuous watch on the functioning of 
the civil service, and a briefing to the king on the performance of the civil servants on a 
regular basis. Kautilya talked of the various heads of the different branches of the civil 
service. The superintendent of trade (Panyadhyaksha) was to head the commercial 
service, including internal and external trade, and in that capacity was expected to 
organise an array of functionaries engaged in such service. The superintendent of 
agriculture (Sitadhyaksha) was the head of the department of agriculture, in which 
capacity he had to look after the state farms, government lands, and regulation of the 
lands belonging to individuals. His primary job was that of formulating the agriculture 
policy and ensuring its implementation. The superintendent of chariots (Rathadhyaksha) 
was the head of the defence department. Besides ensuring the security of the people from 
foreign aggression and preserving the safety of the borders, he was responsible for the 
matters related to defence production, which invariably had to take place in the defence 
factories owned by the state. He had to deal with the matters relating to the army and 
appointments of the heads of the defence factories. The superintendent of mines 
(Swaranadhyaksha) was head of the department of mines, dealing with the mining of 
various minerals such as gold, copper, iron, diamonds, etc. Among other things, he had to 
appoint efficient mining engineers on the basis of a test which would invariably help an 
examination of their knowledge about the inner and upper crusts of the earth. The 
superintendent of forests (Vanyadhyaksha) was head of the department of forestry. He 
had to ensure the protection and conservation of forests and be in charge of the 
formulation of policies concerning the growth of forests. The superintendent of weights 
(Bharadhyaksha) was head of the weights and measures department. He was assisted by 
trained inspectors who were responsible for conducting surprise checks to ensure the 
correctness of the various weights and measures. He was also competent to prescribe 
punishments to errants not complying with the state provisions of transacting the business 
with specific kinds of weights and measures. The superintendent of textiles 
(Sutradhyaksha) was responsible for formulating the textile policy of the state, running of 
the textile factories, and providing employment to socially discarded people and those 
living in abject poverty. The superintendent of audit (Lokadhyaksha) was the chief of the 
audit. He had a cadre of officials supporting him in the task of auditing the state accounts 
and examining the state budgets. Kautilya laid down a code of conduct for the civil 
servants which prescribed swift promotions for efficient and effective officials, and 
severe punishment for those who were corrupt. The severest punishment suggested by 
Kautilya was beheading such corrupt civil servants. Kautilya talked of the responsiveness 



of the civil servants since he believed in the view that the power of the state came from 
its subjects. 

During the medieval period (1000-1600 AD), Akbar the Great founded and nurtured the 
civil service. During his period, he initiated land reforms (1457 AD), and established the 
land revenue system which later became a major constituent of the Indian taxation 
system. His civil service had a welfare and a regulatory-orientation. The East India 
Company had a civil service responsible for carrying out commercial functions. They 
were far away from the common people, as they never tried to mix with and impress 
upon them that they had been there to bring about a transformation in the Indian society. 
The British civil service came on the Indian scene after the takeover of the East India 
Company in the 1860s. Initially the British civil service was a part of a police state, 
where its major task was that of carrying out law and order functions. It was disjointed as 
the different provinces had different civil services. There was no code of conduct 
developed by any of the British-India provinces. The functionaries of the different 
provinces were free to appoint people of their choice. Officials were handpicked both 
from the army and non-army fields. Their pay and allowances were subject to the 
discretion of the government. However, these used to be very high by the standards 
prevailing then. The term civil service is an Indian contribution to the discipline of public 
administration. To distinguish the government officials from the army officials, the term 
civil service was used by the British government in undivided Punjab in the later part of 
the 18th century. 

The British government set up the Indian civil service in 1911, primarily with the 
objective of strengthening the British administration in the UK. However, it could not 
succeed in that, but very usefully retained the idea for strengthening the administration of 
its colonial base in India. Initially the recruitment to the Indian civil service was confined 
only to the Britishers. The minimum age of entry was kept at 19 years and the maximum 
age was prescribed as 21 years. The language of examination was English. The only 
centre for conducting the examination was London. However, due to pressures and 
demands raised by the Indian National Congress in 1921, Indians were allowed to take 
the examination. In 1922 one Indian passed the Indian Civil Service Examination. Later, 
on the basis of the recommendations of the Aitchison Committee, the minimum and 
maximum ages were increased from 19 and 21 years to 20 and 22 years respectively1. 
The candidates were allowed to take the examination both at London and India. A ratio of 
50:50 was decided for the British and the Indian people for intake in the Indian civil 
service. In 1935 the British government decided to establish interim rule in the various 
provinces of India, which resulted in an exodus of the British subjects as civil servants 
and, as a result, the number of Indian subjects in the Indian civil service increased 
tremendously. Though initially the British government set up only the Indian civil 
service, later on they added a statutory civil service and central civil services. In the 
course of time the statutory civil service was weeded out and there remained on the scene 
only the remaining two services, namely, the Indian civil service and the central civil 
services. At the time of independence, besides the Indian civil service there were nine 
central civil services in the country. The independence of the country posed new 
challenges to the civil servants. They were no more expected to perform the role of a 



police state. The welfare of the Indian subjects was viewed as the central task to be 
performed by the Indian state, and hence they were to be an instrument of carrying out 
welfare functions which, among other things, included the settlement of refugees and 
providing minimum conditions for their day-to-day living, safeguarding the national 
borders from external aggression, and promoting conditions responsible for internal 
peace. 

The civil service system in post-independent India was reorganised. At the central level, 
the civil services included the All-India services, such as the Indian Administrative 
Service, the Indian Foreign Service, and the Indian Police Service, and the central 
services. The central services are grouped into four categories in order of their 
importance, namely, Group A, B, C, and D services. The union territories were to be 
served by both the All-India and the central services. The various provinces of the 
country had to have their own civil services.  

The onset of economic planning in India in 1951, with the launch of its First Five-Year 
Plan enjoined on the Indian civil service the role of development administration. In this 
new mould, they were expected to participate in the administration of public enterprises, 
regulation of the private sector, formulation of socio-economic and political policies, 
elimination of poverty, development of rural areas, combatting inflation, effective 
monetary management, reduction of gender gap, elimination of social inequity, etc. In the 
early 1980s the Indian state had its first experience with the severe resource crunch, 
which deepened by the end of the 1980s. This led to the emergence of a new economic 
policy in 1991, which saw a rollback of the state in economic activities both at the macro 
and micro levels, meaning thereby formulation of such macro-economic policies which 
spurred a favourable environment for private sector participation, and reforms at the 
macro-level leading to the contraction of the public enterprise system, and the existence 
of only healthy public sector units. In other words, the 1990s foresee for the state a 
facilitator's role. Thus, the civil service in the 1990s and beyond would have to don this 
new role for itself, which means the Indian Administrative Service, the Indian Foreign 
Service, and the Indian Police Service, as the three All-India services, and 29 other 
central services in the country, will have to have a new orientation. The provincial civil 
services will have to follow suit. 

To sum up the above discussion, it is clear that in ancient India, the civil servants acted as 
personal servants of the rulers, in the medieval age, they became state servants as they 
were in the state employment, and in British-India the civil servants acquired the 
complexion of public servants. During this period, the civil service also became a 
protected service, as in 1861 the first Indian Civil Service Act in India was passed which 
gave many privileges to the then civil servants, including their recruitment, promotion, 
termination, pension, payment of salaries, etc. The ethos of the civil service in 
independent-India changed from welfare-orientation in the late 1940s to development-
orientation between the 1960s and 1980s, and finally to the facilitator's role in the 1990s, 
as dictated by the environmental challenges, collective choice mechanisms reflected in 
the manifestos issued by the various political parties during the 1996 general elections, 
and the challenge of meeting the democratic needs of the teeming millions. 
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ABSTRACT 

After the end of WWII, Italy -previously a monarchy-, became a parliamentary republic. 
During this almost 50 year long period, the political scene featured a highly fragmented 
party situation in which a large catholic party (Democrazia Cristiana) exerted a 
hegemonic control over government. In this situation, political competition was in fact 
more apparent than real, since the political situation was "blocked" by the fact that 
internal and international political reasons (the so-called "K"-for Kommunist- factor) 
made it impossible for the major opposition party (approx. 1/3 of votes in the '80s), i.e. 
the PCI, to formally take part in the formation of a government. This situation has had 
very substantial consequences for the civil service, since the DC used the public sector to 
foster clientelistic relationships and enhance its electoral strength (justified ideologically 
by the need to keep out the communist danger). 

Of course, governments and politicians have always paid lip-service to the need of reform 
and efficiency. A great deal of symbolic measures were adopted during the last 50 years 
or so: special committees, offices,departments and ministries in charge of studying and 
promoting reform were set up, qualified reports and studies were produced, containing 
specific suggestions on the measures to be taken. But the proposals received very little 
follow-up, problems initially perceived as extremely urgent at the end were hardly dealt 
with. 

In reality very little attention was paid to administrative affairs, with the exception of 
assuring the votes and consensus of the civil service, essentially by allowing it to manage 



personnel affairs autonomously. A typical goal displacement phenomenon thus 
characterizes Italian administration: personnel management has become its dominant 
task. For the greater part of the last 50 years or so, most of the changes introduced in 
Italian administration have been focussed on personnel (2/3 of provisions on the public 
administration concern personnel), and these have always taken into careful consideration 
the interests of civil servants themselves either in the legislation, or in its implementation, 
whereas the system has been incapable of modifying the other variables that determine 
administrative performance. Administrative effectiveness was not perceived as relevant 
for the legitimation of the political system; the administration was instead used to deliver 
benefits to specific individuals and groups in exchange for political support to the 
hegemonic party and its minor allies. 

Also, civil service has been used as a "social shock-absorber" offering jobs in order to 
integrate the groups (in particular the Southern middle-classes) excluded from the 
advantages of development (Melis 1996, 535). Under this respect, the governing parties 
have often used posts in the administration -according to a patrimonial perspective- as 
goods to be assigned in exchange for political support. 

Furthermore, the organisational culture prevailing within the administration, featuring a 
highly formalistic-juridical orientation and very scarce concern for results and problem 
solving, have caused its service delivery and policy implementation capabilites to be 
extremely low. The bureaucracy has always avoided to take responsibilities and avoided 
any sort of political role. 

However, the structural, organisational and operational features of the administration now 
clearly clash against the needs of highly developped economy (Italy constitutes the fifth 
largest economy in the world in terms of GNP (1,101 billion dollars in 1994, with serious 
consequences for its competitiveness on the international markets; untill recently, the 
administration has been able to preserve such situation by externalizing the costs of its 
inefficiency and avoiding to be called to bear the responsibility of its (non)actions. 

Civil servants, by and large coming from the less developped Southern regions, have 
permeated the administration with a pre-industrial culture that is unrepresentative of the 
more advanced areas and sectors of present Italian society. All in all, the Italian case 
could be metaphorically described as a "time warp" situation in which a society with a 
highly developped economy finds itself is entangled in the "swamps" of a pre-modern 
administration, the rationality of which is inspired by a patrimonial concept of their posts 
held by its members and an formalistic-juridical organisational culture. The 
administrative system has followed an evolution of its own that has not been influenced 
by societal developments, showing under this respect a high degree of continuity. 

The explosion of the "Tangentopoli" scandal - brought into the open the deep corruption 
that has affected both the political and the administrative systems and confirmed the 
majority of Italians in their low opinion of public administration- coupled with the fall of 
the Berlin wall, has brought about a major change in the political system (the parties 
previously in power have disappeared and a more polarized party system has taken their 



place). The political system has been affected by a serious legitimation crisis. The 
drammatic changes occurred in the internal and international political context in the early 
'90s, the serious situation of public finances requiring a consistent cut in public 
expenditure and an increase in effectiveness of the public sector, growing levels of 
unemployment evidencing the contrast between the privileges of civil servants and the 
working conditions of employees of the private sector (D'Orta and Diamanti 1994, 54) 
have started to exert a strong pressure towards substantive change. The result is 
represented by a number of attempts to reform the administration in general, and the civil 
service in particular. Though such reforms are certainly ambitious in scope, it is still to 
early to evaluate their actual outcomes. 

1. Introductory remarks 

After the end of WWII, Italy -previously a monarchy-, became a parliamentary republic. 
During this almost 50 year long period, the political scene featured a highly fragmented 
party situation: a large catholic party (Democrazia Cristiana) and a few smaller secular 
parties at the center, a small fascist party at the right, an increasingly moderate medium-
size socialist party and the largest communist party in the West to the left of the 
spectrum. In this situation, political competition was in fact more apparent than real, 
since the political situation was "blocked" by the fact that internal and international 
political reasons -the East-West confrontation- made it impossible for the Communists to 
formally take part in the formation of a government (the so-called "K"-for Kommunist- 
factor), although the PCI held very moderate positions and strived to distingush itself 
from the USSR that allowed it to gain increasing shares of electoral consensus (approx. 
1/3 in the '80s). The consequence has been that untill 1993 the DC has always been in 
power in various coalitions with the minor centrist parties, and since the late '60s with the 
socialists as well. This situation has had very substantial consequences for the civil 
service, since the DC used the public sector to foster clientelistic relationships and 
enhance its electoral strength (justified ideologically by the need to keep out the 
communist danger). Though society in general has certainly suffered from the 
ineffectiveness of the administration, many individuals have gained consistent personal 
advantages from such situation (suffice it to say that tax evasion is estimated to be around 
15%, as compared to a "physiological 1-2% in other developped countries). 

Of course, governments and politicians have always paid lip-service to the need of reform 
and efficiency. A great deal of symbolic measures were adopted during the last 50 years 
or so: special committees,offices,departments and ministries in charge of studying and 
promoting reform were set up, qualified reports and studies were produced, containing 
specific suggestions on the measures to be taken. But the proposals receive very little 
follow-up, problems initially perceived as extremely urgent at the end were hardly dealt 
with. Measures aimed at increasing productivity and cutting costs (Pipan 1992, 132) -
such as the creation of ad hoc staff offices- have obtained very meagre results. The fact 
itself that the various apparatus responsible for reform continued to live, albeit changing 
names, indicates per se that the reforms have not been carried out (Capano 1992b, 90). 



In reality very little attention was paid to administrative affairs, with the exception of 
assuring the votes and consensus of the civil service, essentially by allowing it to manage 
personnel affairs autonomously. A typical goal displacement phenomenon thus 
characterizes Italian administration: personnel management has become its dominant task 
(Pipan 1992, 122). For the greater part of the last 50 years or so, most of the changes 
introduced in Italian administration have been focussed on personnel (2/3 of provisions 
on the public administration concern personnel), and these have always taken into careful 
consideration the interests of civil servants themselves either in the legislation, or in its 
implementation, whereas the system has been incapable of modifying the other variables 
that determine administrative performance (Capano 1993, 266). Administrative 
effectiveness has not been perceived as relevant for the legitimation of the political 
system; the administration was instead used to deliver benefits to specific individuals and 
groups in exchange for political support to the hegemonic party and its minor allies. 

Also, civil service has been used as a "social shock-absorber" offering jobs in order to 
integrate the groups (in particular the Southern middle-classes) excluded from the 
advantages of development (Melis 1996, 535). Under this respect, the governing parties 
have often used posts in the administration -according to a patrimonial perspective- as 
goods to be assigned in exchange for political support. Public administration thus has not 
carried out a role of leadership, and not even of support, in the development of national 
economy and in the process of modernisation; on the contrary, it governed the rear-guard, 
in the sense that it mitigated the social effects of industrialization (Melis 1996, 12). 

Furthermore, the organisational culture prevailing within the administration, featuring a 
highly formalistic-juridical orientation and very scarce concern for results and problem 
solving, have caused its service delivery and policy implementation capabilites to be 
extremely low. 

The structural, organisational and operational features of the administration appear to be 
inadequate vis-a-vis the needs of contemporary Italian society and economy, with serious 
consequences for its competitiveness on the international markets; untill recently, the 
administration has, in general, been able to preserve such situation by externalizing the 
costs of its inefficiency and avoiding to be called to bear the responsibility of its 
(non)actions (Cerase 1990, 13 and 37). In the long run however, this clashed against the 
needs of highly developped economy. Italy constitutes the fifth largest economy in the 
world in terms of GNP (1,101 billion dollars in 1994) and of industrial production (317 
billion $ in 1993) (The Economist 1996). 

Economic growth however has been highly inbalanced in geographic terms, since the 
South is much less developped than the Center and especially the North of Italy (which 
explains why Italy is only n. 19 as far as pro capite GNP is concerned: 19,268 $; The 
Economist 1996). The social protests that rocked Italian society during the '60s and '70s 
can be "read", beyond the leftist ideological façade they put on, as a demand of 
modernisation of the State, and especially of a greater capability of the public sector to 
"deliver" (though at the time the demand concerned political "reforms"). The outputs 
supplied by the political-administrative system were hardly sufficient to tackle the issues 



raised (the major administrative measure is represented by the creation of the ordinary 
regions in 1970). In the '90s the appearance on the political scene of the Lega Nord, 
among other things, can be seen as the expression of the unsatisfaction of productive 
strata of the Northern populations against the inefficiency of the administration. Civil 
servants, by and large coming from the less developped Southern regions, have 
permeated the administration with a pre-industrial culture that is unrepresentative of the 
more advanced areas and sectors of present Italian society. In both cases, the political 
system has been affected by a serious legitimation crisis. The governing parties -and 
especially the DC- was able to recover from the crisis of the late '60s-early '70s. The 
crisis of the '90s -ignited by the explosion of the "Tangentopoli" scandal -that brought 
into the open the deep corruption that has affected both the political and the 
administrative systems and confirmed the majority of Italians in their low opinion of 
public administration- coupled with the fall of the Berlin wall, has brought about a major 
change in the political system (the parties previously in power have disappeared and a 
more polarized party system has taken their place). 

A good indicator of the present anti-administration "mood" of many Italians towards the 
administration is represented by the results of national referenda held in March 1993; 
three (out of eight) of these concerned specifically ministries (Agriculture, Tourism and 
Partecipazioni Statali responsible for state-controlled firms); a vaste majority of citizens 
(respectively 70.1, 82.2 and 90.1%) in such occasion voted in favour of the abolishement 
of the ministries as a way to express a more general dissatisfaction towards public 
administration. 

Pushing the argument to the extreme, one could say that, all in all, the Italian case could 
be metaphorically described as a "time warp" situation in which a society with a highly 
developped economy finds itself is entangled in the "swamps" of a pre-modern 
administration, the rationality of which is inspired by a patrimonial concept of their posts 
held by its members and an formalistic-juridical organisational culture. The 
administrative system has followed an evolution of its own that has not been influenced 
by societal developments, showing under this respect a high degree of continuity. 

The drammatic changes occurred in the internal and international political context in the 
early '90s, the serious situation of public finances requiring a consistent cut in public 
expenditure and an increase in effectiveness of the public sector, growing levels of 
unemployment evidencing the contrast between the privileges of civil servants and the 
working conditions of employees of the private sector (D'Orta and Diamanti 1994, 54) 
have started to exert a strong pressure towards substantive change. The result is 
represented by a number of attempts to reform the administration in general, and the civil 
service in particular; such attempts will be discussed later on. Though such reforms are 
certainly ambitious in scope, it is still to early to evaluate their actual outcomes. 

 

 



2. Development of civil service 

The organisational structure: a historical overview 

The present organisational structure represents the result of a process of incremental 
"sedimentation" (Sepe1987, 44) on top of a model that has its roots in the reform put into 
place by statesman C. Cavour in the Kingdom of Sardinia (actually Piedmont) in 1853. 
The reform represented the consequence of the constitutional regime introduced in 1848 
according to which the government became responsible towards parliament; therefore the 
former had to be put in a position that would allow it to control and direct the 
administration. The administration was conceived of as a machine that was supposed to 
"mechanically" execute the directives issued by political decision-makers; the 
organisational structure was strongly hierarchical and centralized, and was modelled 
according to the Napoleonic one, especially as it was known in Italy, i.e. filtered thru the 
Belgian experience. Cavour's reform aimed at bringing most of the administrative 
activities, previously carried out by a variety of organisational forms, under one 
homogeneous organisational model based on ministries, in turn subdivided into direzioni 
generali, divisions and offices. This model was subsequently extended to the rest of the 
country as Piedmont annexed the other States of the peninsula and was in essence 
maintained after the creation of a unitary national state in 1860 (it is worth noticing that 
Italy is a late-comer as a unified state in the European context). The other pre-unitarian 
States in any case had similar organisational structures due to the French influence (with 
the exception of the Lombardy-Veneto area that was part of the Habsburg Empire). This 
basic structure still characterizes central State administration today, though a number of 
significative changes have occurred (new functions carried out; size of administration: 
the number of ministries increased from 9 at the end of the past century to even 30 in 
some recent governments; the direzioni generali were 93 in 1950, 126 in 1976). Recent 
provisions have abolished, unified or reorganised several ministries, and this process is 
till under way. 

Though the adoption of such organisation certainly represented an element of 
modernisation that allowed Piedmont to successfully carry out the process of political 
unification of the country, eventually it proved inadequate for the tasks that went beyond 
the typical "order" functions (defense, internal order, taxation). Since the late '800, 
different types of organisational models begin to appear as the public sector undertakes 
new types of activities for which the traditional ministerial model is unsuitable. The 
aziende autonome (independent firms) have characteristics more suitable for the 
management of the "industrial" activities: the first was the railway company set up in 
1905, followed a few years later by the one in charge of telegraphs and telephones, 
ANAS (roads), mail, State monopoles (tabacco, salt, etc.), and more recently agricultural 
surplus (AIMA). 

In the same period the first enti pubblici (public bodies) were set up. Differently from the 
aziende, these are located outside the state administration proper which gives them even 
greater freedom from the rigid procedures and controls that dominate the traditional 
ministerial administration, which explains why the creation of such "parallel 



administration" is defined as a "flee from the State". "Parallel administrations" also 
represent a way to recruit personnel with characteristics different from those of the 
ministerial civl servants (who's culture, as we shall see, is too juridical-formalistic to 
assure actual implemention of public policies, whereas the "second bureaucracy" 
typically features a technocratic and efficiency oriented ideology). Whereas the aziende 
are set up to operate mainly in the infrastructure sector, the enti pubblici intervene in the 
economic field (for example the Istituto Nazionale Assicurazioni, i.e. insurances, created 
in 1912). Though approximately a hundred such bodies had been created in the previous 
period, the explosion of the phenomenon occurred after WWI: the war forced the State to 
modify its modes of operating in order to enhance national productions connected to the 
effort at the front (Melis 1996, 272). After the end of the war, Prime Minister F.S. Nitti 
understood the importance of using the experience acquired during the conflict to 
promote post-war economic development. The Fascist regime gave a substantial 
contribution to the further expansion of the system by creating new public bodies (314 
between 1922 and 1943) operating in the welfare, economic ("corporative") and 
recreational sectors during the 30s and early '40s. In the '30s the expansion of the enti 
pubblici received a boost from the economic crisis (personnel of the enti soares from 
35,000 in 1932 to 50,000 the following year) that pushed the State to enter the financial 
and industrial sectors in order to save them from bankruptcy. The IRI, a state-controlled 
holding owning the majority of stocks in some of the country's largest industrial firms 
(that remained formally private), is created in 1933; in the same circumstances the State 
also took over some of the largest banks. IRI represented the beginning of Partecipazioni 
Statali system, that was further expanded after the war (when other such holdings were 
set up as ENI, EGAM, EFIM). After the war, the liberals (in the European sense of the 
word) pushed in favour of a return to private hands of the State controlled economic 
activities; the Catholic party however saw the great consensus generating capability 
represented by the control -thru the State- of such public bodies; the system was further 
expanded to carry out activities related to social (welfare, pensions, etc.) and economic 
reconstruction and development policies, especially in Southern Italy (the Cassa per il 
Mezzogiorno became a powerful -and expensive- consensus machine). It is significative 
that the new Republican Constitution did not even mention such administrations, though 
they represented the major inheritance of the previous period. In 1970 their number was 
estimated to reach approx. 60,000. 

The abolishment of public agencies (enti), though often proposed, has met strong 
resistance from the conservative part of the political system, clienteles as well as from the 
personnel itself. Only after the creation of the Regions has a substantial number actually 
been abolished. The creation of a national Health Service (Act no. 833/78), on the British 
model, also abolished or transferred to the regions some 30,000 enti pubblici. Since the 
late '80s economic and financial enti pubblici are undergoing a process of privatisation. 

The creation of administrations independent from the executive -such as the Garante for 
radio and television, and publications, the Consob responsible for the stock market, the 
"Anti-trust" Authority- with regulatory and supervision functions concerning specific 
sectors of the private economy is a constant trend of the last 15 years or so, and especially 
in the '90s (Cammelli 1994, 19-20; Massera 1994, 38; Lacava e Vecchi 15 ff.). 



A brief mention to center-periphery relations is required to complete the picture of the 
organisational structure. The Italian State traditionally was highly centralized. The 
postwar Republican Constitution gives considerable relevance to local government and 
creates a new political level represented by the Regions. In practice however Rome has 
kept local authorities under tight check thru a number of tools (legal, financial, controls 
over decisions, interference from the Prefects); as far as regions are concerned (apart 
from a few special cases where strong linguistic minorities and/or autonomistic 
movements existed), both political parties in power and the central administration resisted 
their creation untill 1970. Rather than promoting local government, the central 
bureaucracy moved towards a decentralization of its own offices; by the early '50s an 
articulated peripherical network was in place (Serrani 1979, 96 and 103), in which each 
ministry had (and in part still does have) offices of its own (Melis 1996, 86); in 1977, 
75% of ministerial personnel was stationed at the periphery (it should be noted that the 
data also include school personnel). Such offices are -weakly- coordinated at the 
provincial level by the main representative of the central State at the periphery, which is 
the Prefect (depending from the Ministry of Interior). 

Local authorities in Italy employ more than one fifth of total public personnel; an 
equivalent number is employed in the health system, that is also managed by local 
authorities. Furthermore, local government is not only relevant per se, but also insofar as 
it has created opportunities for major changes brought to the State administration. Local 
government is formed by three distinct levels: munipalities (dating back to the medieval 
period), provinces (introduced by Napoleon), and more recently regions. The creation of 
the regions was postponed for many years; finally, the strong social movements of the 
late '60s persuaded Rome to implement them, though initially this occurred in such a way 
that central administration suffered very little loss of powers (Serrani 1979, 146); some 
14,000 units of personnel (i.e. 8% out of a total of 176,000, a figure that does not include 
military personnel and school teachers) were transferred to the regional administrations in 
this initial phase (1972). Only after 1977 did the regions (with the support of the more 
progressive components of the polity) succeed in obtaining substantive powers, resources 
and personnel transferred to them from the central State. The reform had a substantial 
impact also on central administration: 15 direzioni generali and 24 divisioni belonging to 
9 different ministries were abolished and others underwent substantial cuts (Serrani 1979, 
107, 153 and 172-4). Another transfer of tasks to the regions and local authorities and the 
suppression of central offices and agencies, approved only a few days ago, will probably 
imply further deployment of centrally based personnel in the near future. 

Summing up on this point, the described pattern was the result of a number of 
developments (new tasks "entrusted" to the State) and contingent events (wars, economic 
crisis), which is what has occurred elsewhere as well. One peculiar feature of the Italian 
case is that rather than attempting to up-grade the traditional ministerial administration, 
relevant functions have been assigned over time to the "parallel administration" with 
stronger operational capacities thanks to more modern and "technocratic" organisational 
traits (more flexible procedures, rules and controls). Furthermore, an "add-on" process 
caused a stratification in types of organisations (traditional ministries, aziende autonome, 
enti pubblici, State-owned private firms, independent authorities) and a growth in size of 



the administration, whereas attempts to streamline the administration by eliminating out-
dated and often useless public bodies have met stern considerable difficulties and 
resistance (Lewanski 1979). The complexity in terms of variety and number of such 
agencies reached such a degree of that even experienced politicians have the impression 
to be facing a "jungle" (Allum 1976, 193-4). It is important to keep this aspect in mind 
since such evolution has brought about considerable variations also as far as civil service 
is concerned, under such aspects as working conditions, features of personnel, etc.. 

The organisational structure at present is formed by 22 ministries, 4 dipartimenti, ten 
independent authorities, approx. 1,000 national public bodies, 20 regions, 104 provinces, 
8,103 municipalities, 337 "mountain communities", 700 consortia between local 
authorities, 65 universities, 67,000 schools, almost 650 local health units, some 800 
municipal agencies, national economic bodies and state owned shares in (juridically) 
private firms (Presidenza Consiglio dei Ministri 1993a, 33). 
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1. Introduction*  

In this paper we explore the character of the Irish civil service in a comparative 
perspective. Prior to this analysis we place the civil service in the context of the state in 
which it operates, thereby ensuring that that discussion is accessible to all readers. In 
describing the Irish civil service we are conscious of the lack of formal studies in this 
area, especially ones which focus on the actual performance of the overall structure. Also 
lacking in this context is an academic tradition of commentary which looks at the civil 
service from a management perspective as opposed to studies derived from a policy 
analysis. 

The island of Ireland lies off the north-west coast of the continent of Europe. The total 
area of Ireland is 84,241 square kilometres. The Republic of Ireland -the domain of this 
paper- comprises 70,282 square kilometres of the island. According to the 1991 census 
the population of the Republic of Ireland was 3,525,719. A high proportion of the 
population is concentrated in the younger age cohorts, with approximately 44 per cent 



aged under 25 and 27 per cent aged under 15. At present the population is estimated to be 
3.62 million. 

Irelands location and proximity to her nearest neighbour Britain, have to a large extent 
shaped Irish history. As an island to the west of continental Europe, Ireland -which has 
been inhabited for about 7,000 years- has experienced a number of incursions and 
invasions. Independence from Britain was achieved in 1922, and the Constitution of 1937 
-Bunreacht na hEireann and the Republic of Ireland Act 1948, severed Ireland's last 
formal links with Britain. The two official languages are Irish, -which is the national 
language- and English. Up until the early 19th century, Irish was the language of the vast 
majority of the citizens. However, under British rule and the prohibition of the use of the 
Irish language, by 1891 over 85 per cent of the population spoke English. Today even 
though Irish remains a core subject at both primary and second level education, 32.5 per 
cent of adults claim to have a knowledge of the language. 

Ireland is a parliamentary democracy. Its law is based on common law and legislation 
enacted by the parliament under the Constitution. Since Ireland accession to the European 
Community in 1973, regulations of the EU also have the force of law in Ireland. The 
President is elected by the people as the Head of State. The parliamentary system is bi-
cameral, the Houses of the Oireachtas are respectively known as Dail Eireann (House of 
Representatives) whose members are directly elected and the Seanad (Senate). Executive 
power is exercised by or on the authority of the Government which is accountable to the 
Dail. The Head of the Government is the Taoiseach. 

The Irish economy has been one of the best performing economy in the OECD group in 
recent years. During 1988 and 1995, GNP grew at an annual average of rate of 5.1 per 
cent. With the onset of recession in the UK and continental Europe, growth slowed in the 
period 1991-93 to 2.8 per cent per annum. However, by 1994, the economy had expanded 
to 7.2 per cent. Employment growth averaged 1.8 per cent and inflation during this period 
remained low, averaging at 2.6 per cent There is general agreement amongst the main 
political parties on the broad direction of economic and social policy.  

* The authors wish to thank to the Department of Finance and the Institute of Public 
Administration for their assistance. However, the views expressed are those of the 
authors alone.  

2. Historical Developments in the Irish Civil Service. 

The seventeenth century was a watershed in Irish history and it witnessed the beginning 
of a pre-modern administration which was founded on the English colonisation of 
Ireland. Historically, and in keeping with other European countries in the late feudal 
period, Ireland was ruled by Gaelic dynasties whose remit ran through various 
geographic parts of the country. The native Irish code of law -Brehon Law- was part of 
the administrative framework covering land, personal rights and inheritance. The system 
of administration was centred on the household of Irish dynasties and there was no 
national or indeed regional system of administration, except for the English 



administrative complex centred in Dublin. The flight of Ulster aristocracy in 1609, to 
Europe, following on the defeat of the native Irish at the Battle of Kinsale in 1603, 
presaged the beginning of the decline of the old gaelic order. The Irish Rebellion of 1640, 
the plantation of Ulster in the early 1600's and the Cromwellian conquest of the late 
1640's and 1650's saw the final subjugation of the Gaelic administrative tradition. Whilst 
the administrative -as opposed to military influence- remit of the English did not have a 
nationwide coverage, the settlement of Irish laws by English and Scottish settlers did help 
build the legal and administrative complex of English jurisdiction.  

During the 18th century, the Lord Lieutenant as the representative of the British Crown in 
Ireland was the head of the administration. He was assisted by the Chief Secretary, whose 
small bureau contained three important components of the public administration; civil, 
military and yeomanry. By the end of this century there were twenty-two departments in 
Ireland, the size of which varied considerably, encompassing some 4,700 civil servants. 
The heads of departments obtained their positions through patronage and loyalty and 
were usually active politicians, demonstrating the absence of a clear cut division between 
politicians and higher civil servants in the Irish administrative system.[McDowell; 1964, 
pp. 2-4] 

In the 1700's, the employment conditions and opportunities for Irish civil servants were 
comparable to those in Britain. Recruitment by patronage was widespread and dispensed 
by the Lord Lieutenant and Heads of Departments as the spoils of office. The 
remuneration of the 18th century civil servants was erratic, both interdepartmentally and 
intradepartmentally. In a considerable number of the departments some of the employees 
were paid by fees, thus salaries fluctuated. The system was viewed by many as attractive 
particularly in the Revenue Commission and the Courts, as remuneration was 
performance based, hence enticing civil servants to work harder. Sinecures and pluralities 
were common and eschewed rates of remuneration. Many of those individuals holding 
sinecures had been appointed to high offices in Dublin but did not want to leave the 
London circuit to join Dublin society, and engaged a deputy to conduct their duties in 
Ireland, paying them a small portion of their income. Pluralities were to a large extent the 
domain of the lower offices. Hence, remuneration was erratic, however, McDowell 
deduces that "the working occupants of government offices in Dublin ..... had rarely less 
than £50 a year and shared amongst them over 300 posts with incomes ranging from 
£200 to £1,000." [McDowell; 1964, p. 11] Promotion was gained by seniority for the 
most part, however, many of the Lord Lieutenants supporters were often rewarded senior 
posts in the administration having been previously extraneous to the service. In 1784, 
members of the Irish House of Commons argued that promotion should be based on merit 
and seniority, and higher offices should be attainable to those persons who had worked in 
the lower grades. The recommendation was quickly subverted by placing an individual 
destined for higher office in a lower one, thus purporting that they had been promoted 
internally. [McDowell; 1964, p.6] 

Politically the 1800's were a turbulent time, the Irish were no nearer to accepting British 
Rule. An escalation of social crisis and the contemporary mood of revolution and 
republicanism in other European countries, ensured that discontent reared its head in Irish 



society once more. Events reached a crisis in the breakout of rebellion in Dublin during 
May of 1798, and spread throughout the island, however, the organisation was not 
sophisticated from a military point of view. "A campaign marked by horrific and 
unforgotten atrocities on both sides ended in the rout on Vinegar Hill, 21 June 1798 and 
left an inheritance of heightened sectarian animosity." [Foster; 1988, p. 279] The 1798 
Rising was probably the most concentrated event of violence in Irish history and the 
English deemed a tighter control over Ireland necessary. Hence, the enactment of the Act 
of the Union 1800, which with the exception of the abolition of the Irish House of 
Commons, brought about little change to the administration of government in Ireland. 

The government of Ireland and its administration was far from integrated with that of 
Britain and Ireland was treated as a 'special' case compared to Britain's other colonies. 
For example, education and the police were administered on a national scale in relation to 
the allocation of government functions and the administrative structure in 19th century 
Ireland, a measure of decentralisation was deemed convenient. After the Act of the 
Union, Ireland was an integral part of the United Kingdom and whilst some Irish 
departments were merged with their British counterparts, others were not. Simultaneously 
in Britain reform and reorganisation of the administration was occurring in an attempt to 
eradicate inefficiency and corruption.  

During 1815-1821, three Commissions were established to investigate the mechanics of 
the Irish administrative machinery. The published findings resulted in considerable 
reforms and by the 1830's modifications had been implemented. For the first time a 
superannuation scheme was established, payment by fees had been abolished, sinecures 
were almost obsolete, administrative processes had become transparent and salaries were 
reflective of the work which was being transacted. [McDowell; 1964, pp. 22-3] Hence, 
by the 1830's changes were gradually being introduced in the Irish public administration 
yet the substantive issues of grading and remuneration remained to be resolved. 1855, 
was a watershed year in Irish administrative history with the arrival of the Civil Service 
Commission, established to conduct qualifying tests for those seeking employment in the 
service. By 1871, an open competitive entrance examination was the accepted mode of 
entry to the civil service.  

These changes were in keeping with the proviso of the Northcote-Trevelyan Report 1854, 
implemented in mainland Britain. With regard to the grading structure there was a 
consensus that there should be sections in the service where the duties of the civil 
servants differed. Thus in 1871, two modes of recruitment were announced; Regulation I 
and Regulation II. The differences between the two were not clarified until 1875, by the 
Civil Service Inquiry Commission as; those entering under the former were "expected to 
be drawn from the best class of university men and were intended to join the superior 
class in those offices with high social and educational acquirements." Whereas 
Regulation II candidates were to be "persons of less mature age and less extended 
acquirements." [cited in McDowell; 1964, p. 25] 

Whilst transitional problems emerged, by the end of the 19th century the allocation of 
duties amongst the grades was established. There existed a sizeable civil service with 



more than 27,000 employees spread over 29 Irish departments and 11 'imperial' 
departments. At this point the methods of recruitment and grading corresponded to the 
system in existence in mainland Britain. However, the notion that the best method of 
recruitment was personal knowledge of the candidate prevailed in Dublin as it did in 
London, appearing to a large extent to depend on the whims of those personalities in 
powerful positions. 

By the beginning of the 20th century the social characteristic of political turbulence 
remained in Ireland. The Nationalists were demanding Home Rule in the House of 
Commons since the 1880's and succeeded in having the necessary legislation passed in 
1914. The Bill proposed the establishment of a bi-cameral parliament in Dublin which 
would legislate in areas of domestic concern. The Protestant majority in Ulster rejected 
the Bill, and a separatist struggle began culminating in the 1916 Easter Rising by the Irish 
Republican Brotherhood and ending with the partition of Ireland by the Government of 
Ireland Act 1920. The 1920 Act, broadly replicated the 1914 Bill, however, it provided 
for parallel institutions in Dublin to govern the 26 counties now known as the Irish Free 
State- and Belfast, to govern those six counties of Ulster with a Protestant majority. 
Whilst the legislation was welcomed in the North this mood was not reciprocated in the 
South. This eventually resulted in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1922, which established the 
26 counties as a Commonwealth state with a parliamentary oath of allegiance to the King 
of England; partition was however, to remain. 

From a political and administrative stance changes were minimal with the retention of the 
Westminster-Whitehall model of government, which in light of the long struggle for 
independence from Britain, could be viewed as almost paradoxical. The administrative 
infrastructure developed by the British served the new state well. In 1922, 98.9 per cent 
of civil servants in the new Irish administration had been recruited under the old regime. 
The fact that such a large corps of civil servants could adapt to working in an entirely 
different state is explained by what McBride termed as the "greening" of the Irish civil 
service, a consequence of the development of open recruitment practices for the lower 
grades of the civil service in the 1870's and a discriminative policy of promoting and 
appointing civil servants of a nationalist persuasion. [McBride; 1991, pp. 304-12] With 
regard to the structure of the public administration, the formal organisation was 
established in the Ministers and Secretaries Act, 1924. To this day the 1924 act is the 
fundamental statute governing Irish administration. The act did tow important things; it 
provided the legal basis for the structure and organisation of the central administration by 
defining the extent of ministerial responsibility; and secondly, it established the 
departments of state and distributed public activities amongst them [Chubb; 1982, p.248] 

The contemporary conditions of employment of civil servants are rooted in the reforming 
measures introduced under British Rule in the late 1800's. The current organisational 
structure came into being with the introduction of the Civil Service Regulations Act 
1956. With regard to recruitment the Civil Service Commission Act of 1956 establishes 
that the vast majority of civil servants must be appointed by the Commissioners. Methods 
of promotion were recently overhauled in 1984, with regard to the higher posts. Since 
then appointments to these posts are made by the government based on the report from 



the Top Level Appointments Committee. However, promotion for the majority of civil 
servants is in principle merit based and authorised by the Minister in charge of the 
department. As these current developments will be discussed in later sections we have 
ommitted them from here as there would be superflous duplication of the material. 
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1. Introductory Remarks 

South Korean industrialization has been so successful since the 1960s that the shift from 
an agrarian society to a post-industrial one was accomplished in three decades. Koreans 
like to describe this development as "The Miracle of the Han River". The Korean 
industrialization is often depicted as a government-led development. It is a general 
observation that the practical operator of the Korean Government has been the civil 
service system. Before the 1960s, Korea's infantile government, which endured the 
Korean War shortly after independence from Japanese colonial rule, was less than able to 
direct national destiny.  

The Korean Civil Service System (KCSS) started to undertake systematic developmental 
efforts under the regimes installed by military coups. The military politicians provided 
the moral support for the national economic development for their legitimacy. But it was 
the KCSS which successfully orchestrated the industrialization. The performance of 
economic development has been better than the people's expectation.  

Three decades of development were politically ruled by authoritarian military politicians 
who suffered from a lack of legitimacy. Any political ground rules were potentially so 
unstable in the flux of formation that seismic movements were anticipated and sometimes 
orchestrated by a certain powerful clique. People's attempts to regain a legitimate regime 
were recurrent. Even the civilian president, elected in 1992, is not free from the legacy of 
protest. North-South confrontation, often cited as the last cold war frontier, is another 
dormant volcano. The Korean political system is like an island in an earthquake zone. 
The location, timing and impact of the impending seismic activity can only be guessed at. 
Industrialization also shifted Korean society from rural to urban. The 20:80 urban-rural 
population ratio three decades ago is now completely reversed. Rapid urbanization and 
industrial rationalization combined with agrarian and Confucian ethos have created a 
social chemistry so chaotic that a theory capable of explainig it has yet to be elaborated. 
This has great performance value, but doesn't behave rationally. The old and the new plus 



the reasonable and the emotional are blossoming simultaneously in a post-modern age 
garden. 

As the leading sector of development, the public administration has maintained a high-
handed manner toward society. It has been a highly centralized institution which had to 
take care of a variety of political and social concerns. The speed of economic and social 
change was likely to surpass the learning ability of the administration.(Kim, 1994a) The 
administrative elite could employ a wide range of policy measures to execute the 
government's intentions. The checks and balances existed inside of the bureaucracy 
where ministries competed to secure their jurisdictions, rather than in the legislative 
politics. The private sector could have some leverage through a patron in the 
administration to make its voices heard. The Korean people have had ambivalent feelings 
towards the administration, displaying abhorrence for its subjugation to the illegitimate 
political regime and expectation for its masterful challenge to the social problems.  

The posture of the KCSS is unique in the sense that its achievements are rooted in a 
contradiction of its composition. The KCSS has been the most dominant elite group in 
society. In spite of the general corruption of the Korean administrative processes, the 
recruitment of the KCSS has been based on a very rigid merit system.(Oh, 1993) 
Formally, it is constructed on the basis of legal-rational authority in the Weberian sense. 
Practically, it is operated in line with personal ties and informal proceedings. Indigenous 
behaviors are supposed to be culturaly bound, which is more similar to an agrarian 
society. But its policy selection has been rational enough to carry on national 
industrialization thanks to its professional elite possessing exclusive decision making 
power. Policy implementation, on the other hand, could not exclude the culture of rank 
and file officials in field offices as well as the mass population. Stability both in and out 
of administration is a foremost requisite for industrialization. Confronted with a 
permanent threat from the North, crisis or emergency management has been the normal 
state of administration. All these are somewhat paradoxical and contradictive. From a 
western perspective, nothing seems to be normal in Korea. It is amazing that the civil 
service, perpetually in an awkward position, managed to ensure that the country emerged 
from underdevelopment.  

Notwithstanding this impressive achievement, the KCSS is increasingly pressed to do 
better and frequently criticized for its performance. The more prosperous Korean society 
has become, the more critical it is toward the KCSS. There have been many 
demonstrations and riots against the government. The target of people's complaints was 
increasingly the illegitimate authoritarian political power rather than the civil service 
system. As the political regime started to follow a democratic path, people's attentions 
since the turn of the decade have shifted to the improper performance of the civil 
service.(Kim, 1993b) It is the government which Koreans demand must cure all social 
diseases while they diagnose all the sources of pathologies embedded in the civil service.  

This paper aims to explain which mechanisms contributed to the performance and 
frustration of the KCSS. The study is primarily based on the approach and framework 
which is suggested by the Comparative Civil Service Research Consortium.(Bekke, et.al. 



1996) It is intended to provide a general understanding of the institutional dynamics of 
the Korean civil service. Together with an explanation of the Korean phenomenon, an 
attempt will be made to expand its usefulness and to reduce the limitations of the 
comparative framework.  

2. Development of the Civil Service (History) 

2.1 Chosun Monarchical Civil Service 

Until the dawn of 20th century, Korea was ruled by several dynasties. The most recent 
dynasty, the Chosun dynasty, reigned for 5 centuries, from 1392 to 1910. The Chosun 
dynasty maintained a fascinating monarchical governing structure that was designed in 
accordance with Confucian ideology.(Kim, 1970; Ahn, 1980) The king was the ruler, but 
to ensure that the king remained a benevolent ruler, all important policies had to be 
approved by the ministerial council before the king made a final decision. The ministerial 
council was supported by a bureaucratic corps. Without ministerial commendation, a 
policy could not be legitimized. 

There were two different kinds of bureaucratic corps besides the ministerial one. One was 
a remonstrance corps which was to provide opposing opinions to the king's decisions. 
The other was the educational corps, which was to educate the king and crown princes in 
Confucian principles as well as to train bureaucratic candidates. The representatives of 
the educational corps had regular discussion sessions with the king, which were a kind of 
Confucian bible study.  

The king's court was designed as a center for dialogue. The civil servants, functioning as 
a bureaucratic corps, did not monopolize information destined for the king. The Chosun 
governance system emphasized a diversity of communication channels to the king. Any 
aristocratic people outside the civil servant corps were eligible to send their opinions to 
the king directly. Using contemporary terms, the Chosun dynasty maintained a largely 
cybernetic governance design. However, their discussions could not exceed the 
parameters of the Confucian world view. No other world views were allowed in the 
society.  

The king acted as the final coordinator of government decisions. There have been several 
tyrannic kings in Korean history, but most of them were systematically checked by the 
bureaucratic corps. There is a strong argument that the checks and balances between the 
king and the civil service corps made the dynasty capable of sustaining itself for 5 
centuries.  

All the king's court civil servants had to have passed highly competitive examinations to 
get appointed, no matter what kind of corps they belonged to. Only those from the 
aristocratic (yangban) class were eligible to take the civil service entrance examinations. 
Civil servants were legally personal servants of a ruler. However, they advocated the 
interests of the ruled in accordance with Confucian teachings. Advocating the cause of 
the ruled is semantically different from serving the public. It was not intended to protect 



people's rights. They advocated the cause of the ruled for the sake of the kingdom's 
endurance and the king's well-being. They had no conceptual separation between the state 
and the king's court. Ideologically, civil servants of the dynasty were the personal 
servants of the ruler. They functioned as state servants within a framework of practical 
distinction between the state household and the ruler's personal household.  

No salary was paid to civil servants. Civil servants were compensated with a grant of 
arable land alloted to them since all of the land in the country was theoretically the 
property of the king. The majority of the arable land was usually subleased to working 
class people. No tenure system was operated so that the king was able to dismiss any civil 
servants arbitrarily. However, many of those dismissed were returned to office after a 
while, because passing the entrance examination was recognized as an admission to 
public life.  

The bureaucratic status was not differentiated by expertise. Their corps placement was 
interchangeable. Membership in the civil servant corps was the qualification to get 
appointed to any position in the governmental organization. Rank was the only criterion 
for a king to place an officer in a government organization.  

Ministers were also a part of the civil servant corps. They were appointed from the officer 
corps. An appointment to a ministerial position was a form of promotion in the 
bureaucratic hierarchy. Some of them were appointed as the prefect of local governments. 
The prefect was the agent of the king in a local territory. They were delegated all the 
king's power both in executive functions and judiciary functions.  

2.2 Colonial Civil Service 

During the Japanese colonial rule from 1910 to 1945, almost all the Chosun civil service 
traditions were wiped out while a new, alien legal bureaucracy was established in 
accordance with the model Japan had newly imported from western civilization. The new 
bureaucracy may have relied on legal codes, but hardly respected the rational spirits in 
Weber's theory. The civil servants for the colonial rule were supposed to have been state 
servants in the Raadschelders and Rutgers' development scheme(1996). The state 
household was distinctly separated from the ruler's personal household in formal 
accounts. There should have been functional technocrats in the primary level. However, 
colonial civil servants did not serve the public. They were the colonialists instruments for 
commanding and controlling the public.  

The colonial bureaucracy had been a legal bureaucracy to the extent that it opened the 
recruiting system to the ordinary people. The subjects of the civil servant examination 
were not based on Confucianism any more, but on various secular subjects such as laws, 
mathematics, and other expert knowledge. Most of the higher positions were occupied by 
Japanese in order to control the government and para-governmental organizations. Only 
lower positions were staffed with indigenous personnel. The merit system, based on 
examinations, was only one of many routes to becoming a civil servant. 



Recommendations by powerful Japanese figures and influential pro-Japanese Koreans 
were the main sources of human resources for colonial civil servants.  

The colonial bureaucracy was controlled by a legal system. Colonial civil servants were 
paid a fixed salary on the basis of full-time employment. The colonial ruler could secure 
bureaucratic loyalty by way of offering them a stable status. Other features of their 
personnel management such as training, pension, promotion and sanctions were also 
carried on by legal codes. Their authority of administrative measures towards people 
relied on the guise of rules and laws which could be modified at any time by a governor 
general for the convenience of the colonial ruler.(Kim, 1973) 

This form of colonial bureaucracy was based on legal-rational authority, but the authority 
was not based on the reasoned acceptance of the ruled. The stark violence and coercion 
by police and military forces was the rock of the authority. The legal-rational authority 
masked illegitimate oppression, which would not be what Weber had suggest for the 
legal-rational authority model. The Japanese colonial rule was terminated when Japan 
was defeated at the end of World War II in 1945.  

2.3 The Republic of Korea Civil Service 

The Republic of Korea (South) was founded on the southern half of the Korean peninsula 
in 1948, after a short period of American military occupation. Based on the democratic 
republic constitution, the civil service system was reborn with a spirit different from the 
past. The Korean Government tried hard to learn modern administration methods and 
advanced civil service systems.  

No matter what the spirit of the Republic, however, the Korean government took over the 
colonial administrative mechanisms as well as most of the civil servants. As a newly 
independent poor country confronting an extreme shortage of intelligent human 
resources, the Republic had no other choice but to use the administrative expertiseof the 
colonial civil servants. They also retained many of the traditions of the colonial 
administration. These colonial legacies have been responsible for a large portion of the 
administrative trauma which Korea has suffered since.  

The KCSS used to be a highly centralized and authoritative in administrative style.(Kim 
1991) It has also been criticized as being unresponsive to the people's demands, for 
relying heavily on coersion rather than persuasion, and for manipulating the citizens with 
command and control rather than serving them. Of course, the KCSS has undergone an 
enormous amount of improvement and innovation. Although in its early stages the KCSS 
was practically the same body in different clothes, it was able to overhaul itself on two 
occasions. On both occasions, it was assisted by the U.S.A. 

After the Korean War, the U.S.A. trained Korean military officers in many areas, 
including combat skills and strategies as well as military administration and management. 
The Americans taught Koreans the American standard operating procedures of military 
organization plus man-power management. Korean military forces were trained to apply 



American administration, which may be one of the most advanced managerial systems in 
the contemporary world. Korean military organizations were run in the American style, 
but not in exactly the same way.  

After the coup d'etat of 1961, military politicians found that the KCSS was far less 
systematized and rationalized than the military organizations. They applied their common 
sense methods of organizational management to the civilian administration for better 
efficiency and effectiveness. Thanks to military manners and the coup's stressful 
circumstances, administrative innovations led by military politicians were diffused very 
quickly and visibly.(Bark, 1993) 

The other occasion was the establishment of the Graduate School of Public 
Administration at Seoul National University with the full compliance of the American 
government in 1959. This school provided civilian civil servants with advanced 
professional knowledge.(Kang, 1989) This school has been the major reservoir of senior 
civil servants. The popularity of this school motivated other universities to open public 
administration programs. The discipline of Public Administration became the most 
popular in the social sciences in Korea. Many universities offered evening classes for a 
master's degree competitively. These universities have been functioning as practical 
training institutes for civil servants not only working in the central government but also in 
local governments. The Korean enthusiasm for higher education may have motivated so 
many civil servants and candidates to equip themselves with managerial knowledge on a 
voluntary basis.  

The KCSS has been very successful in the sense that industrialization was successfully 
led by government. It was the KCSS which orchestrated the industrialization through a 
series of 5-years economic development plans starting from 1961. The Korean 
industrialization has been so successful that the shift from an agrarian society to a post-
industrial one was accomplished in three decades. Transformations in the KCSS have 
been so diverse and so expeditious that the development of the system seemed to ignore 
Raadschelders and Rutgers' phases. The properties of 'public servants', 'protected service' 
and 'professional service' have been observed simultaneously. The administration has 
been distinctly separated from politics, even with an upper hand. There has been a clear 
rank system and hierarchy along which civil servants could identified orderly promotion 
ladders. A regular salary and pension have been guaranteed to all the public servants on 
the basis of rank and seniority rules. No position classifications has been installed, but 
classifications based on specialized expertise have evolved. Professionalization has been 
manifested in the management of public administration. The KCSS rests on one of the 
most rigid merit systems which has maintained competitive entrance examinations as the 
only legitimate recruiting system. It does not yet have any independent civil serve 
commission. The Ministry of Government Administration takes charge of civil service 
entrance examinations. However, it has successfully excluded the partisan influences. 
The few exceptions to these rules have not distorted the system.(Oh & Bark, 1982) 

The KCSS has not been controlled in a totally democratic way. Bureaucratic corruption, 
while the level is dwindling, has been wide-spread especially in the field offices where 



regulatory policies are implemented. Personal ties have been very important resources for 
bureaucratic politics. Most conflicts among agencies have tended to be resolved more by 
informal social processes rather than by formal procedures.(Kim & Shin, 1990) 

Due to the elitist sentiment and political authoritarianism, the KCSS has monopolized the 
essential rationale of policy making processes. Only some selective professionals and 
social leaders were invited to participate in the processes on a strategic account. Political 
power may have been concentrated in the hands of top executives. But the framework of 
national development has been drawn by the KCSS. Policy implementation was 
practically under the control of the KCSS. Successful policy implementation has been the 
most important performance criterion for public servants. It is widely known that Korea 
is the most regulative among the capitalist countries. Most of the numerous regulations 
were once designed to secure instruments for policy implementation. They sometimes 
employed even unlawful means if necessary for a policy success. The government 
justified arbitrary measures for the convenience of policy implementation.  

In spite of the regime changes, the main framework of the KCSS has been sustained as a 
somewhat authoritative guardian of national development. If Raadschelders and Rutgers's 
five phases of civil service development should be an evolutionary path, the phases' 
transition from the 'public servant' to 'professional service' has been too swift to be 
recognized in Korea where mixed properties of several phases have been observed at 
once. If it is necessary to define the phases, civil servants could be divided as follows; 
'public servants' for the nation building bureaucracy from the beginning of the Republic 
to the early 1960's, 'protected service' for the developmental bureaucracy from the middle 
1960's to the late 1980's, and 'professional service' for the democratization bureaucracy 
from the last part of 1980's thereafter. 

The changes in Korean society have been so rapid that the KCSS now seems to be 
lagging behind the pace of social transformations.(Kim, 1994b) It seems to be unable to 
catch up with the various challenges confronting it. To quote the proverb, "failure is the 
mother of success". For the KCSS a series of successes also sowed the seeds of failure. 
The KCSS, once a leading force of industrialization and a guiding agent of social 
development in the country, has recently been criticized for becoming a barrier to 
development and a hinderance to competitiveness. The KCSS's recent reforms are, from 
the viewpoint of civilians, too slow to guide national development, whilst it still tries to 
hold the reins of national destiny. The KCSS is still operating in accordance with the 
lessons learned during its halcyon days while society has new dynamics and heightened 
expectations which inevitably provide totally new challenges. 

 

 

 



The New Zealand Civil Service 
R C Mascarenhas 

I Introduction 

In this study of the New Zealand civil service I adopt two different perspectives. The first 
that in a modern industrialised society one expects to have established political and 
administrative institutions which are generally prevalent in similar types of societies. 
That assumption while not merely an observed fact was a expectation of the original 
settlers who brought with them ideas and experience from their country of origin, which 
in this case happened to be Great Britain. As a Dominion, Great Britain has had both a 
direct and an indirect influence in the political, social and economic institutions 
established in New Zealand. The second perspective that I adopt and which will become 
increasingly evident in this paper is the gradual emergence of a national identity guided 
by a variety of historical, social, ethnic and religious factors. If the former perspective 
takes a generic concept of public administration applicable across countries, the latter 
perspective recognises each country's uniqueness. As members of political and 
administrative institutions people reflect the norms and values of that society referred to 
by academic researchers in comparative political economy as social embeddedness 
(Bekke et al, 1996, 21). 

A democratic system of government that can constantly respond to the changing demands 
of a society in the form of effective performance relies primarily on its civil service. 
Historically New Zealanders have continued to support their political system and the civil 
service in so far as they reflect the fundamental social values of democracy and equality. 
It was in pursuit of democracy and equality that the early settlers simultaneously 
imported and constructed the institutions of society and state (Lipson, 1948). In importing 
the institutions they looked back to their mother country and in constructing them they 
were influenced by local circumstances. In that construction both politicians and the civil 
servants played a significant role and in the process of achieving they were called upon to 
resolve some underlying issues governing their relationship. 

The experience of evolving a working relationship between politically elected officials 
and their civil service is unique to each country and is an ongoing process. The 
significance of this relationship between politics and administration has engaged the 
attention of academics ( Hyneman, 1950, Mosher, 1968, Rose, 1987, Aberbach, Putman, 
and Rockman, 1981). If the politics and administration dichotomy has been central to the 
academic discussion in comparative public administration, specific issues that influence 
this relationship are accountability, responsibility, representativeness and responsiveness 
of both the legislature and the civil service. Public acceptance or legitimacy of the 
political system is governed by the above factors and will be discussed in this paper. At 
this point it may be necessary to suggest that the importance or emphasis a society gives 
to the above issues depends on the type of democracy. 



Reverting to the emphasis laid in New Zealand on equality prompts me to distinguish 
between liberal democracy and social democracy (Mulgan, 1989). Liberal democracy 
stresses the importance of private property and limiting the power of government, thus 
enhancing individual freedom. The state's role is restricted to the protection of individual 
rights and freedoms. In such an individualistic society individuals pursue their self 
interest which in essence is the foundation of a capitalist system. While this model of 
democracy was initially best exemplified in the American constitutional system, the 
emergence of economic theories of organisation like public choice has led to its 
ascendance in other Anglo-Saxon democracies like New Zealand. " This approach to 
social analysis and public policy has recently been favoured by officials in the Treasury 
and the Reserve Bank and by business groups such as the Business Round Table. It is 
sometimes referred to as a new right or, better, a neo-liberal approach" (Mulgan, 1989, 
66). 

While this shift in political thinking in the mid-1980s has had a profound influence on the 
reform of the civil service, New Zealand had, prior to this, and during most of its history 
sought to promote the model of social democracy. Between 1840 and 1984 the state took 
on an active role in promoting economic development and developed the civil service to 
implement policies that promoted social and political equality (Lipson, 1948, Mulgan, 
1989). The shift in political values in the 1980s led to schism between the political and 
administrative system and its citizens, leading to an underlying conflict between societal 
demands and the policies of successive governments (both labour and national), 
ultimately resulting in a dramatic change in the electoral system. This was a natural 
response from New Zealanders to the changing political scene, that is from the "politics 
of equality to the politics of inequality" (Mascarenhas, 1994). 

This paper traces the historical evolution of the New Zealand civil service by focussing 
on the following themes. Section two of the paper develops four phases in the 
development of the public service from 1840 to the present. Section three discusses the 
emergence of a distinctive identity of the New Zealand public service. Section four 
examines how representative the public service, followed by political rights of public 
servants in section five. Section six examines the public attitude to the civil service and 
section seven critically reviews the reform of the civil service since 1988. Section eight 
studies the configuration adopting the classification adopted by Heady (1996).  

II Historical Development of the Civil Service in New 
Zealand 

The development of the civil service is examined in four phases. Phase one (1850-1912) 
covers the era of political patronage. Phase two (1912-1962) marks the foundations of a 
civil service. Phase three (1962-1988) records the role of the independent personnel 
management agency and phase four (1988-1994) is witness to the radical transformation 
of the civil service. 

 



II (1) Political Patronage 1850-1912 

The first phase of the development of the civil service in New Zealand can be summed up 
as a struggle to rescue the civil service from political patronage. The dominance of 
political representatives in the recruitment, promotion and remuneration of public 
servants was possible because of the absence of any rules and regulations regarding the 
management of public personnel. In the absence of rules or regulations, the term civil 
service was, according to Lipson, (1948), a misnomer. The prevailing view among 
political representatives was that the best available talent should move into the private 
sector and the Civil Service Act of 1886 sought to achieve that by keeping entry into the 
civil service at the lowest level with low salaries. Another strategy adopted by political 
representatives was to attack the civil service, particularly under stringent economic 
conditions. The Royal Commission on the Civil Service in 1880 was set up at a time of 
great economic difficulty with a looming deficit in the public accounts. " The 
Commission's report was notable not for its instigation of any significant change in the 
structure or operations of the civil service, but for the attitudes it epitomised, albeit in 
extreme form. A career service was viewed as an extravagance" (Henderson, 1990, 16). 
The report belied the expectations of senior civil servants, who had expected the 
Commission to contribute to systematic personnel management, and instead 
recommended reduction in salaries. According to Lipson (1948) "the Chairman's 
conception of government economy confused the distinction between surgery and 
butchery" (156-157) (1). The Civil Service Act of 1886 introduced a system of 
competitive examinations for entry into the civil service which survived until 1946 
(Henderson, 1990,19).  

Although the idea of the competitive examination for entry into the civil service had little 
to do with encouraging merit, it was however used as a vehicle for equal opportunity. A 
low level examination combined with nomination by political representatives was set up 
as the method of entry. This "principle of equal opportunity persevered at the expense of 
the calibre of the public personnel.... an attitude fraught with future significance, since it 
became a dogma of the New Zealand conception of democracy" (Lipson, 1948, 160). 
Constant criticism of the civil service by politicians prompted senior civil servants to 
establish the Public Service Association in 1890. This Association has had a major role to 
play in the reform of the civil service and has, at the same time, protected the interests of 
civil servants.  

The social programs introduced by the Liberal-Labour government of the 1890s led to the 
realisation that their successful implementation would require a politically neutral civil 
service. This in turn became the basis for a series of attempts at reform in the 
management of the civil service culminating in the Public Service Act of 1912.  

II (2) A Civil Service System 1912-1962 

The Public Service Act of 1912 laid the foundation of a politically neutral service free of 
patronage thus restoring public confidence in government. This was achieved by ensuring 
that civil servants were bound to carry out the policies of the government, while at the 



same time protecting them from political interference. That Act did away with ministerial 
authority in the appointment, promotion, termination and salary determination of civil 
servants, all of which then became the responsibility of an independent Public Service 
Commission. This Commission introduced the merit system in the civil service. Although 
assigned the responsibility for the efficient management of the civil service, the 
jurisdiction of the Commission was limited. Major departments like defence, police and 
posts and telegraph were exempt from its authority. The two World Wars and a severe 
recession in the economy with attendant salary cuts and extensive retrenchment 
hampered its efforts at enhancing the quality of the civil service. 

Post-war recovery involved a range of government measures requiring effective support 
from the civil service. This dramatic transformation in the role of the government into 
what Lipson (1948) described "as a universal producer" (368) was undertaken by a 
machinery antiquated for both policy making and implementation.(Lipson, 370, 
Polaschek, 1957, 127). Apart from a serious shortage of qualified personnel, it was 
handicapped by structural flaws. The structural flaws related to the distribution of 
ministerial portfolios by placing more than one minister over different branches of a 
single department. In some cases many functions of a government relating to a single 
problem which ought to have been planned and administered as a unity were spread over 
several agencies. To overcome these flaws Lipson in 1948 recommended a process of 
rationalisation. This however was not implemented. That both flaws identified by Lipson 
(1948) continue to hamper coordination to this day after all the restructuring may be a 
source of surprise for readers. The consequence of such illogical structuring for policy 
planning and coordination is summed up by Lipson (1948). "Instead of a solo 
performance on a single instrument, there is a disharmonious septet - without even a 
clearly recognised first violin" (382). 

Despite the drawbacks of excessive fragmentation the Commission managed to put an 
end to political patronage, introduced a classification system, increased the efficiency of 
many departments, and encouraged the varied agencies under its jurisdiction to form a 
single service (Lipson, 1948, 439). While these efforts were being undertaken, there was 
a growing recognition of the need for training and in this effort the Commission had the 
support of the Public Service Association. The New Zealand Institute of Public 
Administration was set up in 1937. In the absence of an administrative class as in Britain, 
the New Zealand civil service sought to adopt a program of special education in public 
administration for middle and senior level civil servants ( Discussed later in the paper) 

II (3) Role of a Central Personnel Agency 1962-1988 

The McCarthy Commission (1962) in its report recommended changes to the role of the 
central personnel agency and its reconstitution as the State Services Commission with a 
single commissioner. The reconstituted State Services Commission with four members 
took direct responsibility for the management of the public service. It was also 
responsible for ensuring economy and efficiency of the civil service and advising 
government with regard to personnel issues involving the post office, railways and other 
agencies outside the civil service. 



Changes to the management of the civil service recommended by the McCarthy 
Commission brought about internal dissension. The State Services Commission 
attempted to restructure departments like defence and transport and set up the Machinery 
of Government section in 1964. In 1976 it set up the Management Audit section to 
promote economy and efficiency of the service by carrying out reviews of departmental 
organisation and operations.  

A significant contribution of the SSC was the setting up of the Prime Minister's 
department to assist the Prime Minister. With significant social and economic changes 
taking place in society it became necessary for the public service to reflect that change by 
promoting equal employment opportunities for women and Maori, two significant groups 
which until then had not been properly represented. A fundamental re-examination of the 
way the government functioned became increasingly relevant. A shift from accountability 
based on procedural compliance to review of performance followed (Henderson, 1990, 
338). Following the Controller and Auditor-General's report on Financial Administration 
of Departments, the SSC emphasised the importance of financial management 
information as a management tool. It also observed the absence of proper systems for 
setting clear and measurable objectives. In order to encourage departments to adopt 
performance measurement the SSC initiated systems intended to measure not only 
quantifiable outputs but also qualitative ones like client satisfaction (Henderson, 1990, 
339). Departments were encouraged to prepare corporate plans to identify objectives and 
means of achieving them. By focussing on clarifying objectives and establishing systems 
for the measurement of performance the SSC laid the foundation for the reforms of the 
civil service in 1988. 

II (4) State Sector Reform 1988-1996 

In 1984 the Labour government launched a program of economic liberalisation and 
deregulation followed with a major restructuring of the public sector. As in the case of 
earlier reform this again was a response to a period of indifferent economic performance 
characterised by low economic growth, high levels of inflation and unemployment. The 
pressure for reform was focussed on reducing the role of the state so as to encourage the 
private sector to play an active role. This trend of allowing a greater role for the private 
sector was established by conservative governments in Britain and the United States and 
was gradually accepted as a slogan against the public sector. 

The outcome of this shift in thinking resulted in a dramatic reduction in the civil service 
by the adoption of measures such as restructuring the core public service, setting up 
commercial activities of government as independent state-owned enterprises and 
establishing Crown agencies. While core public services remained as departments under 
direct control of ministers, they underwent a rigorous analysis intended to improve their 
operations by adopting a range of modern management practices on private sector lines. 
For example, the head of a civil service department was called a Chief Executive and 
given autonomy to manage the department with complete responsibility for its personnel 
function. This brought about a transformation in the role of the State Services 
Commission (SSC) in the management of the civil service (discussed later in the paper).  


