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The muddled thinking

that muddies ‘merit’

APS Values

Misunderstandings about what the
merit principle means has mired
recruitment in red tape

reform blueprint Ahead of the

Game proposes reformulating

the Australian Public Serv-

ice’s Values to create ‘‘a
smaller set of core values that are
meaningful, memorable and effective in
driving change’’. The advisory group
behind the blueprint considers merit-
based employment to be a candidate for
a ‘‘core value’’.

The Public Service Commission is-
sued a discussion paper recently on the
APS Values. After examining the values
and codes of other countries and
jurisdictions, the paper notes, ‘‘There is,
nonetheless, a question mark about
whether to include merit in a values
statement when the concept begs a clear
definition, including how and in what
circumstances it will be applied. If this
principle is not part of a revised APS
values set, where should it be appropri-
ately identified to provide whole-of-
service coverage?’’

In leading the Values review, the
commission now has an opportunity to

about the merit question will help boost
confidence that it does work in practice.

What is merit?

So let’s be clear about merit. It is not a
value. It is a principle that underpins
specific kinds of decisions — namely
employment decisions and specifically
appointments, promotions, transfers and
other movements of staff.

The principle is that employment
decisions are based on a person’s ability
to do the job as reflected in their
knowledge, skills, qualifications,
experience and potential for further
development. Principles that are not
applied to employment decisions are
age, seniority, length of service, marital
status, cultural heritage, or with whom a
person is mates.

This decision-making process is also
meant to be objective, transparent, fair,
devoid of patronage, favouritism and
unjustified discrimination.

The Public Service Act makes clear
that a decision related to engagement or
promotion of staff is based on merit if it
uses a competitive process and is based
primarily on capacity to do a job and
deliver results. This captures the nub of
the principle.

Create employment principles

What flows from this is that merit needs
be moved in the Act to Part4 (‘‘APS
employees) under a new section on
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Merit ““failure’’: The Lake George zebras breached some public servants’ idea of probity.

answer the vexed question: what is
merit? Providing clarity will help end
the muddled thinking that muddies
employment decisions.

The discussion paper itself reflects
this muddled thinking by referring to
merit as a quality, a principle and a
value. My scan of other jurisdictions’
legislation, agency policies and defini-
tions shows merit is referred to as ‘‘the
merit value’’, as “‘a principle underlying

employment principles. The new sec-
tion would reduce duplication and allow
for other relevant existing ‘‘values’’ to
be included. Examples are the values
about community access to jobs and a
fair system of review of decisions.
There is no need to include a separate
value that the APS focuses on achieving
results. A results-focus is already part of
the definition of merit and is entrenched
in the capability framework, along with

If a selection panel was deciding whether to allow
the animals to stay, they would say no on the
hasis of lack of fairness because the community
hasn’t had the opportunity to offer alternatives

certain decisions’” and ‘‘a basis for
making decisions’’, and as ‘‘embodying
an ethos targeted at the achievement of
best practice HR management’’. Un-
surprising, then, that people are con-
fused.

This confusion has consequences.
One is the continuing life of recruitment
myths, some of which are identified in
the blueprint. Another is the effect on
perceptions. State of the Service reports
show that employees’ perceptions of
how merit is applied have been rela-
tively low. A range of factors affect
whether someone is likely to perceive a
lack of merit in recruitment processes;
however, what the reports do identify is
that misunderstandings of the concept of
merit, particularly as it relates to non-
ongoing movements, still exist. Clarity

providing a rewarding workplace and
encouraging consultation and cooperat-
ive relations.

This move would help clarify merit in
relation to ongoing positions. Attention
must then be given to simplifying the
application of merit to non-ongoing
positions so managers can be more
efficient and use these positions to
support a career-based service.

Review good practice

There is more to answering the merit
question than changing language and
the Act. Understanding of the merit
principle is further muddied when
translated into policies and procedures
to guide practice.

Continued on page 16

The International Conference

QUALCON 2010

Third Generation Quality Management

27 - 28 September 2010
Rydges Lakeside, Canberra

What are the implications of Third Generation

International and national speakers from government, industry and academia:

Quality Management for government organisations? e Dr Robin Mann, founder, Centre for Organisational Excellence Research

To view further details please visit the conference website

The theoretical framework Massey University
Organisational strategy development e Prof Nigel Grigg School of Engineering and Advanced Technology
Risk and compliance management (Quality Systems) Massey University

Accreditation and certification * Prof John Dalrymple, formerly of the Scottish Quality Management Centre
and the Centre for Management Quality Research at RMIT

e Dr James Galloway, CEO JAS-ANZ
e Dr Michael Court, MD, Balanced Scorecard Australia

Business excellence
Application and case studies

JAS-ANZ

Take the quality journey
www.2010.qualcon.com.au

recru

PCA *People first.

First in Canberra

Call us! With over 26 years experience in the
Canberra Government recruitment market we know
how to match the right people with the right jobs. For
a complete list of available positions visit
www.PCApeople.com

Free Skills Assessments with over 140 different tests...you choose!

6257 1010

« Now specialising in Investigative & Security Intelligence
e Accounting & Finance

e Office Administration

e Legal Services

* Temp Talent

e Human Resource, Marketing, Communications

e Government Temp Recruiting

e Government Policy & Programme Management

e Bulk Recruitment & Scribing Services

e Executive Search

www.PCApeople.com

Ph 02 6257 1010

Level 3, 40 Marcus Clarke St
Canberra City ACT 2601

The Indigenous Policy and Dialogue Research Unit
at The UnlverS|ty of New South Wales

National Indlgenous Pollcy
and Dialogue Conference

——

Indlgenous Pollcy and Dialogue: New Relatlonshlps, New Possibilities
18" & 19" November 2010 - UNSW, Kensington Campus, Sydney

Registrations are now open. }% UNSW' Arts and

= THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW SOUTH WALES S o C I a I S C I e n Ces

10-09713/2

http://nipdc.arts.unsw.edu.ac
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Are you prepared for
the year ahead?

Be different this year!

Claire Caesar Consulting is strongly committed
to client focus and responsiveness. We don’t
work to a pre-defined formula. We design the
business planning package that best meets
your needs.

Ever had a Business Plan that
works?

A plan that maps the year
ahead for you and your team?

Our strategic sessions enable you & your team Your package could include:

to clearly identify practical goals and developa ® Team metrics
clear set of roles and tactics to achieve results. e Planning day facilitation

Together, we will develop a business plan * Business Plan preparation

that will lead you through the year’s activities * Link to budgets, staffing &

with focus and purpose, accurately reflect performance management

your place in the organisation’s vision, and e Regular monitoring & review sessions
provide you with a schedule of key dates and

deliverables. Ji

ii CONSUILTING

ik

Call 0413 237 388 now to discuss your

Business Planning needs for 2010-11

10-09615/1

Professional Education Courses

UNSW@ADFA is a campus of the University of New South Wales and is located at
the Australian Defence Force Academy in Canberra. UNSW@ADFA offers a range of
postgraduate programs and professional education courses for the general community
and Defence personnel. These courses provide stimulating learning and networking
opportunities within a supportive environment.

Communications and Information Systems
Basic Communications Principles, 16 - 18 Aug
Modern Communication Systems, 19 - 20 Aug

Systems Thinking

Systems Thinking and Modelling, 20 - 22 Sept
Most of these courses can be tailored for
in-house delivery.

A number of our courses can also be used as credit
for eligible postgraduate programs.

Management

Testing Preparedness - Minimising the Risk through
Exercise Management, 12 - 13 Oct

Organisational Resilience, 20 - 21 Oct

E: bsu@adfa.edu.au
T: (02) 6268 8421

For information about more than
70 courses visit:
www.unsw.adfa.edu.au/ads/psi
Cricos Provider Code: 00100G

Military Systems
Introduction to Radar Systems, 11 -13 Oct

Occupational Health & Safety/Laser Safety
Laser Safety 1 Day (Canberra), 13 Sept

Laser Safety 1 Day (Melbourne), 20 Sept

Laser Safety 4 Day (Melbourne), 20 - 23 Sept
Laser Safety 1 Day (Adelaide), 25 Oct

Laser Safety 4 Day (Adelaide), 25 - 28 Oct

Project Management
Software Project Management, 28 - 30 Sept

o~~~ —

Risk Management
Risk and Contract Management, 14 - 15 Oct

Systems Engineering
Introduction to Systems Engineering, 9- 11 Aug &
Systems Engineering Practice, 12 - 13 Aug
Requirements Engineering, 6 - 8 Sept

UNSW@ADFA

CANBERRA ¢ AUSTRALIA

Eanberra

SPRING EDITION OUT SOON!!

‘See Canberra and The Surrounding Region'is a full gloss magazine designed to target the local, regional community
and visitors to provide detailed information of the many things to see and do in Canberra and the region.

With a circulation of 75,000, this publication provides the perfect avenue for local businesses and businesses in the
surrounding areas to advertise their services to this valuable market.

‘See Canberra and The Surrounding Region'wil be distributed in The Sunday Canberra Times on Sunday, September
5. It will also access regional markets through The Goulburn Post, Yass Tribune, Bateman'’s Bay Post, Queanbeyan
Age, Southern Highland News and The Cooma Monaro Express.

10-09735/1

See Canberra goes global!

See (anberra is now available online
via RealView at www.canberratimes.com.au

« Worldwide audience

« Upto 141,0426 Page views on previous issues

«  Readers have come from all six states in Australia

- Intotal, there have been readers from 94 different countries
Booking deadline 6 August 2010

Contact Maree Guthrie on (02) 6280 2176

or Email: maree.guthrie@canberratimes.com.au

State of denial:

The Palm Island affair

The Bligh Government is
sanctioning questionable police
behaviour. Sound familiar?

n Queensland, patients died in
public hospitals because of the
practices of some doctors recruit-
ed from overseas; doctors whose
credentials were not properly
checked and whose practices were not
properly overseen. But the then Beattie
government never sacked a minister.

In Queensland, nurses, health admin-
istrators and even some doctors went
unpaid because of a flawed payroll
system. But no minister took respons-
ibility or resigned, nor did Premier Anna
Bligh discipline anyone in her cabinet.

In Queensland, inmates in supervised
prisons died. But no minister took
responsibility and no minister has been
sacked.

In Queensland, the Crime and Mis-
conduct Commission recently found the
state police’s investigations into one of
its own officers was found wanting.
This means the police commissioner’s
leadership was also wanting.

And now for the latest story from up
north. A month ago, the commission,
which is the state’s post-Fitzgerald

inquiry anti-corruption body, issued a
report, Review of the Queensland Police
Service’s Palm Island Review. For those
who don’t know, Palm Island is off
Townsville in north Queensland and has
been designated an Aboriginal reserve
for some time.

In November 2004, police officer
Sergeant Chris Hurley arrested an
Aborigine, Mulrunji Doomadgee, and
placed him in the local watch-house.
Mulrunji later died in his cell when
Hurley accidentally fell on him during a
scuffle. The police conducted an inter-
nal inquiry in the days immediately after
Mulrunji’s death. It confirmed the
accident explanation.

However, the acting state coroner, in
the second inquest into Mulrunji’s
death, reported in September 2006 a
range of dissatisfactions with the
police’s initial internal review of Hur-
ley’s behaviour. The director of public
prosecutions also believed Hurley had a
case to answer.

In 2007, Hurley was tried for man-
slaughter of Mulrunji. He was later
acquitted and has returned to work.

After the acting state coroner criti-
cised the internal review, Queensland’s
police commissioner formed a special
investigations review team in December
2006 to respond to the issues. The team
reported in November 2008.

However, the Crime and Misconduct
Commission was unsatisfied with the

The muddled thinking

that muddies ‘merit’

continued from page 9

When considering an applicant’s case,
selection panels become confused about
what it means to treat people fairly,
apply natural justice principles and
make a merit-based decision. Giving
people a fair go becomes equated with
sameness, resulting in both unfair and
absurd results.

For example, I ring a contact person
for information about a job. They
mention that a strategic document exists
that is relevant to understanding this job.
I am refused access to this document
because it can’t be made available to all
other applicants. On the one hand I'm
encouraged to ring to find out more
about a job, but am then denied access
to information. Yet if I don’t ring and
misalign my application I risk being
dismissed for not showing enough
initiative to make the call.

The absurdity of selection panel’s
muddied thinking on merit and fairness
can be illustrated by considering the
recent case of the zebra sculptures on
Lake George. If a selection panel was
deciding whether to allow the animals to
stay, they would say no on the basis of
lack of fairness because the community
hasn’t had the opportunity to offer
alternatives. The fairness value is both
misunderstood and misapplied, thereby
undermining merit-based decision mak-
ing.

The Public Service Commission has
been encouraging panels to adopt
greater flexibility, as have other jur-
isdictions. The Northern Territory’s
Merit Selection — Good Practice
guidelines ask useful questions that go
to the core of merit and fairness in
practice. Two questions the APS should
consider relate to internal applicants and
rating scales.

Regarding treating internal applicants
the same as external candidates, the
guidelines ask, ‘“What meaningful

information will a panel gather from
interviewing someone who has already
been working in the job, or whose
capacity to perform is already well
known to the agency through demon-
strated on-the-job performance?’’
Given the merit principle is about a
person’s capacity to do a job, treating
known performers the same as unknown
performers surely needs a rethink.

On the second matter, the guidelines
question whether applicants should be
rated as ‘‘unsuitable’’, a commonly
used option on assessment rating scales.
Such ratings are demoralising for com-
petent staff and err on performance
management rather than staff selection.
Surely, it is enough to point out areas in
which an applicant needs to develop or
indicate areas where there is insufficient
evidence to make a merit-based
decision. Yet agency selection policies
continue to insist that all applicants be
treated the same and that insidious
labels like ‘‘unsuitable’’ and ‘‘unsatis-
factory”” be applied.

Guiding agencies to review their
policies and procedures will do more
than improve merit-based decision mak-
ing. It will improve efficiency, help with
streamlining recruitment, make recruit-
ment processes more transparent and
applicant-friendly, and support career
mobility. That’s a sizeable return for a
little clarity.

What’s more, the question, ‘“What is
merit?”’ is not only an issue for the APS.
The states and territories experience
similar confusion. Given the tendency
to adopt and adapt what the APS does,
the commission can provide leadership
across the country.

Dr Ann Villiers is the principal consultant
at Mental Nutrition.

avilliers@mentalnutrition.com
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