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What explains the pay gap?
It’s not inherently ‘female’
characteristics. It’s not discrete
elements of the system we can
improve, like education levels. It’s
the structure of the system itself.
To end the gender pay gap ,you
have to change the system.
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here are around 4.76
million people in the
Republic of Ireland.
More of them are women than men. In fact,
around 53,000 more. On
average, it is true, women live longer and, when
they enter the labour market, earn less.
There is a gender pay gap. It is the difference between the gross hourly earnings of all working men and those of all
working women.
Across the EU and across all sectors,
women earn on average 16 per cent less
than men. Put another way: across the
EU, women work around two months a
year for free. The gap gets worse with age.
It is pretty small when men and women
are in their twenties, around 6 per cent. It
widens to around 20 per cent as the two
groups move into their thirties.
The chart shows how Ireland compares
to our European counterparts. It shows
the difference between the average
hourly earnings of male and female employees as a percentage of male earnings.
This should be down at plus or minus 2
or 3 per cent. Instead, for some countries
like Estonia, it is 27 per cent.
In Ireland, the gender pay gap is
around 14 per cent. Here, women do
more unpaid work, while men do more
paid work. Women take state-supported
career breaks in their late twenties and
early thirties. They also take breaks to
care for older relatives. These breaks have
consequences.
Blau and Kahn’s research shows that
career breaks impact on women’s earnings for the rest of their lives. They earn
less than men now, and later. Their pensions, if they have them, are lower again.
Gender matters come bonus time. A 2016
McKinsey report surveyed 5,000 people and found the average male bonus
was €6,000. The average female bonus?
€3,000.
Austerity hit women harder than it
hit men. Women were on part-time
contracts, and more dependent on state
transfers like child benefit. The figure
shows the changes in gender difference in the “at risk of poverty” rate for
2008−2011. Women were much more
likely to fall into poverty than men.
When it comes to bargaining for higher
salaries, men beat women hands down.
Card, Cardoso and Kline looked at Portuguese data on incomes, job types and
bonuses. They found women were less
likely to work at firms that paid higher
premiums to either gender. They got
only 90 per cent of the firm-specific pay
premiums earned by men. This affected
low- and middle-skilled workers. That
is, women didn’t apply for the higher-up
jobs to be eligible for the larger salaries.

Why is there a gender
pay gap?
There are three main arguments explaining why this gap exists. One is that
women are different to men. They are
less ambitious in education and in the
workplace. They want to spend their
time making homes, having children and
tending to society. That’s why we see a
larger proportion of women doing parttime jobs, and so getting paid less.
This argument no longer holds any
water. First, women actually earn less per
hour than their part-time male equivalents. If the ‘difference’ argument were
true, you’d expect the opposite. Second,
women are now over-represented, not
under-represented, in education across
Europe. About 60 per cent of those with

Weischselbaumer and Winter-Ebmer
did a huge survey of 263 gender gap papers. The papers they studied were from
the 1960s to the present day. They found
gender wage gaps falling over time. They
wrote: “This decline is almost entirely
due to an equalisation of productive
characteristics: females have become
better educated and trained.”
Education has helped to solve the
gender gap problem. But it is still there,
and it is still significant. The fall was but
the ‘unexplained’ part of each attempt
to ‘control’ for the gender pay gap stayed
the same size. What does that mean?
If you put in place policies to completely solve the gaps in education,
child-rearing, job type and so on, there
will still be a gap in earnings. What
explains this gap? It’s not inherently
‘female’ characteristics. It’s not discrete
elements of the system we can improve
like education levels or ‘leaning in’.
It’s the structure of the system itself.
To end the gender pay gap, you have to
change the system. Following a deficit
model implies that you will never, ever
get the gap to plus or minus 2 or 3 per
cent. These expensive policies will fail.
Women will be poorer now, and poorer
tomorrow.

It’s the structure,
stupid

third level degrees across Europe are
women. Third, if women were different
to men, we would not see the decadal
decline in the gap between women and
men. Over time, the gender pay gap has
fallen. In the 1940s, it was around 40 per
cent. By the 1980s, 30 per cent. By the
2000s, 24 per cent. It is now around 14
per cent.

The deficit model
The second argument is that women are
‘men minus’. Women have child-bearing
and caring duties, and lack political resources or power. This produces a ‘deficit
model’ in labour market policy. The state
produces policies like child benefit payments, maternity leave and free childcare. These policies help close the gap.
The private sector implores women
to ‘lean in’. It provides mentoring and
courses in things like ‘gravitas’ (no, really). The idea is to help women act more
like men by compensating for those features which aren’t man-like.
The deficit model argues the gender
pay gap needs to be ‘controlled’. You

‘control’ the gender pay gap by affecting
things like education, job type, number
of children, and so forth. You do can this
using a statistical technique if you have
survey data on wages by sex. When you
do, the wage gap narrows, and you see
which elements contribute to the wage
gap the most. You can then aim policies
at them.
An example: let’s say you see educational attainment as the key factor
holding women’s pay down. (It isn’t
any more, but stay with me.) You will
then direct resources to encourage more
women into education. Problem solved,
deficit eliminated.
Another problem arises, though. No
matter how many variables you used to
‘control’ for the gender pay gap, you still
see an ‘unexplained’ element. More on
that in a bit.
This second ‘deficit model’ argument
holds sway across most policy makers in
Europe. The solution to the gender pay
gap is more taxpayers’ money. The solution is more information, more women
as role models, more networks.
This argument doesn’t hold either.

The third argument explains the wage
gap by examining the structure of the
system itself.
An example from higher education. In
2016 I was acting chair of the Higher Education Authority and had the privilege
of seeing the National Review of Gender
Equality in Irish Higher Education Institutions come together.
The problem is this: 51 per cent of all
lecturers (the introductory job level in
academia) are women. Only 21 per cent
rise to full professor, the highest level.
The pattern also holds for Institutes of
Technology and Colleges. This is a puzzle.
Education levels are the same. There is a
defined career structure. There is a regulated HR system.
The ‘rules’ of the academic game
are clear. You must publish papers in
peer-reviewed, high-quality journals.
You must teach well. You must win research funding. You must supervise Master’s and PhD students. You must help
administer the university. You would
imagine, given all this, that gender parity
would be the norm. In fact a massive discrepancy exists.
It turns out the higher education system militates against female academics.
How? Sometimes, it is unconscious.
An example. Researchers did an experiment where only the name on the
CV was changed. The qualifications and
so on, were identical. Result? Participants
in the experiments rated male applicants
higher than identical female applicants.
They were also offered a higher starting
salary and more mentoring.
Sometimes, the system works against
women. Remember the ‘simple rules’ of
academia? Who do you think invented
them? Blokes. Old blokes, at that.
Most academics work between 50 and
60 hours per week (I know, you think
we’re all on holidays since May - we
aren’t. Honest.) Travel is an essential
part of the job. The hours are long, and
the work is often solitary. If one has to
research, teach, write grant applications
and be a carer, this can be difficult. Male
colleagues experience this too, of course,
but the burden of unpaid work tends to
fall on women.

We have to change the idea of the ideal
academic as someone prepared to give
up every aspect of a normal life to be
successful. It’s easier to give up “every
aspect of a normal life” and live in a lab
if someone else is minding the kids and
keeping the house from falling down.
Sometimes, the changes required
to affect the system are small. Moving
meeting times to allow school drops offs
allows more women to take part in management roles.
The HEA’s review convinced me
of a few things. As a straight, white,
able-bodied bloke, I have been playing
the academic game on the ‘easy’ setting.
It doesn’t mean I haven’t worked hard,
it doesn’t mean my accomplishments
don’t matter. In fact, it’s not about me at
all. People like me designed the system
to help people like me succeed. Everyone
else who is not like me has been playing
the same game, but on a harder setting. It
is not that the goals are the same and I’m
better and thus I get promoted. It’s that
people like me decided what the goals
should be in the first place.
The outcome is ‘gendered’ before the
game starts. The goal has to be to change
the goals. This is why you see so much
pushback online from ‘broflakes’ carping that their ‘rights’ are being stolen. Of
course it feels like theft if the difficulty
setting on the game you have been playing and winning at goes up.
Of course it feels like theft if the barriers to women doing as well as men get
removed. Competition has increased.
Broflakes argue that less qualified women will get promoted out of ‘political correctness’ if we change the system. But by
definition, this won’t happen if the goals
of the system get changed.
And they won’t change unless those in
power will it. The new Minister of State
with responsibility for higher education,
Mary Mitchell O’Connor, has announced
a taskforce on gender equality. There is
no need for this taskforce. Read the HEA
review. Put in place its recommendations.
Higher education was one example.
Generally, the outcomes of the system
are skewed towards men. Transparency
when it comes to pay by gender is the
first step. Ireland has very poor gender
statistics, and it should be the private
sector that leads. Research shows the
gender pay gap is an outcome of the
structure of the system. It can’t be a HR
issue: it has to be an issue that the leadership of every organisation takes on.
The IMF’s Sheila Quinn looked at the
impact of national budgets by gender.
Guess what? Budgets have different impacts on you depending on your gender.
The world leader here is Austria. Every
law and every policy now has a gender
impact assessment. Sometimes this produces odd outcomes, because gender
doesn’t mean ‘women’. Some policies
have impacts that favour women over
men, and so get tossed. Gender-proofing
Budget 2019 is a realistic goal.
Gender quotas make sense when you
think of them as pushing against the
system. New research by Timothy Besley and colleagues showed that gender
quotas improved the quality of Swedish
male politicians, because rubbish ones
just didn’t get elected. That’s a structural
change we’d all like to see.
The economic importance of the structural argument centres around excellence. We assume people get rewarded
for their productivity. If we don’t change
the system, excellent women will not see
their excellence rewarded. The economy
will not reach its potential. That is unacceptable.
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The landslide vote to repeal the Eighth Amendment
was delivered by a mobilised youth, impatient to
reshape the country in their own image.
But this very generation, authors of such radical
social change, are the victims of a growing
economic divide between young and old.
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The key changes aren’t economic. They
are policy changes, regulation changes,
cultural changes. This is the generation to
make those changes. I’m sure of it

’’

make a dent in the problem between
now and 2020.
It’s a density problem. Across the EU,
there are 487 dwellings per 1,000 citizens. In Ireland, that number is 425. Our
still-recovering banks are a large part
of the problem. Ireland already has the
OECD’s third-highest housing cost burden for mortgage holders, and the most
expensive mortgages.
The increase in demographic pressure,
combined with a collapse in capital investment over a decade, is also why our
health system is constantly in crisis.
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indenture them, and a pension system
that, frankly, it would be charitable to
call a timebomb.
Even though Ireland was a poorer and
darker place back then, their parents,
in the 1980s and 1990s could afford the
trappings of a middle class lifestyle – a
house, a car, a holiday – on a median
income. Today’s young people – and, as
we’ll see, they aren’t actually that young
– face a completely different set of circumstances. If they have access to a pool
of savings, then perhaps they can live ten
post codes away from where they’d like
to. Accessing childcare and educational
choice for their kids is an uphill battle.
Their work is likely to be less secure than
their parents’, with fewer pensionable
benefits.
Let’s not be doomsayers. Ireland in
2018 is a far better place to be a woman
than Ireland in 1968, or even in 1998.
This is the most educated generation of
Irish people we’ve ever produced. It has
access to more information than any
generation before it. These people are
more cultured, and have travelled far
further, than their grandparents could
have dreamed. Many of them have had
to. Wages in Ireland are rising once more.
This generation is armed with the
latest technology, the latest ideas and
crucially, it has access to political power,
and very soon it will have access to economic power. Even with the 2008 crisis
happening while these people were in
school and college, they still begin with
a myriad of advantages in one of the
world’s richest countries.
They’ve shown they can change the
system when it comes to reproductive
rights. Will they do the same thing for
healthcare, education or housing?
I see last week’s result as the coming
to power of the millennial generation. It’s
wrong, however, to discuss it in purely
demographic terms. It’s not like there’s
a huge swathe of under-represented,
angry youth out there. The chart on the
right shows the proportion of people in
the population aged 20 to 35 from 1960
to today. We have about the same number of people in this group today as we
had in 1974.
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he landslide ballot
to repeal the Eighth
Amendment was
delivered by a mobilised
youth, in particular
women aged 18-35.
They are impatient to reshape the
country in their own image. In a
sense they are righting a wrong.
Almost no rich country has a greater
mismatch between its law and its
predicted degree of liberalism, based
on demography alone, than Ireland.

However, the generation that
impacted such radical social change
are the victims of a growing economic divide between young and
old.

These activists face a health system in crisis, an education system
in need of wholesale reform, a
housing system seemingly set up to
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Regardless of the relative size of their
cohort, the millennials have changed the
terms of the debate. The key change is a
social licence, and a platform, to speak
publicly about authentic experiences,
where no licence or platform existed
before.
This generation has built those platforms. It has been able to do so because
other social licences have been at least
partly rescinded. The Catholic Church
is no longer a cultural, or political,
monolith. The gradual removal of its
hegemonic presence from schools and
healthcare facilities is now openly contemplated by ministers for education
and health. What replaces it in terms of
ownership, governance and accountability is quite another matter. But it is a
matter for another day.
The repeal campaign showed us that
this generation of women (and men) are
not “lost”; they are not “fucked”. They
are engaged and willing to change the
systems they inhabit. The question is:
how?

What is a millennial?
The data show that the millennial generation faces a different set of problems
to its predecessor, Generation X (which
is my generation). Now, in your best
Downton Abbey dowager countess
voice, ask: “What is a millennial?”
A millennial is commonly understood
as a person born between the early
1980s and the mid-1990s, someone who
came of age with the advent of the 21st
century. Those at the front end of the
millennial generation, those born in the
early-to-mid-1980s, are now squarely in
their 30s.
They aren’t that young. They’ll work
until they are in their late 60s or early
70s. A millennial born in 1983 has, at
most, 30 to 35 years of earning left in
them, and they probably don’t want to
work that long. They may already have
several children. Their ability to accrue
the kinds of assets their parents were
able to is far lower, on average.
To repeat, it’s not all bad by any
means. Unlike millennials across much
of the developed world, Ireland’s millennials can still find secure, pensionable
work in many fields. This is not true
internationally. For example, in Australia, the majority of workers now face
unsecured working conditions, with
the loss of social supports and pension
entitlements that kind of work implies.
Australian wages are also stagnant, despite a growing economy. Union density
in Australia is below 9 per cent in the
private sector. This is true for many of the

countries Ireland compares itself to.
In Ireland, where union density in
the private sector is in the mid-20s and
falling, wages are growing once more,
though not enough to keep pace with
productivity growth, let alone house
price growth, as we’ll see.

Join a union
Seriously, folks, join a union. A new
paper by Princeton’s Henry Faber and
colleagues has produced data on union
density and income inequality from 1936
to today. Faber showed that when unions
are resourced to do their work – negotiating for workers – income inequality
was lower and a strong wage premium
existed for unionised workers.
One way for the millennial generation
to exercise power over its fate as workers

The main driver
of property prices
in 2018 is not
bank credit, but
a population that
grew by 35,000
a year from 2009
to 2017

is to re-endow the concept of unionisation with an updated legitimacy and relevance for a 21st-century economy that
will thrive through growth in services.
Let’s bring it back to houses for a moment. We know population matters a lot
when it comes to housing.
Despite the OECD recently warning
Ireland about new mortgage growth, the
main driver of property prices in 2018
is not bank credit, but a population that
grew by an average of 35,000 a year
from 2009 to 2017. Cumulatively, there
are half a million more people in the
country since house-building effectively
stopped a decade ago, and 300,000 more
since 2009.
The government is going to increase
its capital spending by 23.5 per cent this
year to try to cope with this shortfall, but
even spending €6.7 billion in 2018 won’t

To get a sense of where we are right now,
we have to look back a bit. Imagine a
horse race. There are three horses. The
first horse is called House Prices. The
second horse is called Income. The third
horse is called Debt. We’re going to measure the length of the horse race in percentage increases over time. These three
nags define the shape of our economic
opportunities as a country.
Start the race in the year 1995, and
run it to 2015. At the start of the race,
all three are level. Now move the race
forward one decade to 2005. Income,
that nag, has run to just over 150 per cent
higher than its 1995 level. House Prices,
the charger, has run to over 350 per cent
higher than 1995. And Debt, horse number three, being ridden by AP McCoy,
is romping home at 550 per cent. From
2005 to 2015, all three horses fall back.
Debt reduces as households get rid of
as much of it as they can. Older households are more affected by this than
younger households, but by 2015, the
debt level has come significantly down.
Income falls back even further, before
recovering with the economy’s recovery
post-austerity.
And as for House Prices? Median gross
incomes for those holding mortgage debt
are significantly higher in Ireland, when
compared with the rest of the eurozone.
Worse, long-maturity loans – those over
30 years – jumped from 10 per cent of
all mortgages to 35 per cent between
2004 and 2007. It’s a safe bet to say our
millennials won’t be getting long-dated
tracker mortgages any time soon.
Looking at affordability in an international context, the National Competitiveness Council produced an excellent
report in 2017 relating the number of salaries you’d need to buy a new 70 square
metre dwelling, and the living standard
of the country as measured by the value
of output per person in that country. In
general, the higher the level of development of the economy, the cheaper
housing is.
This is 2016 data, and so Ireland’s GDP
statistic is probably a bit dodgy, meaning
we’re probably a bit lower down in reality. Regardless, you need over five years’
worth of a salary to buy anything, and
with 2018 data I would imagine Ireland
is moving towards Britain’s position. In
Belgium, you need only 3.2 years’ gross
salary to get a house.
In south County Dublin, you now need
north of €80,000 in savings to put a
down payment on a property. In Dublin
city centre, it is €50,000. It is much lower elsewhere, but the substantial savings
challenge remains, regardless of where
you want to live.
We all know affordability is related
to the price of the house you’re trying
to buy and your income. The OECD
computes standardised price-rent and
price-income ratios that show the current price-income ratios relative to their
respective long-term averages.
The long-term average, which is used
as a reference value, is calculated over
the whole period available, in this case
1980. Any number above 100 means
prices are ahead of incomes and above
their long-term average. I show the eurozone for comparison, and include the
last quarter available. We can see that
Ireland’s price-income ratio is climbing
above its long-run level in 2017 and,
with supply restricted, this will climb in
the coming years.
This price-income trend deeply advantages older households, and disadvantages millennials. It is also the source
of the ever-present Nimbyism which
squats over every aspect of Irish life like
a middle-aged lumbago patient with a
stitch.
Anything that affects this long-run
relationship is going to help millennials.
Two policies will help most: increasing their incomes, either by collective
bargaining or by the simple supply and
demand of the labour market, and stabilising prices. Linking rental prices to the
rate of inflation, and increasing the provision of social housing, creating truly
mixed-use developments, is important.
Notice that the key changes I’m describing here aren’t economic. They are
policy changes, regulation changes, cultural changes. This is the generation to
make those changes. I’m sure of it.
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Changing the crisis pattern we use,
from ad hoc report/inquiry/tribunal
to well-resourced agencies with
investigative powers, is the only way
to break out of the ‘tragedy/process/
recommendation’ loop we are in. The
lack of accountability undermines
public trust in the institutions of the state

C

alls for accountability. Calls for consequences. Calls to set
up inquiries. Calls
for reform. Calls for
increased pay. Calls
for better terms and
conditions.
Tracing the pattern these calls make
traces the pattern of our national conversation. Health scandals, housing
scandals, child protection scandals,
political corruption scandals, every
Garda story you’ve heard since the
early 2000s. They rumble on. The best
we can do seems to be to give lawyers
millions of euro to stand for years in
front of the seemingly inexhaustible
supply of retired judges in inquiries
which will find, well, whatever they
find.
There’s a strong sense that what they
find won’t much matter. Consequences seem largely absent. Elaine Byrne
wrote about the need for a different
model of accountability in last week’s
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Sunday Business Post. Having written
(literally) the book on corruption and
on tribunals and inquiries, Byrne has
the predictable public crisis pattern
down. Here’s how she described the
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pattern: “It begins with a campaign by
an advocate or an individual directly
impacted by a wrongdoing. They bring
the matter to public attention . . . the
Something-Must-Be-Done-Now virus
infects everything . . . the government
reacts in a panic and establishes an
inquiry in an effort to stem the contagion. The tribunal reports. The recommendations say something obvious . . .
The recommendations are ignored.”
Something is wrong. Something
must be done. Something is set up to
park the issue. Something is recommended. And those recommendations
go ignored.
Why can recommendations go
ignored?

Calls for accountability.
Calls for consequences

Lack of accountability undermines
public trust in the institutions of the
state. Recent Eurobarometer surveys
showed only 45 per cent of respondents trusted their government.
The map shows the differences in
this score by EU country. Slightly more
respondents - 51 per cent - trusted the
public administration the government
oversees. Ireland is above average on
these measures across Europe. Other
countries hit by austerity have far
lower scores. Both measures have
been rising over time as the economic
crisis abates for most people in Irish
society.
The more educated respondents
trusted the government more than the
less educated, as did those who had
less trouble paying their bills.
There’s a very old debate about
how best to assure accountability.
The caricature comes from the debate between Herman Finer and Carl
Friedrich in the 1930s and 40s. Finer
thought you only got accountability
from hard external constraints. The
practical outcome of Finer’s ideas are
Hiqa monitoring the HSE and the HEA
monitoring the universities and institutes of technology. Finer puts us into
a world of regulators and oversight
authorities.
Friedrich thought establishing good
norms and values was all you needed,
and professionalism and a sense of
duty would do the rest.
In practice, we do both in Ireland.
We rely on the probity of our public
servants, and insist they be regulated
and overseen. There are frameworks
for accountability out there, in force,
on the books.
Accountability means different
things to different people. Two scholars of the history of accountability,
Christopher Pollitt and Peter Hupe, call
accountability a “magic concept”.
Like the concepts of ‘freedom’ or
‘dignity’, it’s very hard to be against
‘accountability’. To see the asymmetry,
ask yourself, who would be taken seriously arguing for less accountability?
Magic concepts like accountability and
governance have a high degree of abstraction, so they can mean what you

want them to mean, a strongly positive
norm, a seeming ability to dissolve
problems just by invoking them, and
you can use them in different areas
like health or housing when the need
arises.
Accountability is a portable manhole of a concept. To its credit, the
Department of Public Expenditure and
Reform (DPER) in its 2014 paper on
Strengthening Civil Service Accountability and Performance spends a fair
bit of time trying to get at exactly what
accountability means for it.
Despite potentially meaning all
things to all men, there are internationally comparable measures of accountability out there. The Australian
scholar Andrew Williams produced a
global measure of accountability, and
the change in his measure of accountability for EU countries from 2000 to
2010 is shown in the chart above. You
can see it’s not great for Ireland, but
it’s not the worst, either, having fallen
by 5 points over the decade. We are in
the same grouping as Greece, Iceland,
Portugal and Spain again.
Somewhat prophetically foreshadowing the Vicky Phelan case, in its
2014 paper DPER wrote: “In particular
circumstances following, for example, an avoidable disaster or tragedy,
accountability can also provide the
opportunity for public catharsis.” The
opportunity for catharsis comes from
consequences. Because if accountability is a bottle of smoke, consequences,
on the other hand, are very concrete
indeed.

Calls to set up inquiries.
Calls for reform

Setting up ad-hoc inquiries is very expensive, time-consuming and unlikely
to lead to increases in the public’s satisfaction that either justice had been
done, or the right people had been
found out and punished. (Seriously
though: where do all these retired
judges come from? Is there a bewigged
Rolodex?) When I say inquiries and
tribunals take time, a reminder: the
Moriarty Tribunal lasted eight years
and the Mahon Tribunal lasted 15
years. A further reminder: the Mahon
Tribunal’s finding that “. . . corruption
affected every level of Irish political
life [and] those with the power to stop
it were frequently implicated in it”.
Perhaps this has changed, at least.
If inquiries and tribunals are ineffective in imposing consequences,

Accountability
can provide the
opportunity for
public catharsis

investigations by well-resourced and
trusted statutory authorities do seem
to have at least some effect. The most
recent example is the Central Bank’s
investigation of the dodgy dealings by
the banks with at least 37,000 of their
tracker mortgage customers overcharged an estimated €700 million.
A fine and redress scheme is now in
place.
The sheer number of reports, commissions, inquiries and tribunals since
the 1970s is astonishing. The costs in
the modern, say post-Bertie Ahern,
era, are easily in the hundreds of millions and dwarf any of the budgets of
any supervisory agencies.
Changing the crisis pattern we use,
from ad hoc report/inquiry/tribunal,
to well-resourced agencies with investigative powers is the only way to
break out of the ‘tragedy/process/recommendation’ loop we are in.

Calls for increased pay.
Calls for better terms
and conditions
We must also realise that our public
servants do a good job when compared to their colleagues internationally.
A recent survey of the Irish civil
service by the DPER showed positive
results for the vast majority of the areas our civil servants are responsible
for. Only three negative areas stuck
out: the service is bad at introducing
innovations, poor performance isn’t
managed well within the system, and
civil servants don’t think the public
appreciates what they do.
These are problems of public sector
management that can and have been
solved in other countries. Australia reformed its public services in the 1970s,
and is just about to start a large reform
programme to change the entire structure of the public sector.
When the public see poor performers being either helped to improve,
redeployed to make better use of their
skills, disciplined, or fired, their trust
in the system will improve. When the
public enjoy the benefits of innovations in the public sector - for example, the speedy new passport renewal
system - their trust in the system will
improve.
When the public trust the system,
calls for increased pay and better
terms and conditions for those in the
system will not be met with as much
scorn as we see today. The management of the public sector is an enormous, and enormously important, job.
Those charged with doing it should be
rewarded when they do it well, and
sanctioned heavily when they fail.
Consequences for some benefit the
system as a whole.
As the 2014 DPER report said: “Accountability can also provide the
opportunity for public catharsis.” The
alternative to consequences is another
cycle of tragedy/inquiry/ignored recommendations.

