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Publ ic- ser v ice c ar eer s

A to ugh sear ch fo r  talent
Oct  29th 2009 |  OTTAWA, PARIS  AND SYDNEY
From  The Econom ist  pr in t  edit ion

I n many  r ich c ount r ies, gr oomi ng y oung bur eauc r at s fo r  a c hangi ng wo r ld i s a s t r uggl e fo r  t he i r
wo ul d- be  bo sses

AGED 25 and armed with  a maste rÕs degree in  wate r management,  Andrew Reeves has th e very m ix  of youth  and
green-m indedness th at many governments cla im  to  need. Yet wh en he atte nded a Canadian government jo b fair
in  Toronto  th is autu mn, he left afte r 20 m inute s with out handing out a sin gle rŽsumŽ.

He queued in  front of a booth  for th e Canadian natu ral-r esources m in istr y, only  to  be to ld  th at in formatio n on
openings was best found on th e m in istr yÕs website . ÒIÕd have preferred to  do th e wh ole th ing by e-m ail,Ó he
grumbles.  Such was his frustr atio n th at he settle d inste ad for a sm all non-p rofit group specia lise d in recyclin g.

At a tim e wh en many adm in istr atio ns in  th e r ich  wo rld  face a loom ing ta lent shorta ge, because a huge cohort of
civ il servants is about to  retir e, anyone wo uld  th ink th at governments wo uld  be tr ying harder, and in  cleverer
ways,  to  scoop up bright stu dents now leaving colle ge.

It is not sim ply  a matte r of replacin g one set of mandarins with  anoth er: in  an age wh en most policy  issu es (f rom
clim ate  change to  m igratio n) cut across m in istr ies and sta te  boundaries,  th e civ il servants of to morrow will have
to  be late ral th inkers,  not pen-p ushers.  And for bette r or wo rse, th e outco me of th e global recessio n will be closer
regulatio n of th e wo rldÕs econom ic and financia l syste ms, for years to  come.

Especia lly  in  th e English -sp eaking wo rld , governments say th ey are tr ying hard to  bring some private -secto r
pizzazz to  all aspects of public adm in istr atio n, inclu ding recruitm ent.  Among th e legacies of Tony Blair Õs te rm  as
prim e m in iste r of Brita in  is th e idea th at th e Òservices deliv eredÓ by government can be monito red almost as
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precise ly  as a fir mÕs profits.

And Brita inÕs civ il service got a jo lt th ree years ago wh en Gill RiderÑ a partn er in  Accentu re, a management
consulta ncyÑ was given a wid e-r anging brief to  shake up th e way personnel we re used and rewarded. The results
have been watch ed carefully  in  places lik e Canada, Austr alia  and Ir eland. Civ il-se rvice reforms can work best in
sm allish  te rr ito r iesÑD enmark, Fin land, Scotla nd, Wales,  th e Canadian provincesÑsa ys Tony Dean, a Brit ish -b orn
Canadian wh o has switch ed from  being a bureaucrat to  stu dying bureaucracy. (Outsid e th e English -sp eaking,
Nordic and Teuto nic wo rlds,  one of th e few countr ies ofte n cite d as a model for adm in istr ativ e reform  is Singapore,
wh ich  pays its bureaucrats we ll so as to  ste m  corruptio n.)

However we ll-p lanned, in te rnal reforms may not be enough to  solve th e basic problemÑco mmon to  most of th e
leading industr ial democraciesÑo f competin g for ta lent with  commerce and volunta ry groups,  and th en reta in ing
th e loyalt y of a fick le, sceptica l generatio n. ÒIf we  have any energy left afte r th e tr ia ls of a competitiv e American
colle ge, we  tu rn to  pr ivate  corporatio ns if  we  have debt to  repay, and to  th e non-p rofit secto r if  we  want to  make
th e wo rld  bette r,Ó says Robert Ochshorn, wh o has ju st graduate d in  compute r sciences from  Cornell Universit y.

In  sim ple numerica l te rms,  th e personnel gap opening up is vast.  A report by th e OECD, a r ich -co untr iesÕ clu b,
found th at in  13 of th e member countr ies surveyed, at least 30% of centr al-g overnment wo rkers we re 50 years of
age or older. Generous early -r etir ement provisio ns mean th at many will leave th eir  posts fair ly  soon.

To replace th em, governments will have to  offer someth ing more th an th e
ste ady lif e th at attr acte d th e older caste  of mandarins.  ÒWeÕre a squir my
generatio n,Ó adm its Tyler Hunt,  a Universit y of Toronto  stu dent wh o is
about to  sta rt looking for wo rk. ÒThe idea of settlin g in to  a jo b for 30
years ju st isn Õt appealin g.Ó

TodayÕs high-f lyers want multi-d iscip lin ary careers,  th e abilit y to  r ise as
high and fast as th eir  ta lents allo w, and th e freedom to  move in  and out
of government wo rk, says Linda Bilm es,  a professor at HarvardÕs Kennedy
School and co-auth or (with  Scott Gould) of a book*  th at predicts a cr isis
in  AmericaÕs public service.

Even th ose keenest on wo rking for th e natio n may find th eir  loyalt y
te ste d, she note s.  A Sta te  Departm ent officer wh o maste rs a hard
language may get dozens of jo b offers,  from  private  fir ms or global
institu tio ns.  The Òstove-p ipedÓ str uctu re of government careers in  most
OECD countr ies ta kes little  account of th ese new realitie s; ta lent th at
leaves is unlik ely  to  retu rn.

In  any case, before you can th ink of reta in ing th e best employees,  you
have to  get th em in  th e door. In  th e Unite d Sta te s,  th e complexit y of
recruitm ent dete rs eager youngste rs.  As Ms Bilm es poin ts out,
advertise ments even for modest posts are Òfille d with  ja rgon, acronyms
and unexplained requir ementsÓ such as Òelig ib ilit y under 5 CFR 330.60
(b )Ó.

In  th e short te rm , th e recessio n will certa in ly  increase th e number of
graduate s wh o are willin g to  surmount th ese hurdles.  But in  th e conte st
for really  marketa ble sk ills,  government will ofte n be at a disadvanta ge. For a young biochem ist,  wo rking for a big
pharmaceutica l fir m  is far more te mptin g th an government research. It is th e same for graduate s tr ained in
in te lle ctu al-p roperty law or te lecoms.

On th e lowest rungs of th e career ladder, salar ies in  AmericaÕs public secto r can be quite  competitiv e with  th e
private  secto r; but at th e highest levels,  th e dif ferentia l is vast.  In  th e private  secto r, and above all in  finance,
successful types earn many tim es more th an public servants with  huge responsib ilitie s.  An added tu rn-off for
wo uld-b e American bureaucrats is th at to p positio ns are ofte n fille d by politica l fiat,  not merit.

In  many r ich  countr ies,  th ere is a hin t of desperatio n in  th e way some public employers tr y to  present th eir  wo rk
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as glamorous.  ÒDid  you know we  have our own  CSI [C rim e Scene In vestig atio n] te am?Ó asks th e website  of
Onta rioÕs government,  citin g an American te levisio n show. British  Columbia str esses long holid ays (ti me to  hike
and sk i),  wh ile  in  Brita in , pote ntia l mandarins are to ld  of th e heroic role th ey m ight play in  a cata str ophe.

In  some r ich  democracies,  th e personnel problem is felt only  in  specif ic areas.  In  Austr alia , for example, th e elite
str eam of civ il servants still attr acts br illia nt applica nts,  but hir ing accounta nts and IT  specia lis ts for lowe r
positio ns is harder, says Pete r Shergold , an ex-ca binet secreta ry.

In  his view, th e public secto r should  be looking not ju st for high IQ s but a new sk ill: th at of negot iatin g with  th e
many agencies (in clu ding non-p rofit and private  bodies) to  wh ich  government is being farmed out.  Old , vertica l
bureaucracies are ill- adapte d to  th is ta sk; flexib le youngste rs will have to  do bette r. For th at reason, perhaps,
Kevin  Rudd, Austr alia Õs prim e m in iste r, recently  asked his to p bureaucrat for a plan to  shake up th e entir e civ il
service.

If  th ere is one r ich  democracy wh ere sta te  service is revered, it is France.
Competitio n to  get in to  elite  institu tio ns lik e th e ƒco le Natio nale
dÕAdmin istr atio n (ENA, a springboard for bureaucrats and politicia ns) is still
f iercely  merito cratic.  For th e 2009 in ta ke, 1,352 applica nts to ok th e exam for
ju st 80 places.  Government jo bs are in  huge demand. In  2007 roughly
178,000 aspirants to ok th e exam for th e highest of th e th ree grades of civ il
servant,  comprisin g ju st 24,000 jo bs.  Some 44% of th e successful recruits
we re actu ally  overqualif ied.

ÒAs th e French see it,  jo in ing th e civ il service is not generally  considered a
tr ack lik e any oth er, but a decisio n to  devote  oneÕs lif e to  th e public in te rest,Ó
purrs an officia l report.  Some 70% of French respondents to ld  Ip sos,  a
pollste r, th at th e civ il service had a good im age, and th ey wo uld  lik e th eir
child ren to  jo in .

Still,  th ere are signs,  at least,  of change in  th e process wh ereby alumni of th e
ENA move seam lessly  in to  th e senior ranks of adm in istr atio n. For one th ing,
Žnarques (a s graduate s of th e school are calle d) are moving on from  th e civ il
service in to  to p private -se cto r jo bs,  in  banking and insurance; and (u nlik e two
of his four predecessors) President Nico las Sarkozy did  not atte nd th e school.
Nor did  most of his cabinet.  In  futu re, Žnarques will no longer be assig ned to
sta te  jo bs on th e basis of th eir  grades; th ey will apply  in  a more-o r-le ss open procedure.

Even in  mandarin -m inded France, th e problem of an ageing civ il service is felt.  In  2005 th e average age of a civ il
servant was 42, th ree years more th an th e private -se cto r mean. Under a plan supposed to  ta ke effect by 2012, Mr
Sarkozy wants to  cut th e to ta l number of civ il servants wh ile  hik ing pay and incentiv es for th ose wh o sta y.

There is also  stif f competitio n for positio ns in  th e European Union bureaucracy, wh ose cultu re is heavily  French.
The hurdles are wo rth  negotia tin g for anyone wh o lik es th e stim ulatio n of a multilin gual,  multicu ltu ral
envir onment,  says AurŽlie n Julia rd, a successful applica nt for a recent batch  of 200 posts.  Some 19,000 hopefuls
sat an exam, and we re wh ittle d down  to  600; th ey th en faced a second exam and an essay, on th e basis of wh ich
300 we re summoned for an oral in te rrogatio n. The bureaucrats of Brussels do not enjo y th e same public  este em
as th e sleek adm in istr ato rs of Paris,  but th ey are we ll rewarded in  oth er ways.

In  places lik e Canada, wh ere th e need to  hir e and deploy government personnel in  a more ratio nal way is
recognised in  pr incip le, at least,  sensib le changes have had unexpecte d results.  Hir ing for CanadaÕs public secto r
has been decentr alise d, allo win g th ose wh o are closest to  th e jo b to  make th e selectio n. And mobilit y with in  th e
civ il service has increased, creatin g th e sort of envir onment th at young recruits want.  But a report by th e Public
Service Commissio n of Canada, wh ich  oversees th e hir ing and we lfare of 210,000 federal civ il servants , has note d
some drawb acks.  Alm ost one-th ir d of respondents to  a survey said  th ey had had th ree or more supervisors in  th e
past th ree years; half  to ld  anoth er survey th at rapid  sta ff tu rnover had caused problems.

Morale in  any civ il service, and its attr activ eness to  recruits,  are also  affecte d by facto rs unrelated to  promotio n
ladders or pay-sca les.  The politica l mood, for example. In  th e view of Ms Bilm es,  th e malaise of AmericaÕs
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bureaucracy reflects an overzealous response to  Ronald  ReaganÕs dictu m : th e nine most te rr if ying wo rds in  th e
English  language are, ÒIÕm from  th e government and IÕm here to  help.Ó

In  th e Obama era, th ings may be dif ferentÑn ot ju st in  th e Unite d Sta te s,  but in  democracies th at emulate
America . As 21-year-o ld  Mr Ochshorn puts it,  ÒOur electe d politicia ns long create d an im pressio n of government
as sta le and r ife with  bureaucracyÉb ut my peers are proud of having electe d Obama, and th at has im proved th e
im age of government.Ó If  hopes lik e th at prove overblown , clever youngste rs will not be slow to  notic e.

*  ÒThe People Factor:  St rengthening Am erica  by In vest ing in  Public Service .Ó Brookin gs In st it ut ion Press.
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