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The merit system and integrity
In the public service

Abstract

Controversies in early 2007 surrounding the persmia of the World Bank’s President, Paul
Wolfowitz, and the OECD’s Secretary-General, An@elria, in making senior appointments in
their agencies show that citizens increasingly ekpeblic agencies to be seen to make their
appointments on merit at every level. The defoimitof merit as ‘the best person for any given
job’ is bland, but applying it consistently contied the existing practice of many, perhaps most
public bodies, because it means that posts ateamkld will be open to competition, and
appointment decisions will be transparent and ehgkable. Departures from the merit

principle should therefore be exceptional and d¢jospecified

To advance merit, governments should establishnatitutional framework whose elements
might include elements like an independent cerdtaffing agency and a staffing Code of
Practice. But that framework is merely the preocur® merit. Professional upgrading of
appointment methods, introducing assessment ceaindsimproving the conduct of panel
interviews etc., are also necessary for the qualfitstaff appointments to improve. In this way,
public agencies will not only have appointmentd thr@ fair (including towards disadvantaged
groups such as ethnic minorities) and less subpembrruption and patronage, but also skilful. It
is reasonable to expect that as the quality of sighointments improves, the quality of public

services that those staff provide will improve.too



1. Introduction: Two recent controversies

Public appointments are often a Cinderella funcbwarseen by superannuated officials put out
to grass, and roughly since the fall of the Behlfall many governments have been more
preoccupied with shedding staff than with takingnthon. But the recent controversies
surrounding the current President of the World Bamd the Secretary-General of the
organization sponsoring this conference, the OE@Boée kind invitation lam honoured to
accept), show what can happen when public orgaoisitappointment systents decisionsare
publicly challenged. As some of us know, the mlescy of the World Bank has effectively
been in the gift of the American President eveceaithe Bank’s foundation in 1944, allowing
Paul Wolfowitz to move straight from the US Defer@epartment to the Bank, just like Robert
McNamara almost four decades before him at thehheigthe Vietham war. The manner of Mr
Wolfowitz's appointment, which | suspect that feeaders of this paper would defend, has
arguably weakened his ability to fight the allegasi surrounding his girlfriend’s move from the
World Bank to the US State Department.

The case of the OECD’s Secretary-General is veiferdnt, but also similar in one way. Mr
Gurria was appointed from a list of six candiddt#®wing a nomination procedure which the
French Foreign Ministry went out of its way to delse as ‘open and transparent’, and in a
recent controversy he had the wholehearted sugbae OECD’s staff association (unlike Mr
Wolfowitz). Yet that controversy, on which it innecessary for us to take a view (the
allegations, which Mr Gurria has vigorously and lplyp rebutted, include concern over his role
in certain very senior appointments which he isabl make on his own) again highlights the

way in which public appointments are made.
In this context, one of Mr Gurria’s remarks durthg controversy is interesting:
‘Clearly, the OECD'’s internal management practioesst be exemplary. That is why |

have initiated changes in management and hiringeghares to ensure that the OECD

Secretariat follows best practices at all levels.’



Note the word ‘exemplary’. nl an era of media scrutinthe public expects that public
appointments will be based on merit, and seen teoblgased. What we discuss in this paper is

becoming ever more important.
2. What is merit?

Yet it is not as easy to define ‘merit’ as we may thils a starting point we can define it as ‘the
appointment of the best person for any given jdiiiat is bland, but the practical implications can
be controversial. For example, many of our govemmis wish to advance the position of women and
disadvantaged ethnic minorities. Now | supporiraidtive action, as you would expect a member of
Northern Ireland’s disadvantaged Catholic minotilydo (we benefit from special, albeit limited
legal provisions). But only up to a point. | lesie that affirmative action should stop short eirg

a job at the point of selection to one candidate wghless able than another, even if the more able
candidate is a member of an advantaged group fentess able is a Northern Ireland Catholic!).
Why? Because when we prefer the less able caedidag are preferring to offer our citizens a
poorer quality of service: that is what ‘less abfegans (or ought to mean). And, to my mind attleas
- | wonder if you agree? - theecessityof providing the best service that we possibly oaarrides
the desirability of improving the position of disadvantaged groug3his is not always a popular
position to take, as | found when | acted as anisadvio the Presidential Commission on the
Transformation of the Public Service in South Adrin 1997.)

In fact taking our bland definition to its logicanclusion has four implications which run courer

the practice of many public agencies:

TABLE 1 IMPLICATIONS OF A ‘BEST PERSON’ DEFINITION

IMPLICATION CURRENT PRACTICE ‘

1. applies to jobs at every level a focus on the point of entry

2. the appointee is the best candidate | the appointee is merely able to do the

job

3. posts are open to all eligible posts are restricted to certain candidates

candidates




4. the appointment process is systema the appointment process may be

transparent and challengeable arbitrary, secretive and unchallengeable

Let us flesh that out:

1. Jobs at every leveinerit principles apply as much to promotion asttal recruitment

2. The best candidatelemonstrably the most able among a humber ofidates$, any of whom
could do the job adequately

3. Open to all no internal-only appointments or restricted disist

4. Systematic, transparent and challengeablee welcome challenges to our decisions,
including from the unsuccessful candidates, viewtlmgm as valuable feedback which will

help us make better decisions in future

Thus in a pure merit system all public appointmefrtsm top to bottom, are made following a
competition based on merit rules that are publicigerstood and can be challenged if a breach

is suspected.

3. Exceptions to merit

But do those four things happen anywhere outside theetsity ‘ivory tower'? Yes, they do — and
not just in rich countries. In Namibia, a middiedme country in southern Africa, even the post of
Head of a government ministry is publicly advedisprecisely because of the hateful memory of the
way that senior appointments were restricted totevigeople before independence in 1990.
Moreover, Namibia’s public appointments are emilyechallengeable: rejected applicants were
successful in 75% of appeals against recruitmenisaa&s which were considered by Namibia’'s
Public Service Commission in 2003/4.

Still, probably no administration operates a pure merit systerdedsmed here. Busince by
definition it is the ‘best person’ who will providdie best quality of service to the public

exceptiongo the merit rule requira case by case justification. Here are five fbssxceptions.

1. Elected officials.Firstly and obviously, some officials are electedt appointed.



2. Political and ‘direct’ appointments.Those elected officials may hand-pick some politica
advisers. There may be relatively many of theseirtathe US, where a Bush appointee
presided over the relief fiasco that followed Heane Katrina in New Orleans) or relatively
few (as in the UK), but in most cases should beawdy confined to senior staff who are
working directly to politicians (thus posing a dealge to administrations where there are
many political cadre posts). Top officials who Hauick their staff may get their fingers
burnt, as Messrs Wolfowitz and Gurria have botmébu

3. Affirmative action. Several administrations, including Cyprus, Maiayand the US, have
used ‘quotas’ and the like in public appointmemtspeed up the advance of members of a
disadvantaged group, such as women or certain cettpr@ups (the Turkish minority in
Cyprus, the indigenous majority in Malaysia). Avsely specified quota system can have
democratic legitimacynd may advance social harmpibwt alternatives which preserve merit
are possible.

4. Internal appointments and transfers; local manageiscretion. Most administrations have
restricted certain promotion posts to existingfstaiorder to minimize transaction costs and
to provide career development opportunities (tharidarin system’). In the same way, local
managers may have discretion to make some appoitgme

5. Other appointments: succession plans, secondmgmtgorary ‘acting up’, reallocation of
duties, sub-contracting to employment agencies efthese are other ways in which

administrations customarily fill some individuabg

It is probably reasonable that merit should be wdden in some such cases: it would be
perverse, for instance, to abolish in the namehéss a transfer system which was introduced
to minimize corruption. But, with the obvious egtien of elected officials, there should still be
a commensurate procedure which preserves meriaraasf possible. This should preferably
represent a minimal adaptation of the normal procedo that the problem of double standards
does not arise. It cannot be right, for instartkat in astaff survey 89% of Trinidad’s public
servantssaid theydid not know how they had been assessed in traistaff appraisal (the basis
for promotion decisions), and that 31% of them dad even know when it had been written.
The fact remains that exceptions such as the asiesl labove contradict merit, and require a

strong justification.



4, Obstacles to merit

Exceptions to merit which we can justify in the raof some higher good are one thibgt blatant
abuses are something else. One such abuse isifihaarruption. It can take elaborate forms,
as in the semi-public sale of transfer posts in lokan irrigation agency.| expect that most
readers are already familiar with the debates sadimg corruption, so | confine myself here to
the distinctive twist which public appointments gito it, before moving on to two other staffing

issues.

Political patronage (clientelism) and nepotisririnancial corruption, while common, is usually
covert because it is widely disapproved of. Butmany countries the ‘patron’ can present
himself or herself as a social altruist, dischaggan noble obligation to political supporters,
family members and others. Thus nepotism is ‘niypmabligatory’ in Nepal; or, as Chicago’s
former mayor, Richard Daley, once put it ‘It's dhfar’'s duty to help his sond!’ This makes it
harder to eradicate, though enforcing anti-patrenages and a better definition of merit (see
below) will help. Of course appointments on theibaf either kinship or money will have

equally negative consequences for state performance

Discrimination. | give only qualified support to affirmative amti, but | wholly deplore
discrimination based on gender, race or othereivait personal factors. To me it is a damaging
irony, for example, that governments that have gemssues at the heart of their policies may
discriminate against women, consciously or uncansty, when they appoint their own staff.

Appointment practices should be ‘audited’ to remmatitutional discrimination.

Definitions of merit. A faulty definition of merit may facilitate corruph. Firstly, if merit is
defined to mean merely ‘able to do the job’, anef¢hare many candidates thus able, selectors
can exploit the resulting ambiguity to appoint thébarely able) relative or supporter in
preference to another (outstandingly able) candiddt will be harder for a patron to insert a
client into a job where knowledge and skill reqments are precisely specified than into one
where they are left vague. This is a subtle byortant point.



5. Making merit real: Institutional arrangements for selection

Gross violations of merit, where money changes fandappointments are based on political
allegiance, can have deep social roots which aré twapull up. But ‘merit’ has an important
part to play. In a country where merit is ingrain@ civil servants’ attitudes and informal
professional peer pressure is sufficient to contr@hgain, such countries do exist), the role of
institutional arrangements can be downplayed. Thuake UK merit is so well established that
the government has felt free to privatize the @ntecruitment function, and all operational

functions have been devolved to line departments.

But where merit has only a precarious toehold, atraé agency such as the Service
Commissions of the Commonwealth and its associedeahtries may be appropriate, as in the

following example.

BOX 1 PUBLIC APPOINTMENTS IN SRI LANKA: CORRECTIN G THE
INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

In a country where political patronage is ramp#rg,government has acted decisively to combat
it by passing the Seventeenth Amendment to the t@atnsn in 2001 to release the Public
Service Commission (PSC) and the other Service desioms from political control. Up o
2001, the PSC was a political football, with eveggvernment using it to give jots to [its
supporters. That has changed. The Leader of {hgo€ition now has a real say in the
appointment of the PSC’s commissioners, who sentbree-year renewable term which| is
separate from the electoral cycle. The PSC’s @tstirman was a retired ambassador, forthright

and politically unaligned.

The PSC remains subject to political pressure,itsubew structure puts it in a much stronger

position to resist it.

Source:McCourt (2006).

Other institutional arrangements should also besidemed, such as:



* legal provisions (hence, for instance, Poland’s@eerance with the drafting of a civil service
law through several changes of government)

» separation of the political and administrative spke

» setting up an ‘elite’ senior service (as in Argeaji

» drawing up an internal code of conduct

They will not abolish patronage overnight; indebéyt are constantly threatened by the very
pressures that they seek to contain. But the eesl®f countries like Sri Lanka is that their
persistence at least establishes a zone whicheasdyl as a base for extending the influence of

merit.

6. How to identify merit

A sound institutional framework provides a levehyhg field for candidates. But as someone
who lives in Manchester, | am well aware that faditbfans don't go to Old Trafford
(Manchester United’s ground) to see the playinddfidout the game that is played on it.
Institutional arrangements to ensure fairness alg the starting point. We must go on to
improve thequality of the selection process in order to improve thaliguof the staff we
appoint (and therefore of the service they willyide). International agencies like the World
Bank sometimes recommend a system of universitg-stpmpetitive examination (as in
Pakistan and Korea), or systematic scrutiny of atiacal qualifications (as in Singapore).
Certainly such methods are fair and command putditfidence. But they do not recognize
merit, because the link between what is testedtla@adequirements of work is weak (one meta-
analysis, for example, found a correlation of orlyl0 between qualifications and job
performance — which in plain words means that duoations explained only 1% of the

difference in performance between people doingé#mee job).
On the other hand, sophisticated commercial seletéists where that link is strong, widely used

in rich, especially English-speaking countries moeavailable for sale elsewhere, and recreating

them would require a critical mass of organizatiggeychologists which very few governments
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possess. Moreover, such methods would not bdig@astior the bulk of public appointments,
including manual appointments. Fortunately, howgewvether methods, both valid and
practicable, are available. In the light of reshaand organizational practice, a good

appointment procedure will have these elements:

1. ajob analysideading to a written statement of the duties efjtb (the job description)
and the knowledge and skills which the jobholddl mged (the person specification)

2. an advertisement disseminated to eligible groupsluding a summary of the job

analysis

a standard application form

a scoring schembased on the person specification

a shortlisting proceduréo reduce applications, if necessary, to a manadgeaimber

o g o~ W

a final selection procedurdased, again, on the person specification, antenatdy
including a selection method or methods in additmthe panel interview

7. an appointment decisidmsed on the scoring scheme

8. notification of resultgo both successful and unsuccessful candidates

9. ‘post-interview counsellingdffered tounsuccessful shortlisted candidates

10.inductionon what the panel found out through selection ablmisuccessful candidate

An ‘assessment centre’ procedure, comprising a rurabselection methods which include an
interview and written or oral activities as appiep, remains the gold standard of public
selection. Invented in Germany, it is used in salveountries which have borrowed from the
UK civil service model. But recent research sholnat the validity of the unfashionable panel
interview can match that of the assessment ceptowjded that it is structured, based on job
analysis, conducted by trained interviewers, anidhiniates in an appointment which reflects
panel members’ independent scores. However, @®ihepst a second method at the final stage

gives another useful point of view on the candidate
Finally, copies of relevant documentation shoulddtained for a short time, so that reasons for

appointment and rejection are to hand if decisemeschallenged. Documentation is also useful

for giving feedback to unsuccessful internal caatéd for development purposes (‘post-
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interview counselling’). All of this can be reinfed by a widely disseminated written ‘code of

practice’, and by training for selectors.

7. What should governments (and individuals) do?

Merit practices are by no means universal in ricbhntry governments and private companies.
Race discrimination, for instance, remains widesgrim the UK. Moreover, appointments are
not made in an organizational vacuum, and are taffieby the general climate and practices
which surround them. That said, strengthening egpments on merit is one simple and
powerful way in which governments can improve thealdy of their services. Governments can

move forward by if they take these steps:

» declare publicly that they are committed to malstaffing decisions on merit
» specify the exceptions to the merit rule and tlzsoas for them

* understand the forces which oppose merit (patroesgg

 audit existing practices to remove institutionaadimination

 establish appropriate institutional arrangements

» establish good practice selection procedures

Of course only governments can affect institutiom@angements. But every individual public

servant can do something too. | invite readers @it public servants themselves, and who
agree with me that by improving the quality of staffing decisions we can improve the quality
of the service that our citizens receive, to thirfijust one action they can take to improve the
quality of their agencies’ staffing decisions. BvEthat is no more than making sure that their
next interview is built around selection criteriadaa person specification, that will be a modest

but significant contribution to the quality of pidtervice overall.
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