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Chapter 1 Introduction





    In 1972 Prime Minister Gough Whitlam appointed a young academic, Dr Peter Wilenski, to head his private office as Principal Private Secretary (PPS). The appointment redefined the traditional position of the PPS at the centre of Australian government, creating in all but name the Prime Minister’s Chief of Staff (from now on CoS).1 Successive prime ministers have continued the practice of appointing a trusted, usually senior, figure to lead their personal staff. Over time the position has come to be recognised as intrinsic to prime ministerial effectiveness and, as demands on Australian leaders have increased, a crucial part of their advice and support arrangements.




    John Howard’s extraordinary success as prime minister for more than a decade often obscures his government’s first eighteen months in office, which was dogged by mistakes and political controversy, mostly of its own making (see Tiernan 2007a, chapter 7). Howard’s transition was a marked contrast to the experience of his predecessor, Bob Hawke. Hawke’s first year in office was a triumph in the scope of his policy achievements, the discipline upheld across his ministry, and his engagement of the public service in the government’s reform agenda. In sharp contrast, and despite implementing significant changes to advisory and support arrangements that sought to assert control over policy and administration, the Howard Government struggled. It was confounded by ministerial inexperience, ministerial and ministerial staff indiscipline, and a failure to establish effective relationships with the public service and the media. The new government struggled to gain political traction (see Tiernan 2006, 2007a). A series of scandals brought the loss of seven ministers and two prime ministerial staffers, including Howard’s confidante and CoS, Grahame Morris. With his support faltering and facing open speculation about his competence and fitness for the leadership, Howard took decisive action to bolster his government’s political skills and personal staff support. He began with a major restructure of his Prime Minister’s Office (from now on PMO). The experience was formative, both for Howard as prime minister and for his senior staff. According to his CoS, Arthur Sinodinos, they learned that ‘you’ve got to keep dominating the agenda and moving the agenda’.




    More than halfway through his first term, Howard seized political and organisational control of his government and laid the foundations for his success and three subsequent election victories. In his fourth term, having seen off three Opposition leaders, Howard appeared unassailable. Commentators and scholars alike described him as a predominant prime minister in almost total command of his government and his party (Kelly 2006; Tiernan 2007a, 2007b).




    Howard’s pursuit of an organisational response to the problems of his first term is a testament both to his organisational skills and to his ability to learn from experience (Tiernan 2006, 315). These abilities became more obvious in his second term, although they were nascent in his first. Indeed, Howard had thought a good deal about the government that he would run; how he would manage the business of Cabinet and balance short-term demands with long-term priorities. After all, he had been Treasurer in the Fraser Government, had drawn lessons from his loss of the Opposition leadership in 1989, and had contributed to the Liberal Party’s soul-searching after its devastating loss of the ‘unloseable’ 1993 election (see Tiernan 2007a, chapter 5).




    Although Howard brought with him strong ideas and theories about governing, he could not give them effect during that early period in office. It is accepted that, with the help and support of his CoS, Arthur Sinodinos, Howard developed the support arrangements he needed and which worked for him. Sinodinos played a key part. His tenure as CoS coincided with the height of Howard’s political success. After Sinodinos left the PMO in December 2006, the Prime Minister seemed less sure-footed, prompting many to question the extent to which the loss of his CoS had undermined Howard’s leadership and performance.




    More than a decade on, around the same stage of his first term, Kevin Rudd was ousted as prime minister in a spectacular party-room coup. He had swept to power in November 2007 on a wave of optimism and goodwill. With consistently high public approval ratings, having achieved a relatively orderly transition and moved quickly to implement his election commitments, Rudd might have expected to lead a long-term government, in the Australian tradition. Rudd committed his government to high standards of integrity and accountability from ministers and their staff. He promised to develop cooperative relationships with the public service. Labor ministers contrasted their discipline and competence with the ‘shambolic’ performance of the Howard ministry at the same stage (Tiernan & Weller 2010: 63). Yet in June 2010, having alienated his colleagues, the public service and stakeholders in business and elsewhere, and with his public support plummeting after a series of policy reversals, Rudd was dumped. His troubles were widely attributed to his private office’s performance, although critics also blamed Rudd’s personality and style. However, unlike Howard, Rudd was not allowed the chance to show that he could learn and change and grow into the job.




    Rudd’s performance was compared unfavourably with the governing style of Prime Minister Bob Hawke, whose private office was renowned for its professionalism and effectiveness over the eight and a half years of his tenure. Incoming Prime Minister Julia Gillard pledged to return to the ‘Hawke model’ of governance. She emphasised due process and consultation with Cabinet colleagues. She called also for more effective engagement with the public service, especially the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C), which, it was revealed, had been frozen out by Rudd for months. The besieged Prime Minister had retreated into an ever-smaller coterie of trusted advisers in the PMO with whom he felt comfortable.




    As deputy prime minister, Julia Gillard had enjoyed a reputation for calm efficiency, for having discipline and focus that enabled her to get through the mountain of paperwork associated with her large portfolio of Employment, Education and Workplace Relations. As acting prime minister, her work habits were the opposite of Kevin Rudd’s. It emerged that the public service and ministers’ offices would hold on to briefs and submissions until they knew Gillard would be acting prime minister. Then they knew they would get a decision or direction more quickly than from Rudd or his office. When she assumed the leadership in June 2010, expectations were high.




    Yet despite her commitment to restore discipline and process, almost from the time of her unexpected elevation to the prime ministership and her emergence from the August 2010 federal election as leader of a precarious minority government, Gillard struggled. There were several problems. She was constrained by the compromises inherent in the deals she had struck to regain the Treasury benches. Her legitimacy as prime minister was undermined by her reluctance to explain why Rudd had been removed by his colleagues. She needed time to get the machinery of government working again after the chaos and dysfunction of Rudd’s prime ministership. But, by early 2011, the malaise that engulfed Gillard was blamed by the media on the competence and performance of her private office, led by then Chief of Staff Amanda Lampe. Criticisms of staff are often a proxy attack on the prime minister; they reveal internal dissent and, in this case, weakness.




    Despite significant policy and legislative achievements, Gillard’s leadership came under open threat from her predecessor. Caucus became increasingly skittish because of consistently poor opinion polls and her talent for scoring ‘own goals’ when opportunities to gain political traction seemed within her government’s grasp. She saw off two challenges from Rudd in the party room in February 2012 and again in March 2013, when Rudd declined to challenge despite the urging of supporters.2 Commentators and Rudd supporters openly questioned Gillard’s political, policy and management skills. With Labor facing electoral oblivion at the 2013 federal election, much criticism focused on the quality of support Gillard received from her increasingly defensive inner circle.




    There is a tendency to contrast Kevin Rudd’s and, more recently, Julia Gillard’s leadership and organisational skills unfavourably with those of previous prime ministers. This disparity is attributed in part to the quality and calibre of their private offices and, by implication, their CoS. So the lessons and insights of an earlier generation of prime ministers’ CoS are especially salient. Three recent prime ministers have encountered a similar dilemma at comparable phases of their tenure. This recurring dilemma means that, as well as bringing political skills to the job, they must also have organisational skills to manage their advisory and support arrangements. They need to take control of the machinery of government and use it to achieve their political and policy goals. We argue that such organisational skills are a crucial but currently underemphasised resource that underpins the prime minister’s effectiveness. Importantly, it is a resource that leaders cannot exercise alone. As the core executive has grown and become increasingly specialised, it depends in critical ways on the staff in their private offices, most significantly on their CoS.




    Those who have held the position of CoS to the Prime Minister of Australia argue that it has changed significantly in a comparatively short period, thereby attracting greater scrutiny and focus. CoS to Prime Minister Paul Keating Dr Don Russell reported:




    

      I have now been away from the Commonwealth Government for six years, which has allowed me to survey all this, hopefully, with some perspective. My overriding impression is that our system of government is evolving and that the power of the Prime Minister and the Prime Minister’s Office continues to rise. At the same time, we have seen a trend of decline in the power and influence of the public service’ (Russell 2002: 2).


    




    The present-day CoS job dates from the Keating Government and marks the formal emergence of a large and specialised ‘core executive’ in Australia. In and out of government, the CoS is understood as a significant and influential player. Once sequestered in the back room of Australian politics and visible only to insiders, more recently their job has attracted significant attention. Because it was seen as a key factor in Kevin Rudd’s removal as prime minister in June 2010, the structure, organisation and management of the PMO, and the quality, skills and experience of individual incumbents, have become matters of public debate. Public and journalistic interest only intensified after Julia Gillard became prime minister. Her difficulties as prime minister were ascribed by commentators to the quality and calibre of her personal staff as well as to her standing as leader of a minority government.3 Individuals in successive PMOs (whether designated PPS or latterly CoS) have long been recognised as key players. But their work has come under greater scrutiny as the link between prime ministerial effectiveness and the performance of their private offices has become more widely understood.




    The job of CoS to the Australian Prime Minister has an almost forty-year history, yet little is known about the nature of the job. How have its occupants adjusted to the personalities, preferences and working styles of the prime ministers they have supported? How have they navigated the complexities and pressures of life at the centre of government? How have they dealt with the challenges confronted at different stages of their service? Despite its undoubted significance, until relatively recently, the position of Prime Minister’s CoS was in the shadows of Australian politics. Its occupants are conscious that it exists to serve and support the prime minister and his or her government rather than as an independent entity. Although insights and advice have been passed from previous incumbents to the next, no systematic effort has been made to understand and document the evolution of the CoS position. There is no documentary record of the lessons for effective practice that might help future occupants of the office and the leaders they will serve.




    This book addresses this critical gap in our understanding of the contemporary practice of Australian political leadership. We address both the general reader with an interest in political affairs as well as students, scholars and practitioners. It reports the findings of a project designed to develop an empirically based understanding of the work of prime ministerial CoS as seen by those who held the position.




    Research method




    In late 2009 eleven former prime ministerial CoS spanning governments from Fraser to Rudd came together to take part in two closed, round-table workshop discussions. Each session aimed to elicit participants’ views on the following topics:




    

      	the development and evolution of the job of CoS




      	how different individuals approached the task of working with the prime minister




      	the key duties and responsibilities that they performed




      	the challenges confronting the CoS at different stages of the governing cycle




      	lessons that might be passed on to their successors.


    




    Between 1972 and June 2013, twenty-four individuals held the CoS position (see appendix 1). Seven attended the first workshop in Canberra on 1 September 2009. These were Dale Budd and David Kemp (Fraser), Graham Evans (Hawke), Don Russell and Geoff Walsh (Keating), Grahame Morris and Arthur Sinodinos (Howard). A second workshop, held in Sydney on 11 December 2009, was attended by four former CoS: Sandy Hollway (Hawke), Allan Hawke (Keating), Nicole Feely (Howard) and David Epstein (Rudd). Both workshops were facilitated by Associate Professor Anne Tiernan and Professor Patrick Weller, AO, from the Centre for Governance and Public Policy at Griffith University. The participants agreed that we could record, transcribe and quote proceedings.




    The participants in the two workshop sessions represented 52 per cent of all prime ministerial CoS up to 2008. Peter Wilenski died in 1994. James Spigelman was Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of New South Wales and unavailable. Two were overseas, and another could not be found. Five did not respond. We did not consider it appropriate to ask the serving CoS to attend.




    Since the workshop sessions that formed the basis for our research were conducted in late 2009, three individuals have served as the Prime Minister’s CoS, all for relatively brief periods. Alister Jordan replaced David Epstein as CoS to Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in November 2008. He served in this job until Rudd was replaced by Prime Minister Julia Gillard in June 2010. Her first CoS, Amanda Lampe, held the position from June 2010 to January 2011. She was replaced by the most recent incumbent, Ben Hubbard (2011–13), who had worked as CoS to Gillard in Opposition and during her first twelve months as deputy prime minister. Such rapid turnover is unusual, but so have been the circumstances of Australian politics during the period in question.




    To develop a comprehensive an account of the contemporary CoS, Rod Rhodes and Anne Tiernan conducted a further round of interviews with key respondents and with others directly associated with the Rudd and Gillard offices. We supplemented these interviews with documentary and other primary sources. There was also a surprising volume of media coverage, which confirms the increased visibility of the CoS. Our account concludes with Gillard’s defeat by Kevin Rudd in the leadership challenge of June 2013.




    Clearly there are many ways of investigating how CoS do their job and how and why it changes. In our previous research, our preferred methods have been elite interviews (i.e. interviews with the political actors) and observation—core tools in ethnographic fieldwork. Ethnography comes in many guises and is not confined to long periods of fieldwork in a particular setting. More often than not it involves multi-sited, yo-yo research (i.e. research in which a researcher moves in and out of the field; see Wulff 2002) and studying up; that is, studying elites. Observation is not the only or even the dominant method. It is combined with in-depth interviews and focus groups as well as such widely used social science techniques as historical archives, textual analysis of official documents, biographies, oral histories, recorded interviews and informal conversations. Our study uses in-depth interviewing, official documents, biographies, memoirs and diaries, informal conversations and, most notably, focus groups. Although focus groups are associated with survey work and marketing, they are also used in ethnography. As Agar and MacDonald (1995: 85) conclude, focus groups can take the ethnographic researcher into new territory, especially when the conversation is located in broader folk theories, such as the governmental traditions in which the participants work.




    Focus groups have some singular advantages. They provide a detailed understanding of the participants’ beliefs and experiences, and embrace a diversity of views. As Morgan (1997:2) observes, the ‘hallmark’ of focus groups is ‘the explicit use of group interaction to produce data and insights’. So, our workshops were focus groups in all but name. The method produces context-specific qualitative data on complex issues and, in this case, on our respondents views about what makes an effective CoS. The workshop environment also encouraged open discussion of sensitive issues.




    Of course, there are disadvantages with every method. The qualitative data is hard to analyse. Analysis hinges on the research question and the organising concepts of the researcher, so there is always the possibility of bias. We read the transcripts separately with an agreed code book (see appendix 3). We compared our results, but we were singing from the same hymn sheet and disagreed more over the severity with which we edited the transcripts for brevity than over the substance.4




    As we explained to all the participants, we were using an approach developed in the United States, where there is a long tradition of research into the workings of presidential staff (see Kernell & Popkin 1986, Sullivan 2004). We developed a background paper that provided participants with an overview of the US research and outlined our aims for this Australian project. We include a shortened version, covering the topics used to guide and structure the conversation, as appendix 2. We asked each participant to open discussion on a specific question that was assigned in advance. This procedure worked well, but these elite respondents are used to driving their own agendas, so the facilitator was crucial in focusing the discussion. At times, we were conscious that we were not in control of the group. We were concerned that the dynamic among a diverse group of former political enemies and factional rivals might inhibit discussion of sensitive issues. We need not have worried. After some early awkwardness, they settled into a free and frank exchange of views.




    The eleven CoS in our workshops represent more than a quarter century of experience serving Australian prime ministers from Fraser to Rudd. All worked closely with their prime ministers. No one is better placed to reflect on the advisory and support needs of prime ministers. CoS are uniquely placed to comment on prime ministerial effectiveness in carrying out the many duties that accrue to present-day political leaders. This book reflects the lived experiences of those who have held the CoS position. It draws on their observations and reflections in identifying lessons both for prospective CoS and for those they will serve. Its findings are practical and important because, as Allan Hawke, who served briefly as Paul Keating’s CoS, reflected: ‘Well, my biggest lesson was seeing how it operates from the inside as opposed to what people might have told you, or what you have read. There’s no substitute for seeing it first-hand, I think.’




    

      Facilitator: You were an experienced senior official when you went in [to the PMO]. What did you learn?




      Allan Hawke: Well, I learnt it doesn’t happen according to the way the textbooks and other things tell you … Mine might have been a different experience to a lot of other [CoS] because of both Paul [Keating] himself and the stage [the government] was at—it was extraordinarily chaotic. You have this impression that it’s all ordered and disciplined and it all happens in this way, all the right people are consulted et cetera. Often it’s not like that at all. Often it depends—and this is no surprise—it depends so much on personal relationships. When they’re in good stead and good standing, things happen in a different way as compared to when they’re fractured.


    




    The search for a better understanding is not specific to Australian CoS. Jonathan Powell, CoS to former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, explains his motivation to write his book The New Machiavelli was that:




    

      … in Number 10 I often felt the need of a modern handbook to power and how to wield it. There are many excellent guides to the principles of the British state … but they tell you how the system is supposed to operate rather than how it operates in practice. What I wanted was something that told me what previous practitioners had discovered by experience, and to learn lessons from their triumphs and failures. No such guide existed (Powell 2010: 3).


    




    Our CoS would agree.




    

      Sandy Hollway: That’s why it’s so important what you’re trying to do. So I think you pick up a newspaper or a magazine and the reportage might be, if you get lucky, well informed. I think a lot of it is junk, but I mean it might be well informed. But to anybody who’s been on the inside there’s just this sort of massive machine churning away in a more or less disorganised fashion out of which pop policies all over the place … it’s boring to most people … I think the visibility [of prime ministers and their offices] is very, very small … it’s because nobody on the inside writes about these things. The only way of writing about them is not the broad-brush memoir. It’d be the case study. That’s what we need to accumulate.


    




    The CoS’s own perspectives about their everyday work provide the foundation for this book. Parts of it draw extensively on their accounts of their own experience. The research focuses on the beliefs of those who have held the job of Prime Minister’s CoS, the practices they describe, and the stories that they tell about supporting and working with prime ministers under governments from Fraser to Rudd. Our shared goal was to build the institutional memory of the PMO. We proceeded from the shared premise that what they learned about political leadership and governing might help future CoS. Given the gap between what is written and their knowledge of life in prime ministers’ offices, this study provided an opportunity for CoS to record in their own words what it was like to ‘be there’. They could also draw lessons to pass on to future CoS and others serving in, or aspiring to, a similar position. Throughout we have striven to let their voice (and phrases) prevail, but inevitably it is our version of their stories about what they were doing.




    Apart from these important practical concerns, the book offers insights into the work of CoS that have some theoretical significance. We answer questions about the Australian core executive:




    

      	What are the support needs of prime ministers?




      	How have the advisory and other support arrangements in the Australian core executive evolved?




      	What is the link between organisation and prime ministerial effectiveness?


    




    Our analysis of developments under Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard shows that Labor’s difficulties were more complex than the personal or political foibles of the prime minister. We argue that a fundamental dilemma confronts present-day leaders: how do they use the available people and resources to remain effective throughout their tenure? Their success depends in critical ways on their organisational skills and resources as political leaders and on the effectiveness of the Chief of Staff who they, as prime minister, select.




    An outline of the book




    Chapter 1 outlines the aim of the study and the methods used to gather data from prime ministers’ CoS. It justifies our focus on this unique group for our understanding of the pressures and challenges of prime ministerial leadership.




    Chapter 2 discusses the concepts we use to organise the book. We draw mainly on the core executive studies and the US presidential studies literature to identify three ideas of particular relevance to understanding the work and significance of the prime minister’s CoS: the resource dependencies of court politics; the specialised support for prime ministerial leadership and the need to build the prime minister’s organisational skills and resources (or capacity); and institutional memory. We show that responsibility for supporting the prime minister, once the province of senior officials in PM&C, has now shifted to the PMO. This shift means that prime ministers have asserted their right to decide the membership of key core executive networks and CoS have to manage the prime minister’s key dependencies. We use these ideas to organise and analyse our empirical observations of prime ministers’ CoS, as well as the views of the CoS about their job and its challenges.




    Chapter 3 traces the evolution of the job of CoS to the Prime Minister of Australia from 1972 to 2008. Drawing on documentary and archival research, supplemented with interview data from individuals who have held the position under governments from Fraser to Rudd, we describe the evolution of the position. The chapter asks how the tasks of the CoS changed over its forty-year history. Our descriptive account shows there are six stages in the evolution of the CoS:




    

      	End of a tradition




      	In transition




      	Supporting the prime minister




      	In tandem




      	Centralised coordination




      	The triumph of the political (with prime ministerial selection of CoS as the political administrator at the head of the core network at the centre of government).


    




    Chapter 4 provides a portrait of the skills and experience of the group of individuals that held the CoS position between 1972 and 2008. Almost all have been men; only two women held the CoS position, both of whom had short, difficult tenures. Most came to the position in mid-career: the majority from backgrounds in the Commonwealth Public Service, notably Treasury and Foreign Affairs and Trade. More recently, public service backgrounds have given way to appointments from journalism and party politics. This chapter provides both a collective portrait of the group and pen portraits of key individuals.




    Chapters 5 and 6 are the heart of the book and describe in some detail the job as seen through the eyes of the CoS. In the United States, the job was described by Jack Watson, CoS to President Jimmy Carter, as ‘javelin catcher’. Geoff Walsh, CoS to Paul Keating, said the job in Australia encompassed the tasks of ‘pest controller’ and ‘shock absorber’—all are vivid metaphors. These chapters describe the many tasks of the CoS, as they support their prime ministers across the broad and arguably increasing range of their responsibilities. We cover:




    

      	Supporting and protecting the prime minister




      	Running the office




      	Crisis management




      	Controlling the agenda




      	Policy coordination




      	Political management.


    




    Consistent with our aim of helping to build institutional memory about the work of the CoS in Australian government, we sought to draw lessons for future incumbents. We asked CoS to reflect on what they had learned during their time in the job and on mistakes they had made, and to identify advice and wisdom that they would pass on to their successors. Chapter 7 reports their views. We identify eight lessons:




    

      	Know your boss




      	Run the office




      	Cope and survive (don’t lose the next election)




      	Focus on priorities




      	Control the agenda




      	Get the right people in the room




      	Keep them onside (‘duchess them’)




      	Preserve institutional memory.


    




    We consider the pressures on leaders and CoS in their efforts to cope and survive.




    After looking backwards to extract lessons, chapter 8 looks forward and road-tests the lessons against the experiences of Rudd and Gillard. We look at the backgrounds and performance of two of the most recent CoS to understand their difficulties in developing effective support arrangements. We explore the problems created for the CoS and PMO by an ‘extreme personality’, in the case of Rudd, and ‘extreme contingency’, in the case of Gillard. We note that one of the functions of the CoS is to take the blame, but that does not mean that problems of the prime minister’s performance are the CoS’s fault.




    Chapter 9 summarises our account of the evolution of the job of CoS; canvases plausible conjectures for the changes; and discusses the recurring issues of public servant vs. political staffer, institutional memory vs. responsiveness, and centralisation vs. dependence. Finally, we return to the question of resource dependence and organisational skills and resources, and prime ministerial effectiveness. We conclude that a CoS of stature and a well-run office are necessary but not sufficient conditions for prime ministerial effectiveness.


  




  

    
Chapter 2 Organising concepts





    We have two readers in mind for this book. We address the new CoS confronting the intensity and confusion of everyday life in the PMO and suggest some lessons. We also address our academic colleagues and seek to contribute to the study of political leadership by suggesting that the ideas of court politics and organisational capacity highlight previously neglected facets of prime ministerial leadership.1 Of course, our efforts to blend theory and practice will leave either academic colleague or practitioner or both dissatisfied. Whatever our fate, it behoves us to try, and we devote this chapter to three academic ideas: core executive and dependence, organisational resources, and institutional memory.




    Weller (2005: 37) argues that the academic literature provides ‘slim pickings for a reader who wants to know how the executive system of government works in Australia’. On the basis of a review of the post-war literature, including texts, journalism, biographies and memoirs, Rhodes and Wanna (2009a) characterise the Australian study of executive politics as lacking original fieldwork and ‘almost devoid of theory, even controversies’. They argue that it ‘places practice over theory, commentary over fieldwork, and teaching over research’ (Rhodes & Wanna 2009a: 129).




    This book responds specifically to Rhodes and Wanna’s (2009a: 130) challenge to Australian political scientists to present studies of the political executive that are based on original fieldwork and theoretically informed. Later chapters present the findings of our fieldwork. In this chapter, we outline our organising ideas. We draw mainly on three bodies of work: core executive studies, US presidential studies and the organisation studies strand of public administration. We identify three ideas of particular relevance to understanding the work of the prime minister’s CoS. These ideas are: the resource dependencies of court politics; organisational capacity or the need for prime ministers to build and use their organisational skills and resources; and institutional memory, or the need for organisations to remember and learn from past practice. These ideas act as spotlights helping us to organise and analyse our observations and the views of the CoS about their job and its challenges.




    Core executive studies




    The ‘core executive’ is a theoretical idea which recognises that the institutions of the executive are not limited to the prime minister and Cabinet but also include ministers in their departments. It includes ‘all those organisations and procedures which coordinate central government policies, and act as final arbiters between different parts of the government machine’. Thus the core executive comprises ‘the complex web of institutions, networks and practices surrounding the prime minister, Cabinet, Cabinet committees and their official counterparts, less formalised ministerial “clubs” or meetings, bilateral negotiations and interdepartmental committees. It also includes coordinating departments, chiefly the Cabinet Office, the Treasury, the Foreign Office, the law officers and the security and intelligence services’ (Rhodes 1995: 12).




    Dunleavy and Rhodes (1990) proposed the idea, and it was refined in Rhodes (1995), Elgie (1997), Smith (1999) and Marsh, Richards and Smith (2001) over the next decade. It represented a conscious effort to shift debate away from its focus on the relative power of the prime minister versus the Cabinet. Twenty years on, as Elgie (2011: 64) notes, the ‘core executive’ is well established in the political science literature. It is widely deployed in the study of British central government, in European countries and in Australia.




    Core executive studies challenged mainstream analyses of the British executive, which were ‘positional’; that is, they assumed that power lay with key positions (the prime minister, the Cabinet) and their incumbents. Instead, Dunleavy and Rhodes adopted a ‘functional’ approach, asking: ‘Who does what?’ and ‘Who has what resources?’ They argued that power, rather than accruing to a particular position, was fluid. It varied according to the relative power of other actors and prevailing circumstances—opinion polls, the economy or, to use the phrase attributed to Harold Macmillan, former British prime minister, ‘events, dear boy, events’. Power relations vary because all core executive actors have some resources, but no one consistently commands all necessary resources to achieve their goals: ‘So, they must exchange resources, for example, money, legislative authority or expertise. These exchanges take the form of games in which actors seek to realise their objectives and manoeuvre for advantage, deploying their resources to maximise their advantage, while minimising their dependence on other actors’ (Rhodes 1997: 203).




    Resource dependence thus characterises relationships in the core executive. Prime ministers need their Cabinet colleagues; negotiation and persuasion are as important as command.




    If, as Elgie (2011: 64) claims, the ideas of the core executive and resource dependence have become the ‘new orthodoxy’ in executive studies, there are still interesting variants, most notably prime ministerial predominance, and court politics.




    Prime ministerial predominance




    For Heffernan (2003: 348) the proposition that power is relational and based on dependency is ‘only partially accurate. Power is relational between actors but it is also locational. It is dependent on where actors are to be found within the core executive, and whether they are at the centre or the periphery of key core executive networks.’ He agrees that the core executive is segmented, but disputes that power is as fragmented and dispersed as Rhodes and others have suggested. An inherently unequal distribution of resources affords leaders unique advantages, creating the potential for prime ministerial predominance.




    Heffernan elaborates the personal and institutional power resources available to prime ministers and on which their potential to dominate depends. Personal power resources include: reputation, skill and ability; association with actual or anticipated political success; public popularity; and high standing in his or her party (Heffernan 2003: 351). It follows that the more resources prime ministers hold, or can amass, the greater their potential for predominance.




    Institutional power resources stem from the prime minister’s location at the centre of the most important core executive networks. For Heffernan (2003: 356–7) these include: political centrality and policy reach; legitimate authority and prestige; knowledge and expertise; the ability to alter the preferences of other actors and institutions; and agenda control. Other institutional power resources come with the job. They include: being the legal head of government; setting the policy agenda through leadership of the government; organising a de facto prime ministerial department, and setting the government’s political agenda through the news media using Downing Street as a ‘bully pulpit’.2




    Proponents of the prime ministerial predominance thesis assume that these developments have strengthened prime ministers at the expense of Cabinet and other players (Bennister 2007, Walter & Strangio 2007). The same trend has been identified for other polities (Peters, Rhodes & Wright 2000). Most studies highlight the resources available to political leaders and the importance of personality and political skill in their use. They do not address the prime minister’s ability to organise and manage the state apparatus (see below).




    Since power dependence characterises core executive relationships, it follows that attention should focus on the distribution of resources and shifting patterns of dependence between multiple actors. So, the unit of analysis in core executive studies cannot be the prime minister, nor can it be just the Cabinet. Power is more widely spread. Prime ministers remain key actors who, because of their access to institutional and personal resources and position at the centre of key networks, have the potential to exercise significant power (Heffernan 2003: 2005). The experiences of Tony Blair, John Howard and Kevin Rudd, who at key points in time were regarded as ‘predominant’ prime ministers, remind us that fluctuating and unpredictable forces shape, constrain and sometimes deliberately undermine leaders’ ability to get their own way. We must consider therefore the relations between leaders and their colleagues in Cabinet and the party room, and other ‘followers’ who depend on them, but on whom they also depend, including their CoS.




    Indeed, both Bennister (2007: 328) and Heffernan (2005: 607) agree that the core executive approach need not necessarily abandon the idea of a strong executive government; the two approaches are not mutually exclusive. Heffernan’s (2003: 350) many qualifications to the prime ministerial predominance argument are significant:




    

      Prime ministerial authority is both contingent and contextual, and prime ministerial predominance can be real, if temporal … He or she can predominate only by accruing and using a number of personal resources and making full use of the institutional resources that are available … Predominance grants the prime minister the ‘potential’ for leadership within government, but only when personal resources are married with institutional power resources, and when the prime minister is able to use both wisely and well. [Italics and inverted commas in original.]


    




    So, the prime minister’s personal resources are ‘never guaranteed. They come and go, are acquired and a squandered, are won and lost’ and ‘the temporality of his or her institutional and personal power resources must be emphasised’ (Heffernan 2003: 356 & 369). The following assessment (Heffernan 2005: 616–17) suggests that the difference between the proponents of resource dependence in the core executive and the argument for prime ministerial predominance is a matter of emphasis only:




    

      Prime ministers can be sure-footed or clumsy, be associated with policy success or failure, have a low or a high party standing, a solid or a weak parliamentary reputation, become electorally popular or unpopular. He or she can preside over a happy or unhappy parliamentary party and can face weak or powerful intra-party rivals. Prime ministers can be lucky or unlucky and face strong or weak inter-party opponents. Often, an underperforming economy, or some other such record of policy failure, can prove the instrument of the prime minister’s downfall.


    




    So, we read the later Heffernan (2005) and Bennister and Heffernan (2011) as an important set of qualifications to the prime ministerial predominance argument. It is significant that the first version was written during the heyday of the Blair ‘presidency’ whereas their cautions reflect his later decline. These caveats bridge the gap between their approach and proponents of the core executive approach. Proponents of the core executive approach never abandoned the idea of strong executive government. Rather, they opened the debate about how contingency and context act to constrain the power of the prime minister and identified the variety of core executive practices (see below). Few would have difficulty accepting that the prime minister is the ‘principal node of key core executive networks’ (Heffernan 2005: 613, and see Burch & Halliday 1996 for the original statement). By playing down prime ministerial predominance, Heffernan (2005: 616–17) opens the way for a convergence on the notion of court politics.




    Court politics




    Court politics have existed throughout the ages (see Campbell; Starkey 1987), but in its current reincarnation the idea marries the core executive to the analysis of prime ministerial predominance. It shifts analysis of central government away from functions and tasks to the beliefs and practices of interdependent actors.




    The approach proceeds from the insight that, to understand actions, beliefs and practices, we need to grasp the relevant meanings of the people involved. A practice is a set of actions that displays a pattern that can remain relatively stable across time. Practices consist of what a group of people do, and the unintended consequences of these actions. So, a government department is a set of embedded practices. Practices often help to identify beliefs. We interpret people’s actions by ascribing beliefs to them. Beliefs and practices are constitutive of one another. Practices could not exist if people did not have apt beliefs. Beliefs or meanings would not make sense without the practices to which they refer. It is possible to explain people’s beliefs (and the practices to which their actions give rise) only by locating them in a wider web of beliefs. Also, we need a concept such as tradition to explain why people come to believe what they do. People understand their experiences using theories they have inherited. This social heritage is the necessary background to the beliefs people adopt and the actions they perform. We define a tradition as a set of understandings received during socialisation. So, a governmental tradition is a set of inherited beliefs and practices about the institutions and history of government. Although tradition is unavoidable, it is only a starting point, not something that determines later actions. Traditions are an unavoidable presence in everything people do, but they are mainly a first influence on people (Bevir & Rhodes 2006, Rhodes 2011).




    This interpretive approach seeks to understand the webs of significance that people spin for themselves. It provides ‘thick descriptions’ in which the researcher constructs his or her construction of the subject’s constructions of what they are up to (adapted from Geertz 1993 [1973]: 9), through an analysis of their beliefs and everyday practices.




    The most obvious point stemming from an interpretive approach is its shift of topos from institution to individual; from institutions and positions to the court politics of the core executive. It focuses on the beliefs and practices of core executive actors such as the CoS, the traditions in which they are located, and the games people play in relations of mutual dependence to resolve dilemmas. This shift captures the intense rivalry between, for example, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown or Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard. It also rejects any notion of dominance by any one actor or set of actors.




    Elgie (1997) identifies the various forms of core executive practices in prime ministerial and semi-presidential systems:




    

      	monocratic government—personal leadership by prime minister or president




      	collective government—small, face-to-face groups decide with no single member controlling




      	ministerial government—the political heads of major departments decide policy




      	bureaucratic government—non-elected officials in government departments and agencies decide policy




      	shared government—two or three individuals have joint and equal responsibility for policy-making




      	segmented government—a sectoral division of labour among executive actors with little or no cross-sectoral coordination.


    




    The advantage of this approach is that it gets away from bald assertions about the fixed nature of executive politics. Although one pattern of executive politics may prevail at any one time, there can still be fluidity as one pattern is succeeded by another. Take for example the rapid decline in public support for Kevin Rudd that followed his decision to abandon his commitment to an emissions trading scheme in early 2010. This policy reversal created an opportunity for those angered by Rudd’s domineering leadership style to harness discontent among ministers and the Labor Caucus. Loyalties, including those of Rudd’s former supporters, shifted to his deputy, Julia Gillard. Overnight Rudd was ousted in a party room vote that, lacking support, he did not contest (see Stuart 2010). This focus on contingency also concentrates the mind on the question of which pattern of executive politics prevails. When, how and why did it change? Focusing on the power of the prime minister and Cabinet is limiting whereas our questions open the possibility of explaining likenesses and differences in the court politics of the core executive (Elgie 1997: 23, and citations).




    The court is a key part of the organisational glue holding the centre together. It coordinates the policy process by filtering and packaging proposals. It contains and manages conflicts between ministers. It acts as the keeper of the government’s narrative. It acts as the gatekeeper and broker for internal and external networks. The CoS is the essential right hand of the prime minister in the court.




    The toolkit of the historian is indispensable for the analysis of court politics. This new political history (Pederson 2002) analyses ‘high politics’ and ‘statesmanship’ and anticipates by decades the interest of political scientists in court politics. The main sources are fragmentary (for a useful conspectus and bibliography see Craig 2010). The founder of this so-called Peterhouse school of history is Maurice Cowling.3




    For Cowling, the high politics approach meant studying the intentions and actions of a political leadership network which consisted of ‘fifty or sixty politicians in conscious tension with one another whose accepted authority constituted political leadership’. High politics was ‘a matter of rhetoric and manoeuvre’ by statesmen (Cowling 1971: 3–4). He explores the tension between ‘situational necessity and the intentions of politicians’ using the letters, diaries and public speeches of this network of elite leaders. His people behave ‘situationally’, but Cowling never deploys such reified notions as institution or class. Such ‘structures’ are defined by the elite; they choose which ones they will pay attention to. Instead he asks: ‘What influences played upon, what intentions were maintained, what prevision was possible and what success was achieved by the leading actors on the political stage?’ (Cowling 1967: 322). He analyses the realpolitik of the governing elite with the emphasis on historical contingency:




    

      Between the closed world in which decisions were taken and the external pressures it reflected, the connections were so devious and diverse that no necessity can be predicated of the one in relation to the other. Between the inner political world and society at large on the one hand and between personal and policy objectives on the other, no general connection can be established except whatever can be discovered in each instance about the proportions in which each reacted on the other (Cowling 1967: 340).


    




    Williamson (1999: 12–18) is more succinct. He sees the study of high politics ‘in the interpretative, not simply descriptive, sense, where the narrative is not of one politician nor even of one party, but rather of the whole system of political leadership. Here individuals are placed within the full multi-party and multi-policy contexts which properly explain the details of their careers.’




    Context exists not as political parties, institutions or public opinion but as the narrative that the elite both tells itself and seeks to persuade others to accept. This approach explores ‘the remorseless situational and tactical pressures, the chronic uncertainties, and the short horizons which afflict all political leadership’, and it looks for ‘the qualities that really distinguish and explain a politician’s effectiveness … in the longer term consistencies or patterns’ (Williamson 1999: 12–18). The overlap between the ideas of high politics and court politics is as substantial as it is obvious (on which see Craig 2010).




    Court politics exists as journalists’ reportage, in the biographies, autobiographies, diaries and memoirs of politicians and the study of small-group dynamics and the pathologies of group think.4 The nearest usage to that employed here is Savoie (2008: 16–17), who defines the court as ‘the Prime Minister and a small group of carefully selected courtiers’. It also covers the ‘shift from formal decision-making processes in Cabinet … to informal processes involving only a handful of actors’. This conception is too narrow. We accept that there is often an inner sanctum but participants in high politics are rarely so few. We prefer Cowling’s more expansive definition allied to Burch and Halliday’s (1996) notion that the centre is a set of networks. These networks are still exclusive. The number of participants remains limited. But, as well as the core network or inner circle, we can also talk of circles of influence (Hennessy 2000: 493–500); use that accords with political folklore. The CoS is a member of the inner circle, a nodal point for the set of networks at the centre, and a trusted conduit between the networks.




    Presidential studies




    The literature on Westminster governments has noted the pluralisation of advice, the growth of central advisory units, and the attendant challenges for coordination and in managing new dependencies. In Westminster polities, prime ministers and ministers traditionally looked to the career public service for policy advice and for structures and routines to support their decision-making. Under the pressures of modern governance they have relied increasingly on staff in their private offices. The task of supporting ministers is now shared between partisan personal staff, non-partisan career officials, external consultants and others. Ministerial support arrangements are hybrids. They have become more varied, needing someone to manage them. Everywhere the response has been to augment the resources available to the leader. A growing body of literature has documented the growth of staffing and support units in the core executive. Peters, Rhodes and Wright (2000: 15) note:




    

      Everywhere we see the institutionalisation of staffing arrangements, with the institutions of the head of the executive being accorded formal status and increasing prestige … Growth, institutionalisation, as well as politicisation and hybridisation are common features of the staffing of summits. Yet the convergent trends mask the existence of persistent and profound national differences. These differences are visible at several levels: structure, size, composition, and internal organisation and culture—and they are rooted in both the different mix of functions pursued by each country’s summit staff and in different governmental traditions.


    




    There is ample evidence that support for the Australian Prime Minister has also grown significantly. The Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) has supported Australian leaders for more than a century across the range of their prerogatives and priorities (Weller et al. 2011). Since the 1970s successive Prime Ministers have fostered a growing, large and inherently partisan private office with the CoS as its fulcrum. Paul Keating and John Howard were critical players in the growth and consolidation of the Prime Minister’s Office. The Australian core executive, including the public service, adapted to these new arrangements. Thus, by 2007, a strongly centralised model of prime ministerial leadership had emerged. The prime minister was supported by a large, active and specialised PMO, a politically partisan Cabinet Policy Unit (CPU) responsible for long-term strategy, and PM&C. Such practices were recognised as contributing significantly to Howard’s longevity and political success (Tiernan 2006).




    There are many pressures for strengthening the summit. They include: the 24/7 news cycle and the personalisation of politics; the exigencies of the war on terror; increasing demands for domestic policy coordination; and the pluralisation of policy advice (Peters, Rhodes & Wright 2000: 6–11). The demise of ‘old media’ with its dedicated political reporting, and the growth of social media with its steadily proliferating array of digital formats, have wrought crucial changes to political communications and media management. The emergence and growing importance of political staff is a response to these pressures and the need to coordinate inputs from multiple sources (Eichbaum & Shaw 2009, Tiernan 2007a). The consequences of this growth of the core executive are a matter of dispute. Some authors assume that the growth of staff support has strengthened prime ministers at the expense of ministers, Cabinet and other players, allowing them to become predominant (Elgie 2011, Bennister 2007, Walter & Strangio 2007). Others dispute this ‘presidentialisation’ thesis (and for citations and critique, see Rhodes, Wanna & Weller 2009). The development and growth of personal staffing arrangements might extend leaders’ capacity, but it creates a new set of organisation and management challenges for the prime minister and the CoS (Tiernan 2007a).




    Much of the Australian literature is descriptive, and there is much wailing and gnashing of teeth over the decline of ministerial accountability, the lack of frank and fearless advice, and the power of the prime minister. The scholarship on Australian and British politics lacks ‘distinctive perspectives on, and theories of, leadership that transcend the personalisation of power’ (Bowles, King & Ross 2007: 373). Insights about the challenges facing executive leadership can be found in the literature on the US presidency.




    American scholars trace the emergence of the ‘institutional presidency’ to the 1940s, noting a dramatic acceleration from the mid-1970s (Burke 2000, Ragsdale & Theis 1997). So, by Nixon’s presidency, there was evidence that staffing arrangements were organised according to a ‘standard model’ (Walcott & Hult 2005). Despite misgivings about the pathologies of Richard Nixon’s White House, this model has been largely adopted by his successors (Burke 2009). As Rockman (2000: 172) notes: ‘Some Presidents still wish to be their own Chief of Staff, but everything in their environment tells them this is no longer possible … This tells us something about how both the presidency and the political environment within which it is situated, has evolved.’




    The enduring organisation and staffing arrangements for presidents, and the similarities between the advisory arrangements of US presidents, suggest that the office and its members are products not only of the personality and style of an individual president but also of the inherited embedded practices of successive presidents (Greenstein 1988).




    In his book The Presidential Difference, Fred Greenstein (2004, 2009) presents a six-point framework for analysing the political and personal qualities and skills of US presidents, their characters and leadership styles and their successes and failures in office. As well as commonplace categories such as political skills, he also includes organisational capacity. Others agree. They single out ‘organisational efficiency’ (Kerbel 2001), ‘organisation and management’ (Burke 2000) and ‘organisational capacity’ (Greenstein 2004) as important bargaining resources available to presidents, which can contribute to or undermine their prospects for success. They argue that organisational capacity ‘helps’ presidents to cope with the demands of leadership, specifically the ‘bargaining uncertainty’ that confronts them in a system of separated powers (Neustadt 1991, Dickinson 1997).




    Presidential overload has long been seen as a key driver of executive growth—as shown by the steady evolution of a large, functionally specialised Executive Office of President and CoS supporting the leader (see Patterson 2010). However, Dickinson and Lebo (2007) argue that overload is an incomplete explanation. The growth in presidential staff cannot be explained by expanding governmental responsibilities. Rather, they argue that ‘White House staff growth is largely driven by successive presidents’ search for assistance in managing interactions with Congress, the media and the public, as well as by the long-term institutional rivalry between the president and Congress, and only marginally by an expansion in the size or workload of the federal government’ (Dickinson & Lebo 2007: 207). Presidents have responded to ‘a more fluid, less stable and distinctly more partisan bargaining environment’ by ‘embracing tactics formerly restricted to political campaigns’.




    So, in the United States, the notion of the ‘institutional presidency’ is well established (Burke 2000). It recognises that ‘leadership in the modern presidency is not carried out by the president alone, but rather by presidents with their CoS and associates. It depends on both the President’s strengths and weaknesses, and on the quality of the aides’ support’ (Greenstein 1988: 352). Scholars of the institutional presidency describe the growth in the resources available to presidents so they can perform the many duties of their office. These studies chart the growth in size and organisational complexity of the units that support the President within the ‘presidential branch’ (Burke 2009, Pfiffner 1996).




    Scholars of executive governance in Westminster polities are often sceptical about the usefulness of ideas drawn from presidential studies. They cite the many differences between presidential and parliamentary governments (see for example Buller & James 2012, Rhodes & Wanna 2009b). However, others argue that Westminster polities are characterised increasingly by fragmenting executive authority, growing core executives, plurality of advice, and the increasingly personalised prime ministerial leadership. Do these trends make US ideas more relevant than usual? We use the US literature to identify questions for our CoS. We ask the CoS whether they agree that their bosses confront ever-growing pressures for coordination and coherence. Are dependence, bargaining and exchange common challenges facing political leaders? Do the summits face common challenges?
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