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FOREWORD
I am pleased to introduce the Leadership in the Irish Civil Service: A
360° Review of Senior Management Capability report. The report is
the culmination of work completed as part of a two‐year research
project at the National University of Ireland, Galway.
I welcome the focus of the study and the report findings which are
both very timely and strategically important as we forge ahead
with public sector reform and modernisation in Ireland. Recent reviews of various
Government Departments and Offices, including the independent review of the
Department of Finance conducted under the stewardship of Mr Rob Wright and seven
Organisational Review Programme reports as part of the Transforming Public Services
programme, clearly underscore the importance of effective leadership in the planning,
delivery and management of value‐for‐money and quality public services.
This report focuses specifically on the area of senior management leadership capability
in the Irish Civil Service. The report findings draw attention to important areas of human
resource management, talent management and leadership development that merit
attention in the drive for modernisation and reform. True public service modernisation
and reform is heavily dependent on the capability of senior leaders in the public service
to identify the required changes and lead their civil service staff and organisations in an
effective change management process.
I would like to commend the research team at NUI Galway for their efforts in bringing
this report to the public domain. It will inform public service policy and practice with
regard to human resource management and leadership development.

Mr Enda Kenny, TD
Taoiseach
April 2011
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Effective leadership is a critical component of good public governance (OECD, 2004). It is
an important variable that leads to enhanced management capacity and performance in
public sector organisations. Ali (2007:132) underlines the importance of leadership in
public sector reform stating that “leadership will continue to be the challenge of the
future. Any reform effort is doomed if this aspect is not addressed sufficiently well”. A
recent United Nations report on management competencies of senior public sector
managers in the US, Canada, the UK, Australia and France found that effective leadership
is a key senior management capability required to deliver more effective public
governance (Charih et al., 2007). There is a clear link between effective leadership and
change management capability among senior managers in public sector organisations.
Ireland has engaged in various activities and programmes of reform over the past 20
years which draw attention to the role of leadership in delivering reform and change.
The Irish public service modernisation programme (operated by the Department of An
Taoiseach) has its roots in the Strategic Management Initiative (SMI) launched in 1994,
the Delivering Better Government (DBG) (1996) Report and more recently the
Transforming Public Services (TPS) Report (2008). Collectively, these reports have set
the agenda for change in the Irish public and civil service. The objectives of these reform
programmes are to ensure that, on an ongoing basis, the public service makes a greater
contribution to national development, is a provider of excellent services to the public, and
makes effective use of resources. These reviews clearly highlight the need for up‐skilling,
improved performance management practices and the need for more effective leadership
at senior management levels.

Indeed, the critical role of leadership is specifically

identified in the TPS Report (2008: 2) where it is argued that “managerial and leadership
capacity is a key enabler of change; therefore the new HRM agenda needs to cultivate and
strengthen managerial and leadership capabilities among senior managers” to ensure the
delivery of better Government.
Change in the Irish civil service largely rests with incumbent senior managers – thus
leadership capability is critical. “The public service reform agenda will rely heavily on
cultural change for its success. Culture, especially cultural change, is inextricably linked
to leadership. We recognise the key role of leaders in defining visions and inspiring
people to achieve them” (OECD, 2008: 27). This study presents a very timely and
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important review of leadership capability among the top three senior management
grades in the Irish civil service. It is these managers who design, oversee and implement
the changes required in the public service modernisation and public reform agendas in
the short‐, medium‐ and long‐term. The study provides a comprehensive assessment of
leadership capability using a multi‐source assessment methodology which generated
1,200 completed self and other survey responses from Secretaries General, Assistant
Secretaries general, Principal Officers and Assistant Principal Officers.
Notwithstanding the existence of certain public and civil service sector context factors
and constraints, our study finds that there is a clear acknowledgement and
understanding of the need for change among senior civil service leaders. The findings
indicate that leadership behaviours associated with personal proficiency receive the
highest ratings for all senior managers who participated in the study. The personal
proficiency leadership behaviours which received the highest leadership capability
ratings in this study include competencies such as: learning agility and responsiveness
which focuses on a leader’s ability to seek information from a variety of sources and deal
with uncertainty; balance work and non‐work needs including delegation; stress
tolerance and resilience; self awareness and knowledge of leadership strengths and
weaknesses; and the ability to focus personal time and energy on the most important
issues to get things done.
The lowest scoring domain on average for all senior managers is the human capital
developer domain. Human capital development ensures that a long‐term perspective on
the people in the organisation is at the forefront. There is a clear line of sight between
future strategy and the skills and competencies that will be required to deliver that
strategy. A focus on human capital development ensures that the right talent will be in
place to achieve the longer‐term strategic objectives of the Government Departments
through effective recruitment and selection practices and human resource development
interventions. Our findings indicate that senior civil service managers need to realise the
importance of building a workforce that can deliver results today but also have a plan and
process to develop or acquire the technical and social competencies relevant to longer‐
term strategic civil service needs.
The findings pertaining to current leadership capability, key leadership strengths and key
leadership development needs provide important information on both the dominant
focus and the time perspective of top leaders in the Civil Service. Overall, current
leadership capability is stronger in the short‐term rather than in the long‐term, taking a
more operational perspective rather than strategic perspective. Developing a long‐term
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time perspective that leads to more strategic planning may be marked as an area for
growth for the senior managers who participated in this study. Additionally, leaders
were stronger at taking an organisational focus rather than an individual focus. To
strengthen an individual focus, leaders need to develop and engage not only the current
employees but, specifically, also need to focus on the next generation of leaders—to build
the leadership ‘pipeline,’ so to speak —in order to ensure the organisation has the long‐
term competencies required for future strategic success.
Our study explores how the public service/Irish Civil Service context specifically affects
senior management leadership capability and effectiveness. The following are the most
often cited themes that emerge:


The balance between risk‐taking, maintaining the status quo and
facilitating innovation and creativity is seen as a constraint to effective
leadership. Comments from study participants tend to endorse the view
that the opportunities for leadership can be limited by a risk averse
context.



The rigidity of the structure of the public sector and its bureaucratic form is
seen as a significant sector‐specific factor that adversely impacts
leadership effectiveness.



There is a strong consensus among the respondents in our study that the
influence of the political system is constraining to public sector leadership
effectiveness and achievement of results.



The civil service culture significantly influences leadership effectiveness.
Effective communication strategies between staff and senior management
is highlighted by participants as one organisational culture area requiring
change.



Many respondents refer to the current human and financial resource
constraints as particularly challenging for effective leadership in the public
sector. There is a feeling that many managers in the public sector are
struggling to manage resources to effectively handle work priorities and
achieve results.
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The recruitment, selection and promotion constraints within the Irish Civil
Service often restrict individuals in leadership positions in their capacity to
effectively select, manage and develop staff.



Many comments focus on the perceived lack of systems to enforce
accountability as being particularly germane to the public and civil service
context as a factor adversely affecting leadership.

The following are the key recommendations from the multi‐source leadership
assessment study which should facilitate improvements in senior management
leadership capability and enable progress towards change:
 Performance management: The qualitative comments gathered from
Secretary General to Assistant Principal Officer levels indicate that the
current performance management system in the civil service acts as a
constraining factor in enabling effective leadership. Participants referred to
the lack of an effective “carrot and stick” to motivate, maintain and address
staff performance and under‐performance. While significant progress has
been made with the introduction and adoption of a performance
management system for the public sector since the SMI in 2000 (see, for
example, the Mercer Report 20041), participants in the current study refer
to the need to integrate PMDS further with other HR functions such as
discipline, reward and promotion. Given that PMDS is now in operation in
most civil service Departments, it may be timely to review how the PMDS
process can be more effectively designed to ensure it allow leaders to use
the performance management system to discriminate across different
performance levels. Many study participants referred to the “rigidity of the
industrial relations” structure in the public service, arguing it to be
particularly challenging for public service reform.

An antecedent to

effective leadership in any organisation is a leader’s ability to motivate and
reward effective staff performance and address under performance. Senior
leaders in this study report that this is not currently the case for them and
that they are managing and leading without necessarily having the
authority and adequate control mechanisms to effect real change. It is
1

Mercer (2004). Evaluation of PMDS in the Civil Service. May.
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important, therefore, that the performance management system is reviewed
to ensure it assists leaders to more effectively manage staff across a variety
of HR areas.
 Risk taking, creativity and innovation: There is a strong sense that risk
taking, creativity and innovation are stifled and discouraged among the
study respondents. Rather, the prevailing culture calls for leaders to behave
in ways which are more conservative and risk averse at the expense of
acting in a more creative and innovative manner. Our survey findings
clearly found the need for senior civil service leaders to move away from
the current management ethos that prevails to one that is more
entrepreneurial and innovative. Unlike other organisations, civil service
leaders’ work activities and practices are heavily influenced by the political
system.

Many of our study participants referred to the difficulty of

managing change in an organisation which can be very much influenced by
changing political agendas. There was a sense that senior civil service
managers need to be more assertive about the advice they provide to
Ministers and have conviction to present policies and plans which may not
always align with the political and/or Governmental stance. The need for
this assured thinking and argumentation was drawn out in the recently
published external review of the Department of Finance (Wright, 2010). In
the journey towards public service reform, the changes required to facilitate
a more innovative and entrepreneurial decision‐making environment for
senior civil service leaders will have to be explored. Our study participants
believe that the existing context is prohibitive and stifles risk taking and
creative leadership practices.
 Human capital development:

Leadership behaviours associated with

human capital development were the lowest rated in terms of senior civil
service management capability.

Furthermore, many of the qualitative

comments provided by the participants indicated leadership development
needs in the human capital development domain.

These behaviours

include: mapping the knowledge, skills and abilities of staff across the
organisation to future talent needs in the organisation; aligning what the
organisation offers employees with the expectations of next‐generation
talent; and helping staff manage and develop their careers. The focus on
more short‐term human resource management issues at the cost of longer‐
term planning is seen as a key area for improvement among senior leaders.
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The recruitment and selection constraints within the Irish civil service have
often restricted individuals in leadership positions in their capacity to
effectively select, manage and develop staff. For example, for administrative
grades up to and including Principal Officer level, vacancies tend to be filled
from competition panels determined from generalist competencies.
However, the development of specialised expertise and capability is an
important medium‐ to long‐term objective for the civil service. Indeed, the
greater focus on generalist rather than specialist expertise is one area
specifically highlighted as requiring change in the external Department of
Finance Review published in February 2011. A talent management and
succession planning strategy and plan needs to be developed either at
Departmental level or civil service level which has a focus on the medium‐
to long‐term talent requirements of the service. Such a strategy and plan
should be developed in close alignment with the public sector reform
agenda.

Once such a talent management and development strategy is

formulated, action plans can be established to identify how best to achieve
these outcomes.

The development of leaders at junior and middle

management grades should also be at the core of such a strategy given the
need to build future leadership capability and talent.
 Senior management leadership development: In all organisations, the
culture that prevails is an important determinant of employee and
managerial behaviour and work‐related outcomes. The influence of senior
level managers, who act as role models, was highlighted in our study.
Consequently there is a real need for a bespoke tailored leadership
development programme for all top level leaders in the civil service should
be developed. The programme should aim to develop and enhance the
critical leadership skills required of effective civil service senior managers
as set out in this study. This programme could build on some of the
programmes that were offered in the past for a number of senior managers,
such as the IPA Leadership Challenge programme. There was also a strong
sense that senior leaders need to be held accountable for delivering
effective leadership and change and that this is currently not necessarily the
case. A senior management leadership development programme would call
attention to the leadership behaviours that are required of effective leaders
and focus on changing ineffective leadership behaviours. The programme
should be designed in conjunction with a variety of key stakeholders. The
programme should hold leaders accountable for change and be designed as

6

a longitudinal leadership development intervention, thereby maximising
learning transfer and behavioural change on the job. Participation should
be mandatory for all Secretaries General, Assistant Secretaries General and
Principal Officers. Examples of how to design and deliver such programmes
are available at an international level. For example, Sweden set up the
National Council for Quality and Development which places specific
emphasis on public service leadership development.
 Moving from Short to LongTerm Focus: The findings of our report point
to the need for senior management in the civil service to develop a more
long‐term perspective and orientation rather than focusing on the short‐
term. This is particularly evidenced in the area of building talent among
civil service staff with a focus on future needs. Many of the qualitative
comments regarding effective leadership refer to the need for senior leaders
to clearly and consistently articulate a direction for future initiatives to
internal and external stakeholders.

Such long‐term orientation would

enable leaders to gauge how to best position Government Departments for
anticipated future challenges and opportunities.
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BACKGROUND & STUDY OBJECTIVES
The Irish Public Service modernisation programme, which is ongoing for the past 15
years, has been grounded in the Strategic Management Initiative (SMI) introduced in
1994. The objective of the SMI was to present public service management with an
opportunity to make a substantial contribution to national development through the
provision of services to the public which were both excellent in quality and effective in
delivery (SMI, 1994). An implementation group, comprising of a group of
Departmental Secretaries General, was tasked to consider the development of a
strategic management process in the Irish civil service, to facilitate the preparation of
strategy statements at the individual Department level, and to oversee the allocation of
a fund to assist Departments to acquire expertise in strategic planning and
organisation development (SMI, 1994).
In 1996, the Delivering Better Government (DBG)2 report was published which adopted
the framework and approach proposed in SMI to establish a “vision for the civil
service” based on six key organisational themes. These included a greater openness
and accountability, a mission of quality customer service, and the efficient and fair
operation of simplified regulations. At Government Department level, these
developments were to be achieved by organisational improvements in human
resource management, financial management and enhanced information systems
management. In relation to the culture and HR issues in the civil service, the following
vision was set out in the DBG (1996) report: the civil service should be “a high
performance, open and flexible organisation operating to the highest standards of
integrity, equity, impartiality and accountability” (p. 10) and in doing so “making use of
effective human resource management systems to ensure that each person who works
in the civil service can develop to his/her maximum potential in contributing to the
attainment of stated goals” (p. 11).
In the mid‐1990s, there was an increasing emphasis on the role of the wider public
service and the importance of its effective performance as the key driver of national

2

Delivering Better Government (DBG) (1996) Second Report to Government of the Coordinating
Group of Secretaries – A Programme Change for the Irish Civil Service.
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success, both as a provider of economic and social services and as a facilitator and
regulator of private enterprise (DBG, 1996). The focus on service delivery by civil
service staff was gaining currency.

Moreover, the National Economic and Social

Council (NESC) (1996: 15) emphasised the urgency surrounding the SMI, stating that
previous initiatives were less than successful and suggested “a ‘nothing will ever really
change’ attitude existed” in the public service. The NESC continued to argue that the
pace of change needed greater urgency and suggested that, whilst the development of
blueprints to improve long‐term strategic planning was useful, a shift from
conceptualisation to implementation was urgently required (NESC, 1996).
One of the key organisational improvement areas identified in DBG, and criticised by
bodies such as the NESC, was the human resource management strategy within the
Irish civil service. The Government commissioned an evaluation of these reforms
which was prepared by PA Consulting Group in 2002. The report found that the civil
service was a more effective organisation in 2002 than ten years previously and much
of the change was attributed to the SMI/DBG programmes (PA Consulting, 2002).
Furthermore, the report states that “managerial and leadership capacity is a key
enabler of change” emphasising that “the new HRM agenda needs to cultivate and
strengthen managerial and leadership capabilities among senior managers … through
development of specific needs, rotation and lateral movement” (PA Consulting, 2002:
10).
The OECD (2008) reviewed the progress of the Irish public and civil service
modernisation agenda.

They found that while Ireland is on a sound path of

modernisation, it can make further improvements in the necessary reforms by
focusing on speed and progression thus reinforcing the changes. The report strongly
advocates that success in achieving the vision of a more integrated Public Service will
require “strong leadership at both political and administrative levels to move from a
traditional control position, to one of vision, support and direction in developing the
modernisation and change agenda” (OECD, 2008: 14). In November 2008, the Irish
Government commissioned a taskforce to respond to the OECD’s report which resulted
in the establishment of the Transforming Public Services taskforce. The key areas of
improvement identified by the taskforce in the HRM/HRD spheres involved changes
from compliance and input controls to a focus on outputs and outcomes, greater
efficiency and flexibility, accountability in the performance management system, and
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mobility and redeployment of staff resources in an efficient and effective manner
across the service. Furthermore, they assert that the foundation for the success of
these reforms will be strong leadership to deliver better Government.

They too

recognise that the reform agenda will require a major cultural change to ensure its
success, but emphasise that it will need to be inextricably linked with more effective
civil service leadership.
The Organisational Review Programme (ORP) is part of the latest phase of public
service modernisation led by the Department of An Taoiseach which commenced in
2008. The ORP is designed to assess the capacity of Government Departments and
Offices to meet the challenges of the future in three broad areas: strategy, delivery of
customer service, and performance evaluation. To date, two review reports have been
published reviewing seven Government Departments and Offices: Department of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food; Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment;
Department of Transport; Department of Health and Children; Office of the Revenue
Commissioners; Central Statistics Office; and the Property Registration Authority3&4.
The 2008 report identified Civil Service challenges arising from the ORP review at that
time stating “staff tend to be significantly more satisfied with the leadership displayed
by their immediate managers than that displayed by the top management at
Management Advisory Committee (MAC) level” (p. 69).

The MAC group is typically

made up of the Minister(s), the Secretary General and the Assistant Secretaries.
Internal leadership, communication practices, and performance management and
evaluation in the Civil Service are specific areas which have been identified as
requiring action in the 2008 and 2010 ORP reports for the participating Government
Departments to meet the challenges of the future. This study focuses on senior
management leadership at Secretary General, Assistant Secretary General and
Principal Officer levels, thereby exploring leadership capability at MAC level as well as
PO level.
We see, therefore, a broad range of reports, taskforce findings and policy statements
underlining the critical role of the management and leadership capability of senior
management in the Irish civil service to achieve public service modernisation.
3

Department of An Taoiseach (2008). First Report of the Organisational Review Programme. Dublin: The

Stationery Office.
4

Department of An Taoiseach (2010). Second Report of the Organisational Review Programme. Dublin:

The Stationery Office.
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However, relatively little research has been undertaken in the past fifteen years to
establish leadership capability in the Irish civil service with the notable exception of
the very recent Organisational Review Programmes for four Government Departments
and three Offices. In his independent assessment of the recently adopted ORP process,
Prof John Murray (2010) highlights the value of “independent outsides” being involved
in reviews and evaluations of capability and performance and highlights this as a
feature of the ORP process which could be changed going forward. This study builds
on the recent work of the ORP process by providing an external assessment of senior
management capability in the Irish Civil Service using a 360‐degree assessment
methodology. Table 1 below summarises the various public service reform policies,
initiatives and programmes of relevance to public service leadership over the past 20
years,

Table 1 – Public Service Reform Policies, Initiatives and Programmes
POLICY/INITIATIVE

KEY FOCUS

Strategic Management Initiative (SMI)
1994



Improvements in public service quality and delivery

Delivery Better Government (DBG)
1996






Greater openness and accountability
A mission of quality customer service
Efficient and fair operation of simplified regulation
Organisational improvements in human resource
management, financial management and enhanced
information systems managements

Evaluation of the Progress of the
SMI/DBG Modernisation Programme
2002



New HRM agenda needed to cultivate and strengthen
managerial and leadership capabilities among senior
managers

OECD
2008



Strong leadership at both political and administrative
levels to move from a traditional control position to one of
vision, support and direction in developing the
modernisation and change agenda

Transforming Public Services
2008 – to‐date



Greater efficiency and flexibility, accountability in the
performance management system, and mobility and
redeployment of staff resources in an efficient and
effective manner across the service
Organisational Review Programmes established
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The following are the specific objectives of the current study and report:


to evaluate leadership capability in senior management in the Irish Civil Service
using a multi‐rater assessment process



to develop a multi‐perspective model of the antecedents of effective leadership
among senior civil servants in the Irish Civil Service



to develop a set of recommendations for Civil Service organisations and policy
makers aimed at more effectively managing and developing senior human
resources for the achievement of better public service delivery through more
effective leadership.

12

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP
Effective leadership is a critical component of good public governance (OECD, 2004).
It is an important variable that leads to enhanced management capacity and
performance in public sector organisations. Ali (2007:132) underlines the importance
of leadership in public sector reform stating that “leadership will continue to be the
challenge of the future. Any reform effort is doomed if this aspect is not addressed
sufficiently”. A recent United Nations report on management competencies of senior
public sector managers in the US, Canada, the UK, Australia and France found that
effective leadership is a key senior management capability required to deliver more
effective public governance (Charih et al., 2007).

There is a clear link between

effective leadership and change management capability among senior managers in
public sector organisations. This section of the report explores different leadership
theories and approaches.

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP: THEORIES, TYPOLOGIES & TAXONOMIES
The search for an understanding of leadership has been ongoing for centuries. Both
organisations and academics alike are preoccupied with the concept of leadership and
what constitutes effective leadership. In the case of leadership, perhaps the French
novelist Remy De Gourmant (in Bass & Bass, 2008: 3) is accurate in stating that “a
definition is a sack of flour compressed into a thimble”. We know good (and poor)
leadership when we see it, yet it is not easily distilled into a “one size fits all” approach.
This section of the report presents the latest thinking in leadership theory, with a
particular focus on leadership in the public service.

CLASSICAL LEADERSHIP THEORY
The earliest written principles of leadership go back almost to the emergence of
civilisation and can be found in Egypt in the Instruction of PtahHotep (c.2300 BC), an
ancient Egyptian official and city administrator. The earliest theories were built on the
assumption that leadership is rooted in the characteristics an individual possesses
(Bass & Bass, 2008). This traditional trait theory or “Great Man” view dominated
empirical and theoretical work in leadership for decades and, while intuitively
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appealing to this day, it presents the significant challenge of identifying the specific
traits that make great leaders. The trait approach to leadership has failed to explain
why many leaders with seemingly few apparent leadership “traits” achieve great
success as leaders while others with these apparent traits in abundance fail. There has
been a resurgence of interest in more recent times into leadership qualities and
characteristics. Kouzes and Posner (2002), in their longitudinal study of leadership
characteristics, found that being honest, forward looking, competent, inspiring and
intelligent were the most important characteristics people looked for, admired and
would willingly follow in a leader. Yet there is no common agreement on a defined set
of traits for effective leadership (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991). Katz (1955) pioneered
the concept of leadership as a set of skills that can be developed, thus rejecting the
notion of a “born leader”.
From the 1950s onwards, emerging theories began to view leadership as a process – a
phenomenon that resides in the context of the interactions between leaders and
followers (Northouse, 2010). The focus moved from leadership characteristics to what
leaders actually do and how they behave. Blake and Mouton’s (1964) Managerial Grid
presents five different leadership styles based on the leaders’ concern for people and
their concern for task attainment. This model would suggest that the key to effective
leadership is to demonstrate a high concern for both people and production. This style
approach is valuable in understanding the preferences of the manager for task and
people orientation and the fact that the leader is acting out both task and relationship
behaviours at any one time. From a developmental point of view, the leader can assess
their behaviour to determine whether or not their leadership style should be adjusted
(Garavan et al., 2009). However, the style approach appears to suggest that a high task
/ high relationship style is most effective, whereas in certain situations adopting a
different style may be more appropriate. Thus, the context in which leadership occurs
is now seen as an important driver of the leadership style used.
This leads onto the situational leadership approach, which takes the focus away from
the individual and/or group to the situation or context. Situational leadership theory
argues that different situations demand different kinds of leadership and the leader
must adapt their style to meet the needs of the situation. In the situational leadership
model proposed by Hershey and Blanchard (1977), effective leadership not only varies
with the person or group that is being influenced but it will also depend on the task,
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job or function that needs to be accomplished. The leader must adapt their leadership
style to the “maturity” of the group that they are attempting to influence. In this sense,
maturity relates to goal attainment capacity, willingness to take responsibility for a
task, and relevant education and/or experience (Hershey & Blanchard, 1977). Four
behaviour types are described in this model named S1 to S4 (Telling, Selling,
Participating, Delegating) and no one style is considered optimal for all leaders all of
the time. Effective leaders must adapt themselves according to the situation.
Akin to but going beyond situational leadership are the contingency approaches to
leadership. While situational approaches observe that all factors must be considered
when leadership decisions are being made, contingency theories attempt to isolate key
factors that must be considered and to indicate how to manage when those specific
factors are present.

This implies that leaders must develop skills in matching

appropriate techniques to the situation presented and that leadership can change
hands in response to changing circumstances (Garavan et al., 2009: 113).

CONTEMPORARY LEADERSHIP THEORY
Over the past thirty years, research interest in leadership has gradually moved away
from a focus on traits, styles and situations towards an approach that conceives
leadership as an interactive and complex process (Yukl, 2006; Hollander, 2008).
Winkler (2010) cites some of the distinguishing factors of contemporary leadership
theory.

These approaches stress the significance of individual perception for

developing and forming leadership relations, where leadership is understood as the
product of complex social relationships. Members of a group do not act on the basis of
objective reality but, rather, their behaviour is guided by their own subjective
construction of reality, shaped by past experiences as well as current perceptions and
expectations (e.g. Kezar et al., 2006).

Contemporary leadership theory also

acknowledges the complexity, diversity and ambiguity of the leadership environment.
Heller (2002: 399) highlights the significance of a constantly changing organisational
landscape for leadership, stating that “changes in organisations over time require a
multifaceted explanation in which personal leadership will remain a constituent in a
much broader concept.” In the contemporary frame, rather than being derived from a
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defined set of organisational characteristics, leadership is instead understood as a
result of the various interactions between members of a given group, which of course
is rarely predictable.

LEADERSHIP, RESULTS AND PERFORMANCE
From the review of classical and contemporary theories of leadership, it would appear
that the importance of leadership in its purest form, as a driver of organisational
success, has been diluted somewhat by the characteristics of the environment that
shapes it. The more recent Charismatic and Transformational Leadership approaches
again highlight key dimensions of leadership behaviour, with a particular emphasis on
visionary leadership in Transformational theory. More recent again are studies on
leadership that view it as counter‐intuitive, with the leader’s core role being to serve
others (Boje and Dennehey, 1999). The literature on leadership as a concept keeps
changing and it could be argued that each theory is, in itself, intuitively and cognitively
appealing.
In more recent times, Ulrich et al. (1999) have moved the debate towards results by
posing the “so that…” or “to achieve what…” question. Warren Bennis, in his preface to
Ulrich et al.’s (1999) book entitled Results Based Leadership, highlights that most
publications in the leadership field focus on organisational capabilities or leadership
competencies. Ulrich et al. (1999) argue that what is missing in the literature is the
connection between these critical capabilities and results. The equation presented by
Ulrich et al. (1999) is Effective leadership = attributes x results. This equation suggests
that leaders must strive for excellence in both terms; that is, they must demonstrate
attributes and achieve results. In other words, “Each term of the equation multiplies
the other; they are not cumulative” (Ulrich et al., 1999: viii). The argument for Results
Based Leadership grew from a frustration with the existing literature on leadership
which, while disparate and containing highly diverse views, all had a common
dimension of focusing inward and concluding with a “wish list” of attributes possessed
by successful leaders (Ulrich et al., 1999: xii). The Results Based Leadership model is
firmly grounded on connecting leadership attributes to results. Firstly, it defines
“attributes” as “what leaders need to be, know and do to succeed.” (Ulrich et al., 1999:
6). This enables the leader to identify the personal attributes they need to be an
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effective leader. Secondly, using the equation Effective leadership = attributes x results,
a measure of effective leadership can be developed. To achieve results, the leader
must align desired results with strategy and create results across the four key
stakeholders: employees, organisation, customers and investors.

LEADERSHIP IN THE PUBLIC SERVICE
The OECD (2001) report “Public Sector Leadership for the 21st Century” sets out the
context for leadership development in the public service. It states that in an era of
globalisation, decentralisation, and knowledge‐based economies, Governments have to
reshape public service leadership to cope with new challenges. The report (p. 1) cites
the requirement for “new roles for public service leaders including change agents,
promoters of enhanced performance, co‐ordinators of Government policies, and
keepers of public service values.” In the Irish context, a public service competency
profile is in place, which defines the core competencies of staff and management at
each grade or equivalent (Clerical Officer, Executive Officer, Higher Executive Officer,
Assistant Principal Officer, Principal Officer, Assistant Secretary General, and Secretary
General). Individually, many Government Departments and Agencies have adopted
their own leadership development initiatives including formal and informal training
and development. Many Governments of OECD countries have developed new public
service leadership models according to the principles of New Public Management. Van
Wart (2003: 215), however, notes a surprising dearth of literature on public service
leadership in particular, compared to “prolific” mainstream literature on leadership.
He also cited a need for more empirical testing to take into account “the variety of
situations and factors inherent in the vast world of public‐sector leadership” (p. 225).
The increasing emphasis away from understanding what motivates public servants
towards exploring how these motives influence performance and outcomes in the
workplace (Paarlberg & Lavigna, 2010) is of particular interest to the current study,
where the authors are seeking to test a leadership model that is focused on results.
The transformational leadership model inherently responds to the needs, aspirations
and values of followers (Burns, 1978: 4) and a growing body of research supports a
positive relationship between transformational leadership and various measures of
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employee performance in both the private and public sectors (Jung and Avolio, 2000;
Moynihan et al., 2009; Park and Rainey, 2008; Trottier et al., 2008).
While value‐based leadership is not new, what is new is a move towards
understanding the processes by which leaders “develop, share and sustain a vision to
elevate follower motivation to higher levels of performance” (Jung and Avolio, 2000:
949). This creates a strong rationale for seeking to understand the role of the public
service leader in influencing the behaviour and performance of their followers.
However, while transformational leadership and value‐based leadership theories
effectively address the link between behaviour and performance, the focus does not
extend to measuring the leader’s effectiveness in delivering results.
Research conducted by the Partnership for Public Service (2009) in the United States
highlights that leadership has consistently been the most important driver of employee
satisfaction in the US Federal Government. The central role of leadership in reforming
public service is also highlighted by Hartley and Allison (2000) who call for models of
leadership to be updated in line with new challenges being faced by Government
including inter‐organisational leadership and distributed leadership. McLoughlin and
Wallis (2007) conducted a diagnosis of leadership effectiveness in the Irish Public
Service using the Leadership Effectiveness AnalysisTM (LEA) Model. They argue that
the LEA data collected has identified a prevailing leadership culture across the various
sectors of the Irish public service that is, in some areas, out of line with that sought
through competency frameworks. In particular McLoughlin and Wallis (2007: 35) cite
that there would seem to be a need to develop competencies in “innovative”,
“persuasion”, “excitement” and “achieving results” behaviour sets.
Several initiatives have been developed to improve leadership behaviour and
performance. However, these initiatives do not appear to extend to addressing the “so
that…” question posed by Ulrich et al. (1999). Leadership must have a clear focus ‐
particularly in the current climate public service leaders will be compelled to deliver
results in trying circumstances. In this sense, the Leadership Code has been selected
as most suited to the public service in that it has synthesised into a comprehensive
model the vast range of literature and theories on leadership, with a clear focus on
achieving results. This core requirement has never been so important for the Irish
Public Service and this study utilises a model that we believe is focused on what
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matters in the Irish Public Service today: delivering results through effective
leadership. The next section sets out the tenets of the Leadership Code in detail.

THE LEADERSHIP CODE (ULRICH ET AL., 2008)
Leadership effectiveness is complex and difficult to define and measure. The most
recent work of Ulrich, along with Norm Smallwood and Kate Sweetman, synthesises
the thicket of leadership competency models into a unified view of leadership. This
model, the Leadership Code (Ulrich et al., 2008), is presented in Figure 1. The model is
based on the premise that being an effective leader starts with the self. The leader
must model what they want others to master.

This dimension of “personal

proficiency” is at the core of effective leadership. Without personal proficiency it is not
possible to keep the other dimensions in balance. The Leadership Code maps across
two dimensions: time and attention. In short, the model presents both a long‐term and
short‐term perspective on the organisation and the individual.

Human Capital
Developer

Long‐Term
Strategic

Build next generation
talent/succession planning

Individual &
their abilities

Shape the Future

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in Self

Organisation &
its capabilities

Executor

Talent Manager
Engage Existing Talent

Strategist

Near‐Term
Strategic

Make Things
Happen

Figure 1 – The Leadership Code (Source: Ulrich et al., 2008: 18).
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DOMAIN 1 – STRATEGIST
The strategist keeps the long‐term perspective on the organisation foremost in their
minds. The leader must know the direction they are going and ensure everyone else
does too. They must not just envision the future but must also be able to create it.
While preferring to live in the abstract and the future world of strategy they ensure
that they remain up to‐date with the ever‐changing external landscape of the macro
environment such as technology, demographics and political realities.

The key

constituents of the strategist domain are: strategic vision; creating a customer‐centric
view of strategy; engaging the organisation in developing strategy; and creating a
strategic footing in the organisation (Ulrich et al., 2008).

DOMAIN 2: EXECUTOR
The Executor translates strategy into action by making change happen, assigning
accountability, and ensuring teams work well together. Executors keep the near‐term
perspective on the organisation to the forefront. The executor element of the leader
focuses on the question “How will we make sure we get to where we are going?”
(Ulrich et al., 2008: 15).

The key components of the executor domain are: makes

change happen; follows a decision protocol; ensures accountability; builds teams; and
ensures technical proficiency (Ulrich et al., 2008).

DOMAIN 3: TALENT MANAGER
Talent Managers identify what skills are required, develop people, engage them and
ensure that employees put in their best efforts. According to Ulrich et al. (2008), talent
managers maintain a near‐term perspective on the human resources in the
organisation. Furthermore, they assert that talent managers know how to identify,
build and engage talent to achieve the results now. The critical elements of the talent
manager domain are: to communicate with a clear and consistent message; to create

20

an aligned direction; and to clearly articulate that direction to internal and external
stakeholders (Ulrich et al, 2008).

DOMAIN 4: HUMAN CAPITAL DEVELOPER
A long‐term perspective on people and capability in the organisation is central to the
human capital developer domain of effective leadership. Human capital developers
focus on the next generation, ensuring the organisation has the long‐term
competencies required for future strategic success. They maintain a clear line of vision
between the future strategy and the competencies and skills required by the
organisation to deliver that strategy. They possess the skills to coach and sponsor
their staff to enable the right talent to be developed for the future.

The decisive

aspects of this domain are: the leaders’ ability to map the workforce to build the next
generation;

align

organisation

and

employee

expectations;

support

career

development; and encourage networking and relationship building.

DOMAIN 5: PERSONAL PROFICIENCY
Ulrich et al. (2008: 17) contend that “at the heart of the leadership code literally and
figuratively is personal proficiency.” They believe that at the core of the Leadership
Code are the personal qualities and characteristics of the leader. Furthermore, they
assert that an effective leader cannot be measured just by what they know and do; it is
also about whom they are as human beings and how much they can accomplish with
and through other people. The defining elements of this domain are: for the leader to
know themselves; have the ability to practice clear thinking; be able to tolerate stress;
tend to character and integrity; and demonstrate personal energy and passion to
ultimately deliver results (Ulrich et al., 2008).
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RESEARCH METHOD AND APPROACH
THE RESEARCH INSTRUMENT
An extensive literature review was carried out on leadership assessment frameworks
available nationally and internationally. The key instruments and questionnaires
reviewed include: the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), (Avolio, Bass and
Jung, 1999) which was further validated by Antonakis, Avolio & Sivasubramaniam,
(2003) and Hinkin & Schriesheim (2008); the Competing Values Framework (CVF) and
corresponding Executive Leadership Roles survey developed by Hart & Quinn (1993);
the Styles of Leadership Survey (SLS) questionnaire, which is based on a two‐
dimensional grid analysis of leadership practices and measures relating to concerns
for people and production (Athanasaw, 2003); the Leadership Effectiveness Analysis
(LEA) instrument, which was previously used to measure leadership behaviour and
effectiveness in a group of middle and senior managers in the Irish Public Sector
(Wallis and McLoughlin, 2007); and the Leadership Code 360 instrument developed
and refined by Ulrich et al. (2008) and RBL. As discussed earlier, the Leadership Code
instrument has been deemed most appropriate for this study.

TRANSLATING THE LEADERSHIP CODE MODEL INTO A VALID 360 ASSESSMENT
OF SENIOR IRISH CIVIL SERVICE MANAGERS
The Leadership Code 360 instrument is derived from the Leadership Code model
developed by Ulrich, Smallwood and Sweetman (2008).

Table 2 below sets out the

Leadership Code Instrument, the five domains and the competencies which are linked
to each domain.
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Table 2 – Leadership Code Domains and Competencies
DOMAIN

COMPETENCY

Strategist: Shape the Future

A.
B.
C.
D.

Strategic vision
Create a customer‐centric view of strategy
Engage the organisation in developing strategy
Creates strategic traction in the organisation

Executor: Make Things Happen

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Make change happen
Follow a decision protocol
Ensure accountability
Build teams
Ensure technical proficiency

Talent Manager: Engage Existing Talent

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Communicate
Create aligned direction
Strengthen competency of current employees
Resource to cope with demands
Create a positive work environment

Human Capital Developer: Build the next
generation/succession planning

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Map the workforce
Align the organisation and employee expectations
Help people manage their careers
Find and develop the next generation talent
Encourage networks and relationships

Personal Proficiency: Invest in Self

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.

Practice clear thinking
Self knowledge
Tolerate stress and resilience
Demonstrate learning agility
Tend to character and integrity
Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
Have personal energy and passion
Delivers results

G.
H.

The defining elements of each component of the Leadership Code model were
addressed in the individual items comprising the 360 instrument, and were linked to
the competencies in each domain as set out in Table 2. Each item/question in the 360
instrument was designed and reviewed by a team of expert item developers, who
together have extensive professional experience in scale development for such
instruments. The emphasis was on ensuring that items/statements accurately and
validly represented the constructs of concern and were written with clear
interpretation and rating in mind. Specifically, the items constructed were clearly
focused, unambiguous and reflected years of test, survey and 360 item development.
Sufficient sampling of critical leadership dimensions was also addressed during the
item construction process to promote valid and reliable feedback for each participant.
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Furthermore in an effort to improve the validity and reliability of the research
instrument to Irish Civil Service leadership, the research team worked closely with
RBL in the US to ensure appropriateness of the online research assessment instrument,
including phraseology of the questions, taking into consideration the Irish and civil
service context, thus ensuring relevance to participants and suitability of the electronic
instrument to the research sites. We believe that this input, effort and time in the
preparation and customisation of the research instrument has added considerably to
the success of the research project in gathering a complete multi‐level and multi‐
perspective dataset in the Irish context. The items in the 360 degree instrument are
based around the five domains as set out in Table 2. Sample items used in the
instrument are outlined in Appendix A.

The demographic and human capital

information sought from the respondents included the number of employees in the
Department/organisation, level in the organisation, gender, age, highest level of
education, number of direct reports, years in a senior management position and years
in the public sector.

RATING SCALE
Each respondent and his/her set of raters were invited to complete the online
questionnaire. Respondents were asked to assess the focal individual’s competence
level for each item using a five‐point scale as follow: 1 = Poor (0‐25%); 2 = Fair (25‐
50%); 3 = Good (51‐75%); 4 = Very Good (76‐90%) and 5 = Outstanding (91‐100%).
This rating scale allowed for the quantitative assessment of leadership to be gathered
across the various rating sources regarding each focal manager’s leadership capability.

QUALITATIVE LEADERSHIP EFFECTIVENESS COMMENTS
The motivation for adding a qualitative element to the research stems from the fact
that qualitative research methods are designed to enable the researcher to understand
people and the social and cultural contexts within which they live (Bryman and Bell,
2003). The nature of this study, its objectives, and the research questions were
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addressed comprehensively in the quantitative section of the instrument, which
allowed for multi‐level and multi‐perspective data to be collected. However, the
researchers believed that the qualitative research would enhance and seek to explain
in more depth the results from the quantitative data.
The open‐ended questions at the end of the instrument allowed the respondents to
add to the discussion in more depth which supported the exploration and
understanding of the experiences of the ‘how’ ‘what’, and ‘why’ of effective leadership.
Raters were also required to provide a qualitative comment for any competency they
rated at less than 3.

There were three open‐ended questions in the online

questionnaire regarding the focal manager’s strengths, development needs, and the
identification or discussion of factors which influence effective leadership in the public
and civil service specifically.

SAMPLE AND PROCEDURE
All 15 Government Departments and the Office of the Revenue Commissioners were
contacted about the leadership project.

The majority responded favourably and

indicated an interest in being involved in the research study. The research team
arranged meetings with the Secretaries General (CEO equivalent) and relevant Senior
HR Representatives from each Department to discuss the project and set out the access
required to carry out the study. Of the 15 Government Departments contacted and the
Office of the Revenue Commissioners, 13 Departments plus the Office of the Revenue
Commissioners agreed to participate in the research project, representing a response
rate of 88% at Government Department level. Two Departments declined due to time
constraints and participation in the Organisational Review Programme which was
ongoing at the same time. One Department had only one participant at the end of the
study and was excluded from the analysis as this would adversely impact anonymity.
Thus, the data for analysis represents twelve Government Departments and the Office
of the Revenue Commissioners. The participating Departments were requested to
select between 6‐16 managers who would participate in the study and complete The
Leadership Code 360 instrument. The number of participants selected by each
Department reflected the size of the organisation (i.e. the larger organisations selected
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16 participants whereas the smaller organisations with a lesser number of senior
managers selected approximately 6 participants].

The Office of the Revenue

Commissioners, at their request, opted to include 24 participants in the study.
Furthermore the researchers requested that those participating would reflect a
representative sample from all three grades of senior managers i.e. Secretary General,
Assistant Secretary General and Principal Officers. Additionally, each respondent who
agreed to participate in the research selected a number of colleagues who would also
complete an assessment of them including their manager (where applicable),
peers/colleagues at the same grade, and direct reports/staff reporting directly to
them.

RATING SOURCES
In terms of identifying rating sources, the respondents who agreed to participate in the
research were firstly asked to complete their self‐assessment. Secondly, the focal
individual’s manager was asked to rate their perception of the focal individual’s
performance in relation to their competency in each domain, using the same five‐point
scale. Thirdly, at least three or more peers (colleagues at the same level) of the
respondent were invited to rate the focal individual’s leadership in each competency/
domain using the five‐point scale. These scores were presented as an average of all
answers given by all peer raters for each item, competency or domain. Finally, at least
three or more direct reports (staff reporting directly to the respondent) were invited
to provide an assessment of the focal individual’s performance in each
competency/domain using the five‐point scale. These scores were presented as an
average of all direct report scores for item, competency, or domain. In order to assure
anonymity, a minimum of three raters were required in the peer and direct report
categories. If less than three raters responded in either the peer or direct report
category, these two scores were combined in the final report given to the focal
individual to ensure that no rater was identifiable.
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FINDINGS
PARTICIPATING LEADERS

OVERALL PARTICIPANTS
One hundred and forty‐six (146) top leaders across 13 Departments and the Office of
the Revenue Commissioners participated in the 2010 NUI Galway leadership study. As
outlined above, one Department had only one participant at the end of the study and
was excluded from the analysis as this would adversely impact anonymity.
Consequently, data from 12 Government Departments and the Office of the Revenue
Commissioners is included in this analysis. In terms of management grade, 8
Secretaries General, 37 Assistant Secretaries General and 101 Principal Officers
volunteered to participate. The number of participating leaders by Department is
indicated in Figure 2.

Most managers reported having a wide span of control,

reporting (on average) a team of staff reporting to them of 10 or more.

*

Figure 2 – Number of participant leaders by Department
* A higher number of senior managers participated in the Office of the Revenue Commissioners
at their request.
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PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS
Participating leaders were predominately male (71% male, 29% female) and the
majority (79%) were between 50 and 60 years old, as indicated in Figure 3 and Figure
4 respectively.

Figure 3 – Participants by gender

Figure 4 – Participants by age in years

In general, the leaders were quite experienced, with 80% working for 20 or more years
in the public service and 4 to 10 years in a senior management position, as indicated in
Figure 5 and Figure 6 respectively.

Figure 5 – Participants by number of years in
senior management position

Figure 6 – Participants by number of years in the
public service
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THE RATINGS
Multi‐source appraisal is commonly used as a process in leadership assessment due to
its ability to generate more accurate and comprehensive information about leadership
capability from all those interacting with the focal leader in the workplace. A total of
403 peers and 517 direct reports provided ratings for the 146 participating senior
Civil Service managers in the current study. On average, each leader was rated by his
or her manager, three peers, and three direct reports (see Figure 7).

Each

participating leader also completed a self‐evaluation of his or her leadership
competence. Respondents were asked to assess the focal individual’s competence
level for each item assessing leadership capability using a five‐point scale as follow: 1 =
Poor; 2 = Fair; 3 = Good; 4 = Very Good; and 5 = Outstanding.

Figure 7 – 360 degree feedback raters

CURRENT LEADERSHIP CAPABILITY IN THE IRISH CIVIL SERVICE
In order to provide an overall assessment of current leadership capability in the Irish
Civil Service, we averaged the ratings for each manager including self, manager, direct
report and peer ratings for each leadership item, competency and domain. On average,
leaders were rated between good (noted as a “3”) and very good (noted as a “4”) on all
domains.

29

As illustrated in Figure 8, the personal proficiency domain was rated higher than any
of the other domains for all senior managers who participated in the study with a
mean score of 3.85 (on a scale where 1 = Poor, 2 = Fair, 3 = Good, 4 = Very Good and 5
= Outstanding). This speaks positively of leaders in the Civil Service as Personal
Proficiency is at the core of effective leadership, according to The Leadership Code.
This domain focuses on behaviours that are critical to performing and sustaining the
actions effective leaders take. Being able to juggle short‐ and long‐term perspectives
on both the individual and organisational levels is “simply too difficult for someone
who is not personally strong, aware and centred” (Ulrich et al., 2008: 13). A high
rating in the personal proficiency domain is an important building block for
strengthening the other domains.

Figure 8 – Average scores (all participants) bycompetency domain

The lowest scoring domain on average for all senior managers is the human capital
developer domain which received a rating of 3.46 (on a scale where 1 = Poor, 2 = Fair,
3 = Good, 4 = Very Good and 5 = Outstanding). Human capital development ensures
that a long‐term perspective on the people in the organisation is at the forefront.
There is clear line of sight between future strategy and the skills and competencies
that will be required to deliver that strategy. A focus on human capital development
ensures that the right talent will be in place to achieve the longer‐term strategic
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objectives of the organisation through effective recruitment and selection practices
and human resource development interventions.
These findings provide information regarding the dominant focus and time
perspective within top leaders in the Civil Service.

Overall, current leadership

capability is stronger in the short‐term, operational perspective rather than in the
long‐term, strategic perspective. Developing a long‐term time perspective that leads to
more strategic planning may be marked as an area for growth for the senior managers
who participated in this study.

Additionally, leaders were stronger in their

organisational focus than in their individual focus. To strengthen an individual focus,
leaders need to develop and engage not only the current employees but, specifically,
also need to focus on the next generation of leaders—to build the leadership ‘pipeline,’
so to speak—in order to ensure the organisation has the long‐term competencies
required for future strategic success.
The executor domain received a mean rating of 3.70 for all senior managers in the
study (on a scale where 1 = Poor, 2 = Fair, 3 = Good, 4 = Very Good and 5 =
Outstanding). The executor domain is more focused on the near‐term rather than the
long‐term in the organisation. High scores in this domain indicate leadership which is
clear and decisive in getting things done through the people in the organisation.
The strategist and talent manager domains received the same average rating of 3.67
(on a scale where 1 = Poor, 2 = Fair, 3 = Good, 4 = Very Good, and 5 = Outstanding)
indicating that raters assessed these two leadership domains as being between “good”
and “very good”.

Higher scores in the strategist domain indicate a long‐term

perspective on the organisation rather than short‐term, with a tendency to focus on
the strategic direction of the organisation, whilst keeping abreast of developments in
the external environment such as technology and changing customer and societal
needs. Higher scores on talent management indicate a near‐term operational focus
which holds employees and their interests at the forefront. Such leaders tend to be
concerned with the current talent in the organisation to meet current organisational
needs.
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SPECIFIC LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES:
TOP FIVE STRENGTHS AND DEVELOPMENTAL NEEDS

The figure above provides an overview of the leaders’ scores across the five domains;
however, it is also important to identify specific competencies that present themselves
as top strengths and developmental needs for Civil Service leaders. Tables 3 and 4
present the top five strengths and developmental needs across leaders and rating
sources. All of the competencies that were identified as strongest fall into the Personal
Proficiency domain. Alternatively, three of the competencies that were rated lowest
fall into the Human Capital Developer domain.
Table 3 – Top five strengths and associated average scores
TOP STRENGTHS

SCORE

DOMAIN

1) Demonstrate learning agility

4.17

Personal Proficiency

2) Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)

4.00

Personal Proficiency

3) Tolerate stress and resilience

3.86

Personal Proficiency

4) Self knowledge

3.86

Personal Proficiency

5) Deliver results

3.85

Personal Proficiency

Table 4 – Top five development needs and associated average scores
TOP DEVELOPMENT NEEDS

SCORE

DOMAIN

1) Map the workforce

3.26

Human Capital Developer

2) Align the organisation & employee expectations

3.40

Human Capital Developer

3) Help people manage their careers

3.51

Human Capital Developer

4) Communication

3.55

Talent Manager

5) Practice clear thinking

3.57

Personal Proficiency
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KEY LEADERSHIP STRENGTHS – ANALYSIS OF QUALITATIVE COMMENTS
As outlined earlier, raters were invited to provide qualitative comments in response to
an open‐ended question about each focal manager’s key leadership strengths. In total,
954 responses were received for this question from the participants’ managers, peers
and direct reports. Table 5 presents indicative sample comments of the most often‐
cited leadership strengths from our analysis as categorised by the domain and
competency they refer to following content analysis of the 954 responses.
Table 5 – Key Leadership Strengths Referred to by Raters in Qualitative Comments

DOMAIN

EMERGING THEMES

INDICATIVE COMMENTS

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Delivers Results

“He is extremely well organised and focussed and always delivers” [Assistant
Principal about Principal Officer]
“She has a very clear focus on achieving outcomes and has put a robust
structure in place to ensure that there is a strong focus on performance,
productivity and achieving results”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“She sets very high standards for herself and demands very high standards of
others and consistently achieves results” [Principal Officer about Assistant
Secretary General]
“When goal setting he has very clear objectives and is inspirational in his
tireless efforts to achieve targets to the highest possible standard” [Principal
Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“He has a ‘can do’ attitude and a strong desire to see things done in the best
way possible” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He is an outstanding public servant whose approach is very much to lead from
the front in order to deliver key results” [Secretary General about Assistant
Secretary General]

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Have personal energy “In any job he undertakes, he goes that extra mile to acquire the knowledge,
and passion
assess the information available, consider future options and present a
convincing case or alternative approaches” [Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“He sets a very high standard, is very driven and hardworking”. [Assistant
Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“Her commitment, honesty, energy and dynamism”. [Assistant Principal Officer
about Principal Officer]
“This SG works hard, has total commitment, dedication and integrity”.
[Assistant Secretary General about Secretary General]
“She has energy and enthusiasm to get the job done which inspires her
colleagues” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
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DOMAIN

EMERGING THEMES

INDICATIVE COMMENTS

“His dedication to public service ensures that any strategic direction he
promotes is for the benefit of the organisation and the taxpayer” [Principal
Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has boundless energy and never seems to tire of work” [Assistant Principal
Officer about Principal Officer]
“She has energy, enthusiasm and commitment” [Assistant Secretary General
about Secretary General]
“His integrity, openness and hard work ethic, honesty, absolute commitment to
delivering on behalf of internal and external stakeholders” [Assistant Secretary
General about Secretary General]
Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Tend to character
and integrity

“He is compassionate and respected”
[Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He is dedicated, competent, with humanity, personal integrity and has
outstanding corporate and organisational knowledge. [Assistant Secretary
General about Assistant Secretary General]
“Her open, honest and totally committed approach to both her work and the
people that work for her”. [Assistant Secretary General about Assistant
Secretary General]

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Practice clear
thinking

“Her ability to cut to the core of complex issues and develop/implement
solutions where required”. [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“His ability to cut to the core of an issue and act with self‐assurance and
confidence”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He can cut through complexities and can quickly identify the core aspects of a
problem, project, exercise etc.” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has ability to deal with challenging and complex situations” [Assistant
Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She can also get on top of and understand complex issues and develop
solutions in a measured manner” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Tolerate stress and
resilience

“Does not get flustered or rushed and is totally dependable and discrete when
dealing with matters of a confidential or sensitive nature”. [Assistant Secretary
General about Assistant Secretary General]
“He is calm and patient”. [Assistant Secretary General about Principal Officer]
“Her ability to remain calm with difficult people and situations and to be in
control and show leadership in such situations is a great strength” [Principal
Officer about Principal Officer]
“He is calm in a crisis”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
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Strategist
Shape the
future

Creates strategic
traction in the
organisation

“He ensures clear strategies for the Office and adapts these quickly as required”
[Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“She recognises the importance of working on long‐term policy objectives at the
same time as dealing with the urgent crisis issues of today because she knows
that the only way to reduce the emergence of urgent immediate issues is the
achievement of the objectives of the long‐term strategy” [Assistant Secretary
General about Principal Officer]
“He has the ability to translate strategic vision into firm action which he
delivers” [Secretary General about Assistant Secretary General]
“She has strong analytical abilities and has good strategic vision” [Assistant
Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“The general breadth and depth of understanding of his brief coupled with a
strong strategic perspective on issues” [Assistant Principal Officer about
Principal Officer]
“He excels at setting strategy and communicating to his staff their role in
delivering it” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Strategist
Shape the
future

Strategic vision

“He has a very clear focus for where he wants the organisation to go, he will
drive that view regardless of any invalid opposition” [Principal Officer about
Assistant Principal Officer]
“He has a vision for the organisation” [Assistant Secretary General about
Principal Officer]
“She has clarity with regard to strategic direction and goals of the section”
[Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She has very strong conception of the strategy for her area, informed by
extensive knowledge of her sector, coupled with an effective practical approach
to achieving the elements of that strategy on a day‐to‐day basis”. [Principal
Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“She has a clear understanding of her organisation and where it needs to be in
terms of business strategy/objectives” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Executor
Make change
happen

Builds Teams

“He is seen as both proactive and pragmatic; approachable and open to new
ideas; gives the senior management team the space to manage effectively”
[Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“She has a very persuasive and inclusive style which assists in mentoring staff
and making them feel part of the team to achieve the desired business
objectives” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has a strong personal presence and his views are respected as being
considered, measured and strategic by a diverse peer group. He balances that
with excellent interpersonal skills such that he brings people of all grades and
backgrounds along with him” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She has a willingness to mentor and encourage staff and colleagues”.
[Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
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“He is open‐minded with regard to new ideas and approaches; openness with
regard to honest discussion and critical examination of issues; willingness to
allow staff to take ownership of work and develop themselves”. [Assistant
Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She encourages participation from all grades and treats everyone, whether
senior or junior, on an equal footing ‐ she has no favourites! She is kind and
considerate but is not slow to deal with controversial issues. She is a wonderful
teacher and guides her staff while at the same time allowing you to use your
own initiative” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She actively listens, has a reliable, collaborative approach, decisive and a good
team building and motivational approach”. [Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]

Executor
Make change
happen

Follow a decision
protocol

“Prepared to make tough decisions when required”. [Assistant Principal Officer
about Principal Officer]
“He focuses on the essentials and is not afraid to raise difficult issues with key
decision makers “ [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has highly specialist expertise in his area of competence which inspires
confidence in his decision making and leadership” [Principal Officer about
Principal Officer]
“He has the ability to weigh up the facts and make a decision” [Assistant
Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She has the ability to take hard decisions in a very difficult area”. [Principal
Officer about Principal Officer]

Talent
Manager
Engage
existing talent

Communicate

“She has well defined targets and puts clear plans in place … and communicates
clearly to staff and external stakeholders” [Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“She has excellent interpersonal skills. She is very good at identifying and
articulating important issues and keeping lines of communication with staff
open at all times” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She is able to communicate effectively in a way all levels of the organisation
can understand” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has natural social skills and the ability to communicate with all levels”.
[Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has a very good rapport with all staff members, provides timely feedback at
all times” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has a clear and effective communication style with an eye on key
stakeholder needs” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She has the ability to be influential and convincing which is beneficial in
dealing with stakeholders and staff/management in the organisation. She
takes the views of all team members on board before embarking on a project”.
[Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
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Human
Capital
Developer
Build next
generation
talent

Encourage networks
and relationships

“He is well linked‐in, with a strong external profile, including international
recognition” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“He has good networking skills and good working relationship with external
stakeholders” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“His ability to interact with people, his integrity and his good judgement
enables him to build and maintain networks within and outside the
organisation” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He has outstanding networking skills and excels in bringing all stakeholders
both internal and external on board” [Principal Officer about Assistant
Secretary General]

KEY LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT NEEDS – A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
As outlined earlier, raters were invited to provide qualitative comments in response to
an open‐ended question about each focal manager’s key leadership development
needs. In total, 853 responses were received for this question. Table 6 presents
indicative sample comments of the most often cited leadership development needs as
categorised by the domain and competency they refer to following content analysis of
the 853 responses.

Table 6 – Key Leadership Development Needs Provided by Raters in Qualitative Comments

DOMAIN

EMERGING
THEMES

INDICATIVE COMMENTS

Human
Capital
Developer
Build next
generation
talent/
succession
planning

Map the
workforce

“The organisation would benefit from a stronger systematic focus on talent
development and enable more focused use of top management time through direct
interventions to resist tendency for upward migration of organisational work
activity” [Assistant Secretary General about Secretary General]

“He could perhaps take a more overt/conscious leadership role in relation to staffing,
forward planning, i.e. beyond dealing with current issues, for example, develop and
convey a vision of where he wants the Department to be in x years' time” [Assistant
Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He could be more demanding of the Personnel Unit to ensure that the right staff are
placed in the Finance Unit. It often appears that Personnel deal with numbers by just
filling vacancies rather than ensuring the right people are in the right place with the
right skills” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
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Human
Capital
Developer
Build next
generation
talent/
succession
planning

Help people
manage their
careers

“He should implement a system of staff mobility, particularly for staff who have been
working in the same job for a long time” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“She should coach staff to develop their competencies and skills to encourage their
career development” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“Consider staff development needs, e.g. through provision of training/ mentoring, in
the context of ensuring appropriate knowledge and expertise is maintained and
developed within the organisation” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary
General]
“She could encourage staff members to engage in training which would benefit the
Department and individual career prospects” [Assistant Principal Officer about
Principal Officer]

Human
Capital
Developer
Build next
generation
talent/
succession
planning

Encourage
networks and
relationships

“He should consider the benefits of informal contacts/networking with external
stakeholders as well as formal meetings” [Assistant Secretary General about
Secretary General]
“She needs to network internally in the Department” [Assistant Secretary General
about Principal Officer]
“Better information sharing with peer group, better networking to build support for
work/projects” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“His networking abilities could be strengthened” [Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“For her to become a more effective leader in achieving results depends on her
networking ability and to prepare the ground to garner support within the
Management Board for resources” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
”More networking to achieve collaboration among co‐sponsors and possible
champions”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Strategist
Shape the
future

Strategic vision

“He needs to focus more on strategic and policy directions for the Department rather
than detailed implementation” [Assistant Secretary General about Secretary
General]
“While he is very tactical and a good change agent he could work on developing an
overall strategic vision that could be communicated in a structured way to the
organisation” [Secretary General about Assistant Secretary General]
“Communicate more forcibly the vision for the future and what he wants to achieve”
[Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“Needs to think more strategically”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“Gaining experience in developing major policy papers and proposals would add to
his leadership skills”. [Secretary General about Assistant Secretary General]
“He should step back from the ‘day to day’ work so as to have the opportunity to
identify initiatives and opportunities which can contribute to organisational strategy.
A key role of senior leaders is not alone to implement current policy but also to
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identify new directions and strategies and to bring forward new ideas” [Assistant
Secretary General about Principal Officer]

Executor
Make change
happen

Build Teams

“Provide more continuous feedback to staff (not just as part of PMDS) which will
enable them to learn and also show them the areas/skills that they need to improve…
sometimes I am unsure of my work or performance level” [Assistant Principal Officer
about Principal Officer]
“Try to create innovative ways to engage staff in their area of responsibility”.
[Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He could reflect on the balance between his own leadership style, the value of
nurturing leadership talent at other levels of the organisation, and the overall team
dynamic”. [Secretary General about Assistant Secretary General]
“He should be more confident in the ability of his staff to deliver and let them get on
with it”. [Assistant Secretary General about Secretary General]
“He should make greater use of his management team, rather than taking on so
much himself, which in turn restricts his time for interaction with the team and the
fostering of a team approach within his division. Shorter, more frequent
management team meetings might help foster a greater team ethos” [Principal
Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“He should delegate a little more; more directing/guiding/mentoring his team rather
than doing”. [Secretary General about Assistant Secretary General]

Executor
Make change
happen

Ensure
Accountability

“Take more time with the PMDS process …Disinterest at his level for the process is
bad” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“Promote an engagement with under performers… Underperformers are ‘written off’
and this is a costly ‘write of’’" [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“He could display greater commitment to the PMDS process by ensuring that PMDS is
implemented on time, every time, for all staff in his area [Assistant Principal Officer
about Principal Officer]
“Use PMDS more effectively ‐ by helping with better goal setting and measurement
of performance” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“She should apply compulsory standards to staff discipline and time‐keeping”.
[Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He could be a little less accepting of excuses from some stakeholders, for example to
be more firm with some staff to deliver” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal
Officer]
“Learn to understand and manage poor performance among his staff, implement
supervisory checks and explain the basis for the requirement to have certain work
carried out” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He could focus more on developing under‐performing staff …he can be too
understanding of under‐performance”. [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
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“Needs to delegate more and make those who work for her more accountable for
timely delivery of quality outputs”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Executor
Make change
happen

Make change
happen

“He could improve his ability to persuade people to adopt a new or different
approach” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary]
“He should be more proactive in changing policies in the Department” [Principal
Officer about Assistant Secretary]
“She should adopt a more pro‐active focus on reform/modernisation” [Assistant
Secretary about Principal Officer]
“He should put forward his ideas with confidence and a clear recommendation for
action and encourage staff more to be drivers of change”. [Assistant Secretary
about Principal Officer]
“She can be a little conservative and could be more responsive to the change
agenda” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He is conservative in his approach. His need to be identified as a safe pair of hands
must be balanced with a more enthusiastic approach to change. He would not be
identified as tackling difficult issues enthusiastically”. [Principal Officer about
Principal Officer]

Talent
Create aligned
Manager
direction
Engage
existing talent

“Clearly define the role of his Assistant Principals on projects. On some occasions his
expectations and those of his APs do not align. Ensure co‐ordination of the actions of
his APs. Tendency for the existence of independent republics” [Assistant Principal
Officer about Principal Officer]
“He could convey a greater sense of work in the organisation, including the feedback
from stakeholders on our Department's service delivery or develop systems for such
feedback if they don't already exist”. [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary
General]
“Prioritise key deliverables and communicate these priorities and the reasons for
them, clearly to her team” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Talent
Communicate
Manager
Engage
existing talent

“He has a comprehensive and informed knowledge of the activities and strategies of
the Department that could be better communicated” [Assistant Secretary General
about Secretary General]
“She should have a stronger focus on proactive communication of organisational
strategy and performance delivery to wider audience” [Assistant Secretary General
about Secretary General]
“Listen and be more aware of the strengths of all the staff that he is responsible for
and communicate and interact with junior staff and finally be more open to
alternative views on issues” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“He could be a better communicator by articulating more clearly what his
requirements are and meet directly with his staff more often” [Principal Officer about
Assistant Secretary General]
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“Be more visible across the organisation and in particular in decentralised locations
and work to increase understanding of the Department's policies and objectives”.
[Assistant Secretary General to Secretary General]
“He needs to have better communication with staff generally; give more consistent
feedback and consult more” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
“She could improve interpersonal communication and people skills and show more
empathy and understanding” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“He should actively engage with key staff in a more direct and educational/training
fashion rather than e‐mails” [Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Balance work and
non‐work
demands
(including
delegation)

“He leads from the front in order to deliver key results and this sometimes can result
in him taking on his own shoulders a little too much of the "heavy lifting" required”
[Secretary General about Assistant Secretary General]
“Delegate more – he does not need to be involved in trivial decisions” [Assistant
Secretary General about Principal Officer]
“Delegate more and be more incisive”. [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal
Officer, Defence].
“He could delegate more … he tends to involve himself in work that could be done by
his staff particularly attending too many meetings. He should allow his staff to
engage more with stakeholders and have more consultation” [Assistant Principal
Officer about Principal Officer]
“Delegate and transfer accountability and responsibility to his junior staff” [Principal
Officer about Assistant Secretary]
“She tends to "over" manage tasks, getting involved in small matters that really
should be delegated” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]

Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

Deliver results

“Balance perfectionism with on‐time delivery of results to improve "hit rate" on
achieving key deliverables” [Assistant Principal Officer about Principal Officer]
“Recognise that a more realistic and results‐focussed balance may be desirable in the
work her area takes on, in order to achieve the actual changes needed on the
ground” [Principal Officer about Assistant Secretary General]
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LEADERSHIP CAPABILITY ANALYSIS

DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS
In order to provide a more specific analysis of the leadership capability within the Civil
Service, we analysed the results according to different leader demographics and
human capital variables, namely: age; gender; education; years in public service and in
senior management positions; as well as Department and management grade.
There were no statistically significant differences in the five leadership domain scores
across age, gender, education levels, or years in public service. The number of years
the leader has been in a senior management position, however, was an influencing
factor in the Talent Manager domain. In general, leaders who had a mid‐level number
of years in a senior management positions scored highest in this domain. Statistically
significant differences appear in all three competencies that comprise the Talent
Manager domain, as indicated in Figure 9. Specifically, leaders differed in the extent to
which they Communicate, Create an Aligned Direction, and Strengthen the Competence
of Current Employees.

Thus, it appears that some experience is necessary for

developing these areas; however, being in a position too long may bring about some
complacency in these behaviours.

Figure 9 – Averages of key Talent Manager competency scores by years in management
Although there were no statistically significant differences at the domain level for
many of the demographic factors, there were some interesting differences in ratings at
the competence level. Similar to the effect of years in senior management position,
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there were also differences in the Strengthen Competence of Current Employees
competency (of the Talent Manager domain) by age. As indicated in Figure 10, this
data follows the same pattern as in Figure 9: leaders who were in the mid‐level age
brackets had the highest scores for this competency.

Figure 10 – Average scores for the ability to strengthen competency of current employees by age
Finally, education was significantly related to the Ensure Technical Proficiency
competency (part of the Executor domain). In general, those with higher education
levels scored higher on this competency, as indicated in Figure 11. Thus, it seemed
that leaders with higher levels of education were more concerned with their own
technical proficiency and up‐skilling in changing environmental situations.

Figure 11 – Average scores for the ensure technical proficiency competency by education

ANALYSIS OF LEADERSHIP STRENGTHS & DEVELOPMENT NEEDS BY
MANAGEMENT GRADE
In addition to demographic factors we also examined types of leaders in terms of level
of leadership and the Department in which the leader is located. With regard to the
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former, there were no statistically significant differences in the average rating scores
of each of the five domains by management grade; however, there were some
differences when examining the 26 specific competencies. Table 7 and Table 8 identify
the top three strengths and top three developmental needs for each of the three
management grades that were assessed.
Table 7 – Top three strengths for the three management grades

GRADE
Principal Officer

Assistant Secretary
General

Secretary General

COMPETENCY
1. Demonstrate learning agility

DOMAIN
Personal Proficiency

2.

Balance work and non‐work demands
(including delegation)

Personal Proficiency

3.

Tolerate stress and resilience

Personal Proficiency

1.

Demonstrate learning agility

Personal Proficiency

2.

Balance work and non‐work demands
(including delegation)

Personal Proficiency

3.

Deliver results

Personal Proficiency

1.

Balance work and non‐work demands
(including delegation)

Personal Proficiency

2.

Demonstrate learning agility

Personal Proficiency

3.

Build teams

Executor

Table 8 – Top three development needs for the three management grades

GRADE
Principal Officer

Assistant Secretary
General

Secretary General

COMPETENCY
1. Map the workforce

DOMAIN
Human capital Developer

2.

Align organisation and employee expectations

Human capital Developer

3.

Help people manage their careers

Human capital Developer

1.

Map the workforce

Human capital Developer

2.

Align organisation and employee
expectations

Human capital Developer

3.

Communicate

Talent Manager

1.

Tend to character and integrity

Personal Proficiency

2.

Map the workforce

Human capital Developer

3.

Align organisation and employee
expectations

Human capital Developer
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There were also statistically significant differences in average scores on six of the 26
competencies when comparing across the three management grades.
Figure 12 and Figure 13 display the average ratings of these six competencies. Three
of the significant differences are within the Strategist domain and three are within the
Personal Proficiency domain. Although there were no significant differences in the
domains overall, these results show differences in the patterns of specific strengths
and developmental needs of each management grade within the domains.

Figure 12 – Average scores according to management grade based on key competencies of the
Strategist domain

Figure 13 – Average scores according to management grade based on key competencies of the
Personal Proficiency domain
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DEPARTMENTAL ANALYSIS OF LEADERSHIP STRENGTHS & DEVELOPMENT NEEDS
The competency areas presenting themselves as strengths and developmental needs
were also addressed for each of the 13 participating Departments. The overall ranking
of top strength (Personal Proficiency) and top developmental need (Human Capital
Developer) was consistent through each Department. This paints a consistent picture
in the overall assessment of strengths and development needs within the Civil Service
as a whole. When we analysed the data by specific competencies, however, there were
some differences by Department.

Table 9 and Table 10 specify the top three

competencies identified as either strengths or development needs for each of the 13
Departments. Many of the top strengths fall within the Personal Proficiency domain,
whereas many of the development needs fall within the Human Capital Developer
domain.
Table 9 – Top three strengths by Department

DEPARTMENT

TOP 3 STRENGTHS – COMPETENCY

DOMAIN

Agriculture, Fisheries, &
Food

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Deliver results
3. Follow a decision protocol

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency
Executor

Community, Equality, &
Gaeltacht Affairs

1. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
2. Demonstrate learning agility
3. Tend to character and integrity

Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Deliver results

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Resource to cope with demands

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

Communications, Energy,
and Natural Resources

Defence

Enterprise, Trade, &
Innovation

Education and Skills

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency

Talent Manager

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Self knowledge

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate Learning Agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Tolerate Stress and resilience

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency
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DEPARTMENT

TOP 3 STRENGTHS – COMPETENCY

DOMAIN

Environment, Heritage, &
Local Government

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Engage organisation in developing a strategy
3. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)

Personal Proficiency
Strategist
Personal Proficiency

Health and Children

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Have personal energy and passion

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Deliver results

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Tolerate stress and resilience

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Tend to character and integrity

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

1. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
2. Demonstrate learning agility
3. Have personal energy and passion

Personal Proficiency

1. Demonstrate learning agility
2. Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)
3. Self knowledge

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

Justice and Law Reform

Office of the Revenue
Commissioners

Social Protection

Tourism, Culture, and
Sport

Transport

Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency
Personal Proficiency

Personal Proficiency
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Table 10 – Top three developmental needs by Department

DEPARTMENT

Top 3 development needs – competency

DOMAIN

Agriculture, Fisheries, & Food

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Help people manage their careers

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer

Community, Equality, and
Gaeltacht Affairs

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Create Strategic Traction in the Organisation

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Strategist

Communications, Energy, and
Natural Resources

1. Align organisation and employee expectations
2. Map the workforce
3. Communicate

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Talent Manager

Defence

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Communicate

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Talent Manager

Enterprise, Trade, &
Innovation

1. Map the workforce
2. Communicate
3. Align organisation and employee expectations

Human Capital Developer
Talent Manager
Human Capital Developer

Education and Skills

1. Map the workforce
2. Communicate
3. Help people manage their careers

Human Capital Developer
Talent Manager
Human Capital Developer

Environment, Heritage, &
Local Government

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Practice clear thinking

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Personal Proficiency

Health and Children

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Help people manage their careers

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer

Justice and Law Reform

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Ensure accountability

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Executor

Office of the Revenue
Commissioners

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Practice clear thinking

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Personal Proficiency

Social Protection

1. Align organisation and employee expectations
2. Map the workforce
3. Create a positive work environment

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Talent Manager

Tourism, Culture, and Sport

1. Map the workforce
2. Help people manage their careers
3. Make change happen

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Executor
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DEPARTMENT

Transport

Top 3 development needs – competency

1. Map the workforce
2. Align organisation and employee expectations
3. Communicate

DOMAIN

Human Capital Developer
Human Capital Developer
Talent Manager

RATING OF COMPARISON TO OTHER MANAGERS IN THE ORGANISATION
In addition to completing ratings on each of the Leadership Code domains and
competencies, each rater also assessed the leader/senior manager in comparison to
other leaders at the same level in the organisation with regard to having a strategic
vision for the organisation and how it will achieve it. We examined the extent to which
the five domains contributed to this rating for each of the rating groups (self,
managers, peers, and direct reports) using multiple regression. Across all rating
groups, the Personal Proficiency domain significantly predicted the rating on this item.
In other words, higher Personal Proficiency scores predicted higher scores in terms of
the leader’s vision for the Department/organisation, capability to clearly articulate and
communicate the vision and set about achieving it. Figure 14 displays the mean values
of the leaders’ strategic ability scored as outstanding, very good, good, and poor/very
poor in comparison to other leaders in their organisation for each rating source/group.

Figure14 – Average score for Personal Proficiency domain based on rating of comparison item
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CONGRUENCE IN LEADERSHIP SCORES ACROSS DIFFERENT RATING SOURCES
As previously discussed, we utilised multi‐source assessment to provide a more
representative holistic indication of leadership capability among senior managers in
the Irish Civil Service. On average, a manager’s leadership capability assessment
included eight assessments: self, one manager, three peers, and three direct reports.
We examined differences in rating scores by domain for each of the four rating groups.
Figure 15 presents these findings.

In order to ascertain if these scores were

statistically different from each other, paired samples t‐tests were run for each pair of
evaluators (e.g., self–manager, peer–direct report, self–peer, etc.). The t‐test analyses
explored the differences in overall leadership capability and the five leadership
domain scores when comparing scores provided by different rating sources. The
findings paint a consistent pattern in the ratings. For each of the five domains, the
evaluations were significantly different for all pairs except the peers and direct reports
pairing. As indicated in Figure 15, managerial assessments were rated highest in
comparison with self, peer, and direct report assessments. Furthermore, self‐ ratings
were lower in comparison to manager, peer, and direct report ratings. The most
significant difference between self and other ratings of leadership was in the Personal
Proficiency domain.

Figure 15 – Average score for each domain based on rating source
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These findings raise a number of important issues for leadership, HRM, and human
resource development in the Irish Civil Service. Firstly, given the level of congruence
in their ratings, it could be argued that direct report and peer ratings represent a more
accurate assessment of leadership competence compared with managerial assessment.
Certain rating sources provide more accurate assessment of certain performance
domains. For example, direct reports are perhaps better placed to evaluate leadership
competencies given that they are directly impacted by such behaviours. Managers, on
the other hand, may not have the same opportunities to observe these leadership
behaviours. This has implications for the current performance management system
which is top‐down and relies on managerial assessment and self‐assessment only.

LEADERS’ SELF‐PERCEPTION ACCURACY & SELF‐AWARENESS
As shown in the figures and analyses above, self‐ratings tended to be statistically
significantly lower than ratings from managers, peers and direct reports. Previous
research on multi‐source feedback has indicated that greater self‐awareness, indicated
by greater congruence between self and other ratings of performance, tends to be
associated with higher leadership effectiveness overall. Contrary to much research
using North American leaders who tend to over‐estimate their leadership capability
(Fleenor et al., 2010), the Irish senior level leaders who participated tended to under‐
estimate their capability in comparison with the other sources across all five
leadership domains. We categorised agreement into under‐estimates, accurate
estimates, and over‐estimates based on those who rated themselves +/‐ 0.25 (or a
quarter of 1 grade) compared to the average rating provided by the managerial, peer
and direct report assessment.

Overall, 67 (46%) of the focal managers under‐

estimated their leadership capability when their self‐assessment and other
assessments were compared.

24 (16%) of the managers over‐estimated their

leadership capability when compared with the average rating as provided by others
(manager, peers and direct reports). This is represented in Figure 16.
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Figure 16 – Categorisation of under‐estimation, accurate estimation, and over‐estimation based
on self versus other scores across all leadership domains
This may signify a lack of self‐awareness on the part of the leaders and highlight
hidden strengths in the leadership domains (hidden strengths are reflected in lower
self‐ratings compared with others). If this is the case, it has implications for HRD
practice since accurate training needs analysis is critical in the HRD process. Managers
often self‐diagnose training needs and subsequently participate in training and
development programmes geared to address these needs. If these needs are not
accurately defined, it is likely that managers are not engaged in the most appropriate
HRD interventions. Ensuring accurate self‐perception and self‐awareness is critical for
effective HRD.
As the research tends to suggest that those who are more accurate in their assessment
of their leadership competence might be more effective leaders overall, we compared
leaders falling into each of the three categories (over‐, under‐, and accurate
assessments) on a number of factors. These analyses revealed that there were no
significant differences in self‐other congruence by demographic factor (age, gender,
education, tenure etc.). That is, demographic factors did not predict rating congruence.
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PUBLIC SERVICE LEADERSHIP: IRISH CIVIL SERVICE CONTEXT FACTORS
As outlined earlier, raters were invited to set out any other factors which they believe
influence effective leadership in the public service and Irish Civil Service specifically.
These are important issues to capture as they present an understanding of the context‐
specific issues pertaining to the Irish Civil Service which may be distinct from other
organisational settings e.g. the private sector.

We employed a content analysis

methodology to analyse and thematically organise the 618 qualitative comments
which this question generated.
The following section presents the top seven most often cited themes, challenges and
sector specific factors that emerged from the content analysis regarding how the
public service/Irish Civil Service context affects leadership which may not have been
captured in the various items, competencies and domains captured in the Leadership
Code model.

1. LEADERSHIP AND RISK
One of the key themes to emerge when asked about how the public sector context
affects leadership is the balance between risk‐taking, maintaining the status quo and
facilitating innovation and creativity. The comments tend to endorse the view that the
opportunities for leadership can be limited by a risk averse context, with one Assistant
Principal Officer stating that “it is important to safeguard the integrity of public sector
organisations by ensuring suitable processes, but the public service process may
sometimes get more emphasis in terms of risk mitigation than outcomes”. This view was
further echoed by an Assistant Secretary who stated that “traditionally there has been a
lack of calculated risk taking within public sector organisations”. Further comments
which support this view are that “risk taking is not rewarded” [Assistant Principal
Officer], “the public service tends to have more emphasis on risk mitigation rather than
outcomes and thus a lack of scope for innovative thinking prevails” [Assistant Principal
Officer] and “the public sector operates according to a set of procedures, guidelines and
policies. While these ensure that managers adhere to a set of standards, they can also be
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something of a straitjacket when it comes to being innovative and responsive” [Principal
Officer].
However, many participants indicated that change is needed to balance innovation and
results with the need for measured risks as evidenced by the following statements: “it
is important … that future public sector managers/leaders be chosen so as not to
prioritise/overemphasise process at the expense of results” [Assistant Principal Officer].
This opinion was further supported by the following comments that: “considered risk
taking and creativity is needed” [Assistant Principal Officer] and in doing so “the public
sector has to somehow break free from the hierarchical culture [of engaging in
professional and organisational practices that serve to protect oneself] and allow and
encourage people with genuine drive and vision to express themselves  a pipe dream
probably!” [Assistant Principal Officer].
The disquiet about risk taking among many of the respondents in an environment
where errors may be seized upon by media and the public is concisely captured in the
following statements: “public sector organisations operate in a highly risk averse
environment, dictated by demands of public accountability and the media focus. This
permeates organisational culture and impedes capacity to offer freedoms and latitude to
individuals to pursue new approaches and adopt responsive service innovations”.
[Assistant Secretary]. Furthermore, it was asserted by a Principal Officer that “there is
a strong culture of not making mistakes at any cost, so nobody takes risks and therefore
change only happens when it is absolutely necessary”. An Assistant Principal Officer
emphasises that while “cautious responses and "holding the line" may be viewed as the
appropriate behaviours of a civil servant, in the development of education, for example,
greater levels of innovative thinking and creativity in response to emerging issues might
benefit the overall system”. Moreover, an Assistant Principal Officer asserts that “critical
analysis and questioning of senior management decisions are discouraged, and in this
context individuals are therefore reluctant to contribute creatively”.
Finally, one Secretary General stresses that there is a “need for entrepreneurial
management that is active, innovative and engages staff so that they take on projects
that involve difficult change”. It is recognised that change is difficult due to constraints
outlined above but they are necessary for public service reform.

This view is

supported by the following comment: “difficult change challenges us to think in new
channels, but too much of what we do is hackneyed and useless. That's why we are
struggling with public service reform”.
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2. RIGIDITY OF THE ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE AND PROCESS
The rigidity of the structure of the public sector and its bureaucratic form is seen as a
significant sector‐specific factor that adversely impacts leadership effectiveness. One
Assistant Principal Officer states that “the structure of the organisation has become
more rigid and more bureaucratic in the last ten years or so and it limits the scope for an
individual to act”. This view was further echoed at an Assistant Secretary level, where
one manager asserts that “the structures and restrictions of Government, as distinct from
the private sector, oftentimes limits options, takes time to change, requires outmoded
channels to be maintained and results in the inability to readily invest 'profits' (aka
savings/extra exchequer returns) in new or experimental ventures’. This view was
further endorsed by an Assistant Secretary General who states that “it is presumed that
public sector leaders have the same level of discretion and autonomy that private sector
leaders have; but a key factor to note in public service leadership are the constraints
imposed by central edicts and controls”. Additionally, a Principal Officer puts forward
the view that “the rigidity of the Industrial Relations structure hinders flexibility”.
Furthermore, the diverse nature of the public service and rigidity in the management
structure is seen as a huge challenge to effective leadership as evidenced by the
following comments: “The diverse nature of the public service and its management
structures make it difficult to develop and implement cohesive strategies  a monumental
leadership challenge” [Assistant Secretary General]. This view is further qualified by
the comment “that those in leadership roles often have a great deal of responsibility but
little or no authority or control. For example, leaders don't have control over their
resources, and the procedures and systems can be rigid and inflexible and it is very
difficult to get things done or to effect change” [Principal Officer].

3. POLITICAL SYSTEM INFLUENCE & COMPETING PRIORITIES
There was a strong consensus among the respondents in the study that the influence of
the political system is constraining to public sector leadership effectiveness and
achievement of results. The following statement from an Assistant Principal Officer
states that “leadership always has to be seen within the context of the political dimension
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of public sector work”. Another comment from a Principal Officer supports the view,
stating that “the interaction with the political system is of relevance and is a factor which
does of course influence effective leadership in the public sector”. Political priorities,
direction and policy strongly influence what is possible to achieve in programme
delivery areas and the ability to bring about change. One Assistant Secretary General
endorses the view that the “political environment in which the public servant operates
can dilute the impact of leadership on organisations e.g. initiatives which might have
been led strongly could be removed from the political agenda with a change of
Government or Minister”.
The point was also raised that political influence limits leadership, stating that “the key
factor is the political one which has a huge influence on leadership capabilities in terms
of limiting style” [Principal Officer]. Another Principal Officer states that “the political
background is a strong influencing factor” and that “general dissatisfaction with the
political and economic environment can have a detrimental (and possibly unavoidable)
effect on leadership in the public sector” [Principal Officer].
One Assistant Secretary points to the challenge of managing competing priorities,
stating that “effective leadership in the public sector (particularly in the civil service) has
to have particular regard for the political/policy context in which work is done. It can
also mean that some stakeholders can in fact be disappointed with some of the work
which has been done, even though overall it is in the public interest. A quality of being
able to balance often competing public interests is obviously desirable”.
The relationship between Government Ministers, the Government agenda and the
ability of Civil Servants to work within the political system significantly influences
leadership and can be summed up with the following statements: “the ability to work
with the political system, understand the various influences and be able to move forward
when possible opportunities present themselves is essential” [Principal Officer] and
“leadership can only go as far as the political agenda allows” [Assistant Principal
Officer].

One Assistant Principal Officer suggests that the political system i.e.

Government Ministers and Civil Servants need to synchronise their agenda, stating
that “in order to have effective leadership, Government in introducing policy needs to be
clear with their goals. On occasion some decisions have not been forceful enough
particularly on staff redeployment and in particular on the Government's
decentralisation programme”. A similar argument was put forward by an Assistant
Secretary General who states that “our public service needs to become more business
like and to deliver public goals more quickly”. This argument was further qualified by
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adding that “the highest levels of our public service need to rediscover the capacity to
influence Government policy through their Ministers” and that “it is not enough merely to
'give the Minister what he wants'. Who fashions and pursues longterm national goals?
No one!”
The influence of the political system can impede effective decision‐making by leaders
in the public service. A Principal Officer supports this view, stating “political support
for difficult decisions can often hamper effective decision making. This happens because,
often times, decisions that should be taken by leaders, are influenced by political factors
rather than the merit of the issue itself e.g. public opinion or where some vested interest
might be affected”. This view was further echoed by an Assistant Secretary who
comments that “the need to engage with a political system that is poor at accepting
soundly based strategies over populist positions can negatively affect decisionmaking”.
Furthermore, it was suggested by a Principal Officer that the political system needs to
be challenged when it involves a serious wastage of resources, with the comment that
“challenging the political system where it wastes money, for example Parliamentary
Questions being asked on topics already in the public domain and the same queries being
raised by different TDs … is a serious waste of resources”.

4. CULTURE IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR
A specific public service factor which emerged from the qualitative data was that the
culture of the organisation significantly influences leadership effectiveness. There
were some comments which related specifically to the leadership culture within the
public and civil service. There was a sense that this leadership culture and style needs
to change and the following statement from one Principal Officer captures this
sentiment: “effective leaders in the public sector in the future will be the ones who
operate from a platform of openness, accountability, empowerment and ‘considered self
interest’ and work solely from a position of ‘leading by example’”. However, the change
of culture to support leadership effectiveness to implement reform needs to be driven
from the senior management level. This view is evidenced by the following sample
comment: “unless those at the top are convinced that reform is necessary and know what
it is required and have the ability to drive and implement any reform programme, it is
difficult to be an effective leader at the levels below the top” [Assistant Principal Officer].
One Assistant Secretary emphasises that the influence and support of top management
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is critical for change stating that “unless the public service employee has support from
the top, it has hard for the next level of management to change the attitude of a public
sector organisation. This applies both in its attitude to its external stakeholders and its
internal staff”. This point of view was further reiterated with the comment that “unless
an organisation has the right approach and is not tied to old fashioned public service
attitudes, neither the organisation nor its staff can grow and develop” [Assistant
Secretary]. According to one Principal Officer “it is an ongoing challenge to provide
effective leadership in a culture that is quite strictly hierarchically and which values
conservative rather than transformative approaches to the challenges that face public
service providers”.
Effective communication strategies between staff and senior management was
highlighted by participants as one organisational culture area requiring change. The
following comments support this opinion: “in my view, the culture of the organisation is
the biggest influence on effective leadership and that is usually influenced by the level
and nature of communication by the top management team” [Principal Officer] and by
an Assistant Principal Officer who states that “an unwillingness to embrace change,
being openminded and having a structured approach to communicating with staff and
encouraging input from stakeholders is necessary to effect change”. This view is was
further supported by an Assistant Principal Officer who argues that “effective
leadership involves being able to get the hearts and minds of others in the organisation to
back you and come with you on the road to reform and that all change involves risks and
vested interests so huge commitment and energy is needed on the part of the effective
leaders”.
The lack of accountability and taking responsibility is also raised as a cultural issue
within the public service. One Principal Officer states that “there is very limited
willingness to accept responsibility and admit that we have made mistakes or could have
done things better. There is a tendency to defend all actions even where they are
indefensible”. Furthermore a Principal Officer points to the challenge of “civil service
inertia/culture

whereby

the

requirement

to

deliver

by

managers

is

not

paramount/obligatory and that real accountability is still not in evidence in most
Government Departments”.
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5. RESOURCES TO COPE WITH DEMANDS
Many respondents referred to the current human and financial resource constraints as
particularly challenging for effective leadership in the public sector. There was a
feeling that many managers in the public sector are struggling to manage resources to
effectively handle work priorities and achieve results.

These constraints, together

with “negative media and public opinion” [Principal Officer], can lead to staff being less
motivated and committed to implementing the changes and reforms required in the
public service. These views are supported by the following comments: “the capacity to
manage resources in an effective way to address emerging priorities and the capacity to
prioritise and seek to minimise overstretch is constraining” [Assistant Secretary
General]; “the inability to achieve results with less resources coupled with a growing
negative attitude towards public sector generally, including public sector leaders, makes
managers’ job very difficult” [Assistant Principal Officer] and “it is hard to lead and
delegate with constraint pressures” [Assistant Secretary General].
The view was also put forward that trying to lead and manage with less resources may
impact negatively on decision making to implement reform as supported by the
following comment from a Principal Officer: “currently leaders in the Civil Service in
particular, are having to do more and more with fewer people and less money. This will
stretch people's time and energy. Decisions taken will inevitably have less time spent on
them, and so the risk of mistakes increases. This could lead to some safe decisions being
taken, rather than bold and reforming decisions”.
Furthermore, a negative environment can be created when considerable energies are
being expended in trying to secure sufficient resources to deliver results and when
these resources are constrained, reform can be slow. These views are evidenced by
the following comments: “a negative work environment is created in an organisation
where year on year extensive energies are expended on securing budget provisions. This
annual cycle of debate and justification of investment in the sectors of the Department
creates uncertainty of funding with consequential negative impact on planning”
[Secretary General] and “the reduction of resources will make delivery more difficult”
[Principal Officer], hence “pace of change can be slow”. [Principal Officer].
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6. RECRUITMENT, SELECTION AND PROMOTION CONSTRAINTS
The recruitment and selection constraints within the Irish Civil Service have often
restricted individuals in leadership positions in their capacity to effectively select,
manage and develop staff. One Assistant Principal Officer notes the limitations of
centrally managed recruitment and promotion practices which do not allow for more
localised decision‐making based on specific job, unit or competence requirements,
stating that “there needs to be more delegation of human resource practices,
responsibilities and recruitment of staff from the Centralised Personnel Unit to the
Regional Management Team”.
Another theme that emerged within the recruitment and selection area is the focus, or
lack thereof, on leadership capability in promotion decisions. One Principal Officer
states that “many people are promoted to roles where leadership qualities are required
yet they do not have the requisite skills in this area”. This view is further qualified by
the suggestion “that there is an inadequate focus on leadership in the
recruitment/promotion processes or that it is taken for granted that it exists. In either
case the outcome is abysmal for the public sector” [Principal Officer]. Another Assistant
Principal Officer states that “in the selection process, for managerial positions, and in the
formative years at management grades, leadership ability is neither sought nor taught.
Despite leadership having been a core competency requirement for many years, the
reality is that people are chosen for managerial positions on their demonstrable ability to
do their current/previous job. Little surprise therefore when many managers gravitate
back to the comfort of [a more operational role] rather than accept the less familiar
leadership role”.
The focus on short‐term achievements versus longer‐term role objectives in gearing up
for promotion is summarised by an Assistant Principal Officer who states that “the
Public Service needs to understand ambition as it pertains to potential leaders differently
and needs to articulate this understanding and support it in its promotion and
recruitment practices. Currently candidates for leadership roles need to demonstrate
quick wins with significant impact as part of their performance to date. It encourages
shortterm thinking and discourages the formulation of a longterm vision either for the
organisation or the role”.
The adequacy of current recruitment and selection and promotion practices was
identified as needing change. One Principal Officer states that “a more appropriate
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system of selection and promoting personnel needs to be developed. This could involve
psychological assessments of a person’s values, attitudes, commitment, beliefs, thinking
patterns etc. This allied with assessing academic qualifications, achievements, experience
etc. would be more likely to identify the ‘Leaders of Tomorrow’ that are required”.
Another Assistant Principal Officer in a different Department further qualifies this
view stating the importance of matching skills and experience with particular roles:
“many public sector employees have experience/qualifications that are either not utilised
or are underutilised. Leaders need to be able to identify these people and place them in
positions where their talents may be used for the benefit of the organisation”. Another
reflection from an Assistant Secretary General further echoes this sentiment: “within
the Civil Service, one is allocated resources and there is often little scope to have all the
staff/skills required assigned to a Division as the better people are generally recognised
within the organisation and are highly sought and competed for. While X has had some
major successes in securing good people, I would think that there are others, that had he
a choice, he would not have assigned to him. This probably means that within the Civil
service, there is a greater need to develop people than in the private sector and to try to
allocate the resources where they are best suited within a Division”.

Yet another

Assistant Secretary states that “the challenge is to the appropriate deployment of staff to
fit square pegs in square holes”.
One Assistant Principal Officer believes that grade demarcation provides a particular
challenge in assigning tasks and roles to those best qualified to complete them stating
that “grade ‘demarcation’ is problematic – the inability of structure to identify talent in
young people and to provide the opportunity for that talent to be exploited. For example,
clerical officers and staff officers are effectively debarred from audit work, except as
assistants. This is a nonsense in an era where many of the recruits to the civil service have
high levels of education and indeed specialist training to do specific jobs but are
effectively debarred from those jobs. I have long maintained that many young recruits
are ‘deprogrammed’ within a short time of joining the public service”.
The moratorium on recruitment and selection in the public service has been
highlighted as being very difficult for leadership effectiveness and achieving
organisational objectives. There is a belief that a “key element of effective leadership is
making the best use of limited resources”, as suggested by one Principal Officer, but in
the present context with the constraints due to the moratorium on public sector
recruitment, this “often results in a large number of tasks being performed to an
unsatisfactory standard”.

This view was further reiterated by an Assistant Principal

Officer who states that “there is much too much ‘firebrigade management’ going on
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particularly since the recruitment ban and the loss of staff due to the rash of early
retirements. The organisation needs to focus resources where the action is to provide for
proper future planning”. Finally, some believe that the “moratorium on recruitment and
promotions is affecting development of future leaders as talented people will leave and
the necessary ‘new blood’ is not entering the public sector” [Assistant Principal Officer].

7. LACK OF SYSTEMS THAT ENFORCE ACCOUNTABILITY
Many comments focused on the perceived lack of systems that enforce accountability
as being particularly germane to the public and civil service context as a factor
adversely affecting leadership. One AP states that “there is very limited willingness to
accept responsibility and admit that we have made mistakes or could have done things
better. There is a tendency to defend all actions even where they are indefensible”. A
Principal Officer points to the challenge of “civil service inertia/culture whereby the
requirement to deliver by managers is not paramount/obligatory. Real accountability is
still not in evidence in most Government Departments”.
A significant number of the comments regarding accountability related to the lack of
accountability in dealing with staff under performance. There was a sense that many
managers do not deal with under performance in an effective manner. On commenting
on this issue, one Principal Officer states that “it is so difficult to deal with under
performance as all the systems e.g. regulations, legislation, various bodies and unions are
against you”. Another manager calls for better systems to hold staff accountable for
under performance stating that “there is currently a lack of effective processes to allow
managers apply appropriate sanctions where staff fail to meet performance targets”
[Principal Officer] and an Assistant Secretary General states that “there is a lack of real
sanctions to influence poor performance”. Another study participant sums up the issue
of accountability in managing performance stating that: “we are not good in dealing
with under performance. The tools available to deal with this issue are so cumbersome
and time consuming for a manager that it is often just easier to do nothing. This inaction
in turn has an effect on good performers who see under performers not really being dealt
with” [Principal Officer].
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In summary, the suggestion by an Assistant Principal Officer “is that it is very difficult to
exercise good leadership in the public sector as the system is full of people who do not
have leadership qualities and who do not recognise that the way things are done has to
change”. Many senior managers in the Civil Service are not enamoured with the pace
of change over the past decade and one Assistant Principal Officer states that “despite
reforms being talked about for years, no meaningful reform has taken place”. An
Assistant Secretary General offers a way forward to facilitate more effective talent
management stating “better systems for identifying and nurturing talent focusing on the
top management cadre are required.

More structure career planning and mobility

through a Senior Public Service is essential in making progress here generally”.

This

view was further supported by an Assistant Secretary General who states that “more
could be done in the areas of competency development, succession planning to develop
and train those who have strong leadership potential".
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CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS
Change in the Irish civil service largely rests with incumbent senior managers – thus
leadership capability is critical. “The public service reform agenda will rely heavily on
cultural change for its success. Culture, especially cultural change, is inextricably
linked to leadership. We recognise the key role of leaders in defining visions and
inspiring people to achieve them” (OECD, 2008: 27). This study presents a very timely
and important review of leadership capability among the top three senior management
grades in the Irish civil service.

It is these managers who design, oversee and

implement the changes required in the public service modernisation and public reform
agendas in the short‐, medium‐ and long‐term. The study provides a comprehensive
assessment of leadership capability using a multi‐source assessment methodology
which generated 1,200 completed self and other survey responses from Secretaries
General, Assistant Secretaries General, Principal Officers and Assistant Principal
Officers.

CURRENT LEADERSHIP CAPABILITY
Leadership behaviours associated with personal proficiency received the highest
ratings for all senior managers who participated in the study. This domain focuses on
behaviours that are critical to performing and sustaining the actions effective leaders
take. Being able to juggle short‐ and long‐term commitments on both an individual
and an organisational level is key to effective leadership. A high rating in the personal
proficiency domain is an important building block as the other domains are
strengthened. The personal proficiency leadership behaviours which received the
highest leadership capability ratings in this study include competencies such as:
learning agility and responsiveness, which focuses on a leader’s ability to seek
information from a variety of sources and deal with uncertainty; balance work and
non‐work needs including delegation; stress tolerance and resilience; self awareness
and knowledge of leadership strengths and weaknesses; and the ability to focus
personal time and energy on the most important issues to get things done.
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The following are the top five leadership strengths and top five leadership
development needs for the participating senior civil service managers.
Table 11 – Top five leadership strengths and development needs
TOP LEADERSHIP STRENGTHS

TOP LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT NEEDS

1) Demonstrate learning agility

1) Map the workforce

2) Balance work and non‐work demands (including
delegation)

2) Align the organisation & employee

3) Tolerate stress and resilience

3) Help people manage their careers

4) Self knowledge

4) Communication

5) Deliver results

5) Practice clear thinking

expectations

The lowest scoring domain on average for all senior managers is the human capital
developer domain. Human capital development ensures that a long‐term perspective
on the people in the organisation is at the forefront. There is clear line of sight
between future strategy and the skills and competencies that will be required to
deliver that strategy. A focus on human capital development ensures that the right
talent will be in place to achieve the longer‐term strategic objectives of the
organisation through effective recruitment and selection practices and human
resource development interventions.
The findings regarding current leadership capability, key leadership strengths and key
leadership development needs provide important information on the dominant focus
and time perspective of top leaders within the Civil Service. Overall, the current
leadership capability is stronger from a short‐term, operational perspective rather
than a long‐term, strategic perspective. Developing a long‐term perspective that leads
to more strategic planning may be marked as an area for growth for the senior
managers who participated in this study. Additionally, leaders were stronger in their
organisational focus than in their individual focus. To strengthen the individual focus,
leaders need to develop and engage not only current employees, but, specifically, also
need to focus on the next generation of leaders—to build the leadership ‘pipeline,’ so
to speak—in order to ensure the organisation has the long‐term competencies
required for future strategic success.
The findings also demonstrate differences in leadership capability ratings depending
on who is assessing leadership competence. The senior managers themselves, on
average, tended to rate their own leadership competence much lower than the ratings
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provided by their managers, peers and direct reports. In most cases, the manager’s
assessment of leadership capability was much higher than the corresponding ratings
provided by peers and direct reports. The peer and direct report ratings for each
participating manager were the closest when all rating sources were compared. This is
an interesting finding in terms of which rating source i.e. manager, peers and direct
reports, is best placed to accurately assess leadership capability.

RECOMMENDATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH
Notwithstanding the existence of certain public and civil service sector context factors
and constraints, the study finds that there is a clear acknowledgement and
understanding of the need for change among senior civil service leaders. Many of the
challenges and constraints enumerated by the study participants are capable of being
changed.

The following are the key recommendations from the multi‐source

leadership assessment study which should facilitate such improvements and enable
progress towards change:


Performance management: The qualitative comments gathered from
Secretary General to Assistant Principal Officer levels indicate that the
current performance management system in the civil service acts as a
constraining factor in enabling effective leadership. Participants referred
to the lack of an effective “carrot and stick” to motivate, maintain and
address staff performance and under‐performance.

While significant

progress has been made with the introduction and adoption of a
performance management system for the public sector since the SMI in
2000 (see, for example, the Mercer Report 20045), participants in the
current study refer to the need to integrate PMDS further with other HR
functions such as discipline, reward and promotion. Given that PMDS is
now in operation in most civil service Departments, it may be timely to
review how the PMDS process can be more effectively designed to ensure
it allow leaders to use the performance management system to
discriminate across different performance levels. Many study participants
referred to the “rigidity of the industrial relations” structure in the public
service, arguing it to be particularly challenging for public service reform.
5

Mercer (2004). Evaluation of PMDS in the Civil Service. May.
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An antecedent to effective leadership in any organisation is a leader’s
ability to motivate and reward effective staff performance and address
under performance. Senior leaders in this study report that this is not
currently the case for them and that they are managing and leading
without necessarily having the authority and adequate control
mechanisms to effect real change. It is important, therefore, that the
performance management system is reviewed to ensure it assists leaders
to more effectively manage staff across a variety of HR areas.


Risk taking, creativity and innovation: There is a strong sense that risk
taking, creativity and innovation are stifled and discouraged among the
study respondents. Rather, the prevailing culture calls for leaders to
behave in ways which are more conservative and risk averse at the
expense of acting in a more creative and innovative manner. Our survey
findings clearly emphasise the need for senior civil service leaders to
move away from the current management ethos that prevails to one that is
more entrepreneurial and innovative. Unlike other organisations, civil
service leaders’ work activities and practices are heavily influenced by the
political system. Many of our study participants referred to the difficulty
of managing change in an organisation which can be very much influenced
by changing political agendas. There was a sense that senior civil service
managers need to be more assertive about the advice they provide to
Ministers and have conviction to present policies and plans which may not
always align with the political and/or Governmental stance. The need for
this assured thinking and argumentation was drawn out in the recently
published external review of the Department of Finance (Wright, 2010).
In the journey towards public service reform, the changes required to
facilitate a more innovative and entrepreneurial decision‐making
environment for senior civil service leaders will have to be explored. Our
study participants believe that the existing context is prohibitive and
stifles risk taking and creative leadership practices.



Human capital development: Leadership behaviours associated with
human capital development were the lowest rated in terms of senior civil
service management capability. Furthermore, many of the qualitative
comments provided by the participants indicated leadership development
needs in the human capital development domain.

These behaviours

include: mapping the knowledge, skills and abilities of staff across the
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organisation to future talent needs in the organisation; aligning what the
organisation offers employees with the expectations of next‐generation
talent; and helping staff manage and develop their careers. The focus on
more short‐term human resource management issues at the cost of
longer‐term planning is seen as a key area for improvement among senior
leaders. The recruitment and selection constraints within the Irish civil
service have often restricted individuals in leadership positions in their
capacity to effectively select, manage and develop staff. For example, for
administrative grades up to and including Principal Officer level, vacancies
tend to be filled from competition panels determined from generalist
competencies. However, the development of specialised expertise and
capability is an important medium‐ to long‐term objective for the civil
service. Indeed, the greater focus on generalist rather than specialist
expertise is one area specifically highlighted as requiring change in the
external Department of Finance Review (Wright, 2010).

A talent

management and succession planning strategy and implementation plan
needs to be developed either at Departmental level or civil service level
which has a focus on the medium‐ to long‐term talent requirements of the
service. Such a strategy and implementation plan should be developed in
close alignment with the public sector reform agenda. Once such a talent
management and development strategy is formulated, action plans can be
established to identify how best to achieve these outcomes.

The

development of leaders at junior and middle management grades should
also be at the core of such a strategy given the need to build future
leadership capability and talent.


Senior management leadership development: In all organisations, the
culture that prevails is an important determinant of employee and
managerial behaviour and work‐related outcomes. The influence of senior
level managers, who act as role models, was highlighted in our study.
Consequently there is a real need for a bespoke tailored leadership
development programme for all top level leaders in the civil service should
be developed. The programme should aim to develop and enhance the
critical leadership skills required of effective civil service senior managers
as set out in this study. This programme could build on some of the
programmes that were offered in the past for a number of senior
managers, such as the IPA Leadership Challenge programme. There was
also a strong sense that senior leaders need to be held accountable for
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delivering effective leadership and change and that this is currently not
necessarily the case.

A senior management leadership development

programme would call attention to the leadership behaviours that are
required of effective leaders and focus on changing ineffective leadership
behaviours. The programme should be designed in conjunction with a
variety of key stakeholders.

The programme should hold leaders

accountable for change and be designed as a longitudinal leadership
development intervention, thereby maximising learning transfer and
behavioural change on the job. Participation should be mandatory for all
Secretaries General, Assistant Secretaries General and Principal Officers.
Examples of how to design and deliver such programmes are available at
an international level. For example, Sweden set up the National Council
for Quality and Development which places specific emphasis on public
service leadership development.


Moving from Short to LongTerm Focus: The findings of our report
point to the need for senior management in the civil service to develop a
more long‐term perspective and orientation rather than focusing mainly
on the short‐term. This is particularly evidenced in the area of building
talent among civil service staff with a focus on future needs. Many of the
qualitative comments regarding effective leadership refer to the need for
senior leaders to clearly and consistently articulate a direction for future
initiatives to internal and external stakeholders.

Such long‐term

orientation would enable leaders to gauge how to best position
Government

Departments

for

anticipated

future

challenges

and

opportunities.

FUTURE RESEARCH
Using a multisource assessment methodology, this study provides useful insight into
leadership capability among senior management in the Irish Civil Service and points to a
number of avenues for further research. Future studies should explore the leadership
capability of middle and junior management grades in the civil service to ascertain strengths
and development needs. Such understanding would better inform the civil service human
capital development agenda by focusing on building the next generation talent in areas
which are deemed most appropriate for particular management levels. Future research
should also evaluate the most effective human resource development interventions to
facilitate the development of key leadership competencies among senior managers.
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APPENDIX A: DESCRIPTORS OF LEADERSHIP
DOMAINS AND COMPETENCIES
DOMAIN

COMPETENCY

DESCRIPTION OF THE COMPETENCY

Strategist
Shape the
future

Strategic vision

Clearly and consistently articulates a direction for future initiatives to
internal and external stakeholders and gauges how to best position the
organisation for anticipated challenges and opportunities.

Create a customer‐
centric view of
strategy

Translates expectations held by those outside the organisation, including
customer/public, into shaping the organisation’s future goals and
direction. Seeks customer/public feedback from employees at all levels
for use in strategic decision‐making.

Engage organisation Explains to the organisation the reasons for possible strategic directions
in developing
and leads a strategy development process that involves the right people.
strategy

Executor
Make things
happen

Creates strategic
traction in the
organisation

Selects strategic goals that appeal to employee values and hopes for the
future.
Translates the strategy into compelling and achievable objectives.
Cultivates organisational capabilities that will benefit customers/public.

Make change
happen

Creates a culture that makes needed changes happen, overcomes
barriers to change in the organisation and gets commitment from key
internal and external stakeholders to facilitate change.

Follow a decision
protocol

Ensures that decision‐making authority is clearly defined and controls are
established throughout the organisation and manages the decision‐
making process so decisions are made in a timely manner.

Ensure
accountability

Ensures that the systems that enforce accountability are carried out
throughout the organisation. Utilises the PMDS system effectively to
achieve results. Accepts accountability to external stakeholders for
delivering the right results.

Build Teams

Champions and coaches teams working on strategic initiatives.
Rewards a collaborative exchange of ideas and mutual assistance in the
senior leadership team and publicly recognises outstanding team
performance.

Ensure technical
proficiency

Understands the level of technical skill required for the organisation’s
strategic success and focuses organisational resources on revising and
updating the mix of critical technical skills required by changing
environment conditions. Broadens their own personal knowledge and
skills beyond technical areas of expertise.
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DOMAIN

COMPETENCY

Talent Manager Communicate
Engage existing
talent.

Human Capital
Developer
Build next
generation
talent/
succession
planning

DESCRIPTION OF THE COMPETENCY
Ensures there are systems in place that keep internal and external
stakeholders well‐informed, with a clear and consistent message.
Represents the organisation well to internal and external stakeholders.

Resource to cope
with demands

Invests in resources that ensure employees can perform and develop in
their current jobs.
Makes sure available resources are distributed strategically and
recognises and responds to signs of increased organisational workload.

Create a positive
work environment

Ensures that performance management systems (e.g. PMDS) recognise
individual integrity, motivation and work performance.
Ensures the culture fosters humanity, justice, and fairness and
proactively changes systems that reinforce inappropriate patterns of
behaviour in the organisation.

Create aligned
direction

Articulates the organisation’s strategy in such a way that people at all
levels see how their work contributes to the organisation’s success.
Achieves buy‐in from external stakeholders that the organisation’s goals
are both necessary and socially desirable and clearly articulates where
there must be organisational unity and where differences should be
fostered.

Strengthen
competency of
current employees

Implements systems that strengthen competencies needed to deliver
value to external stakeholders.
Is actively and personally involved in developing and retaining key
technical employees and leaders.

Map the workforce

Designs and implements an explicit process to identify what the
organisation’s future talent needs will be and oversees systems to
develop the future talent needed for critical positions.

Align organisation
and employee
expectations

Helps key internal and external stakeholders understand the long‐term
benefits of working for the organisation.
Champions the process of aligning what the organisation offers
employees with the expectations of the next‐generation talent.

Help people manage Gives direct feedback to key leaders in the organisation about their
their careers
potential in the organisation and find or create opportunities for them to
fulfil their career goals.
Find and develop
next generation
talent

Excels at finding targeted development assignments for high‐potential
leaders and oversees development systems that build next‐generation
talent.

Encourage networks Works to minimise organisational barriers to building cross‐functional,
and relationships
cross‐organisational and international relationships.
Uses a robust network of contacts among key external stakeholders to
connect others inside the organisation with external stakeholders.
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DOMAIN
Personal
Proficiency
Invest in self

COMPETENCY

DESCRIPTION OF THE COMPETENCY

Delivers Results

Focuses personal time and energy on the most important issues.
Focuses the organisation’s time, energy and resources on the issues that
matter most to external stakeholders.
Is known by external stakeholders as someone who gets the right things
done.

Practice clear
thinking

Skilled at seeing the strategic implications in large amounts of data; cuts
very quickly to the heart of complex policy issues; excels at making tough
strategic decisions and is routinely sought out by leaders inside and
outside the organisation for counsel and advice.

Self knowledge

Leader is aware of the impact of their own personal strengths and
weaknesses on the organisation and actively seeks candid feedback from
others in order to gauge the effect of their own strengths and
weaknesses.
Is skilled at knowing how to use individual and organisational feedback
tools to collect unbiased data.

Tolerate stress and
resilience

Is energised by ambiguous and complex organisational and inter‐
organisational issues.
Recovers quickly from setbacks and maintains composure even in
extremely difficult circumstances.

Demonstrate
learning agility

Energetically seeks information and new ideas from a variety of sources;
consistently looks for novel ways to solve problems and masters
unfamiliar and complex information, roles, and situations quickly and
effectively.

Tend to character
and integrity

Is trusted by people throughout the organisation and by external
stakeholders; consistently lives by a moral code and does not tolerate
unethical behaviour.

Balance work and
non‐work demands
(including
delegation)

Has strong individual resources that balance work and non‐work
demands; pursues personal interests without compromising results and
rarely spends time on trivial tasks that can be delegated.

Have personal
energy and passion

Demonstrates commitment and energy to meet internal and external
stakeholder expectations; communicates enthusiasm about the
organisation and its work and demonstrates a belief that the work they
do is important and adds value.
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