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“No-one was happy with how that process went and you learn a lot of   

lessons. I think this would be a great case study for universities dealing 

with government organisations”.  

 

William Doak - IBM Project Director1  
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Abstract 

 

Why have governments experienced “crises” and “failures” when implementing major 

collaborative ICT-enabled projects? And why have these problems continued despite extensive 

examinations of them across a wide range of disciplines? With few exceptions conventional 

explanations assume a rationalist paradigm, produce descriptivist observations, and conclude 

with (different) lists of critical ‘success and failure’ factors. Yet these accounts do not seem to 

get to the heart of the problem. This work uses a poststructuralist discourse-theoretical approach 

to develop new critical explanations of why these problems occur, extending this approach for 

the first time to apply to detailed empirical research on government ICT. Empirical evidence is 

drawn from two case studies. The first, smaller, case looks at tensions within a government 

workplace during a small-scale, but potentially disruptive, change. It illuminates contestation 

and the manipulation of information within hierarchies within a routinely operating public 

service organization (one that is not in crisis), drawing on interviews with the public servants 

involved. 

 

The second case takes up the whole of Part II and is a re-narration and discourse analysis of the 

"failed" Queensland Health Payroll System (QHPS) project. This extended analysis uses a 

comprehensive and detailed set of witness statements, submissions, transcripts and exhibits 

from an official Commission of Inquiry into the QHPS failure, held in 2013, together with 

contemporary media articles. The saga leading up to this began a decade earlier in 2003 with 

the launch of a Shared Services initiative, designed to save money by centralizing all 

Queensland State government corporate services in collective in-house units, instead of relying 

on the previous departmentalized arrangements. Four years later, after an internal audit 

uncovered overspending, delays and growing agency resistance, the top Queensland Treasury 

executive management sidelined internal expertise, deciding instead to contract with the private 

sector. Following external consultants’ advice, the complete project was outsourced to IBM, in 

the hope that their greater expertise and firmness could solve earlier problems. 

 

IBM soon encountered the same entrenched internal conflicts which had prevented Queensland 

Government Departments from properly engaging. Nonetheless, the project continued, plagued 
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by arguments over scope, cost and schedule. An acute test of the new arrangements loomed 

over the payroll system for Queensland’s large healthcare system, where the existing software 

was going out of contract. IBM developed a system that was controversial and problematic, 

prompting examination of whether the outsourcing should be terminated altogether. Instead, 

the testing of the new system was pushed through (ignoring many warning signs), until a hugely 

flawed system was cleared for use in late 2009. After going live, chaos ensued as many 

healthcare staff went unpaid or were underpaid. The system was publicly labelled as a fiasco 

by Ministers. The State considered taking legal action against IBM, until top officials and the 

cabinet unexpectedly waived a considerable claim for compensation.  

 

This long-run and large-scale failure could have been averted at four different junctures, 

covered in detail in Chapter 4 to 8. Building on existing multidisciplinary academic and 

practitioner literature, including Project and Change Management, Planning, Information 

Systems Research and Public Administration, the analysis identifies fundamental hierarchical, 

communication, deference and leaderist logics that, together, explain why things went 

predictably wrong in ways that the actors and structures involved could not counteract.  The 

logics observed, and the theory underlying them, extend the implications of this thesis across a 

wide range of major ICT (and, potentially, other bureaucratic) projects. It concludes with a 

proposal for two social heuristics, the use of which has the potential to lessen the risk of failure. 
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Introduction 

 

1 February 2013 was the first day of the judicial Commission of Inquiry into the failed attempt 

to introduce a new system to pay the more than 80,000 workers of the Queensland Health 

Department. In his opening address, the Commissioner, the Honourable Richard Chesterman 

AO RFD QC, graphically described the consequences of what the Queensland Premier at the 

time, Anna Bligh, had, three years earlier, labelled a fiasco: 

The factual background to the inquiry is notorious. The contract price 

negotiated for the design and implementation of the new payroll system was 

agreed at $M6.19, but by the time the system was put into operation [in March 

2010] the amount paid to IBM had exceeded $M37. … In May 2012 KPMG 

provided another review. It noted that the costs incurred in operating the 

system to that date had exceeded $M400. … The system which was meant to 

be efficient, economical and largely automated required more than 1,000 

payroll employees [500 more than the previous system] to perform about 

200,000 manual operations and to process 92,000 forms every fortnight. 

The human cost of implementation was also high. The system ignored many 

employees who went unpaid or underpaid. A number were made temporarily 

destitute, unable to afford the basic necessities of life. Some who were overpaid 

were falsely accused of fraud. It was, for all affected, a time of great anxiety 

and hardship (QC 2013a, p.2). 

 

The story of the Queensland Health Payroll System (QHPS) seems even more remarkable when 

we consider that the use of automated payroll systems in both public and private enterprise was 

long-established. The Information and Communications Technology (ICT) necessary to 

automate a payroll system has existed since the mid-20th century2. While the QHPS story seems 

extraordinary, it is in no way an isolated occurrence. Instances of failed government ICT 

projects that aimed to deliver efficiencies, savings and better client services abound.  

 

Looking further afield, it seems that we have almost come to expect the worst of these projects. 

An ongoing parade of controversial debacles with huge cost overruns, delays, capital writeoffs 

and compromised functionality makes newspaper articles like “IT disasters now part of modern 

                                                 
2 The first automated payroll system was created by engineers at Lyons and Co. in the UK in 1954. (Ferry 2004) 
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life” (Ludlow 2016) or “The worst IT project disasters of 2013” (Kanaracus 2013), 

unexceptional. Kanaracus details his top five for 2013, including Healthcare.gov (the online 

flagship for the Obama administration’s controversial health care package), a failed 

unemployment system in California and, in Australia, the Queensland Health Payroll System 

(QHPS) (Kanaracus 2013). Three years later, Ludlow references the Sydney Water customer 

billing system, the ill-fated British National Health Service modernisation project and, once 

again, focuses on the QHPS, labelled as “the worst failure in the history of public administration 

in Australia3”. Clearly, elements of the media suggest there is a severe problem; but what are 

the views elsewhere? 

 

Other accounts of problematic projects of this type are many and varied. Post-implementation 

reviews, external, independent industry reports, internal AuditorGeneral reports and, 

occasionally, full judicial enquiries follow in the wake of these "failures". Such reports, together 

with academic work from a variety of disciplines, industry/government White Papers and media 

oped pieces, offer a variety of critiques; yet, the failures still occur, wasting enormous amounts 

of public money and, as in the case of the QHPS, helping to bring down a government (Wright 

et al 2012, p.15). Moreover, in Chapter 1, I will explore existing literature suggesting that failed 

projects that develop into very public and political controversies, represent only the "tip of the 

iceberg"; and that a conservative estimate suggests more than one in five major government 

ICT projects substantially fail to meet their business objectives. 

 

Having thus problematised a systemic and occasionally catastrophic failure of government ICT 

projects, I maintain a normative view that, collectively, these failures are massively wasteful of 

public money, misuse developers’ time and harm users; and that reducing their incidence would 

be a public good. The aim of this thesis is then, to investigate why, despite the large volume of 

research from the 1980s to today, governments continue to experience these failures, seemingly 

unable to learn from the past. A new critical explanation holds the promise of heuristics and 

                                                 
3 This is actually a misquotation from the QHPS Commission of Inquiry Report, which suggested that “The 

replacement of the QH payroll system must take a place in the front rank of failures in public administration in 

this country. It may be the worst” (QC 2013b, p.12). 
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approaches able to reduce the likelihood of problems and a reduction in the waste of public 

money. 

 

Conventional academic and practitioner literatures relating to the problem of government ICT 

“failures” exist largely in isolation from each other, although when considering their ontological 

and epistemological positions, they draw from the same philosophical well. The fields of public 

sector governance, project and change management, planning, information systems research 

(ISR), organisation studies and public administration, collectively demonstrate a dominant 

positivist leaning, although each supports a significant interpretivist minority. The results of 

positivist analysis in project/change management and organisational studies, for example, leads 

to the identification of significant critical success and failure factors (CSFF). Understandably 

these show a degree of uniformity across disciplines. However, agreement, for example, that 

many successful projects generally enjoy significant senior executive support and engagement 

and so on, does not explain why this might be the case, or indeed how and why the occurrence 

of failure remains so enduring. Likewise, analysis tends to focus on the ICT itself, thus 

constructing the problem as a technology issue. For example, the social issues associated with 

the introduction of a new system might be construed as dealing with staff “resistance” to 

technological change. Looking at the problem through a technological lens generally precludes 

a finding that the problems might have very little to do with technology itself, other than as a 

signifier for underlying contestation. 

 

In this thesis, I show that most existing critiques centre around the idea that a rational 

project/planning process for the implementation of ICTs could be achieved which eliminates 

these problems; and that they occur because either the process is not good enough or has not 

been properly followed. Here, I add to existing explanations in suggesting that certain 

government4 practices, beliefs, ways of thinking and ontological differences between 

administrative and technocratic groups, in themselves, create vulnerability to such failures. 

 

                                                 
4 While I acknowledge that some similar logics may occur in bureaucratic private sector organisations, the private sector 

experience is outside the scope of this work. 
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As will be shown empirically, these “grammars” of practice, together with “the conditions 

which make …  [them] ...both possible and vulnerable”, referred to as “logics” (Glynos and 

Howarth 2007, p.136), are associated with hierarchy, information flow, decision-making and 

the effects of neoliberalism and new public management over the last forty years. A further 

relevant area of practice concerns the way in which accountability and blame function in a 

government bureaucracy. With each of the failures and perceived public sector waste, there is 

an inevitable demand for explanations, and calls to account. Bent Flyvbjerg, for example, calls 

for a “war on deception and waste” with his “key weapons ... accountability and critical 

questioning”. He has suggested “financial, professional or even criminal penalties for consistent 

and unjustifiable biases in claims and estimates of costs, benefits, and risks” (Flyvbjerg 2005, 

p.27).  The thesis discusses the potential for perverse accountability logics and, following Hood 

(2002, 2011) the effects of "the blame game”. 

 

To focus this work, a primary and a secondary research question are posed. The primary 

question, reflecting the tentative explanation, is: 

What roles do ontological difference and contestation play in explaining the 

failure of large scale, technology-enabled, government projects involving 

cross-agency collaboration?  

 

As we will see in Chapter 2, this thesis has, at its theoretical core, Poststructuralist Discourse 

Theory (PDT), as represented by Glynos and Howarth (2007), with an added focus on what is 

referred to as New Materialism (NM). This work adds to the body of "concrete" empirical work 

exploring the use of this theory through a detailed PDT analysis of a major and minor case study 

to provide empirical evidence relating to the primary question. The secondary methodological 

research question evaluates this use in asking: 

Can a PDT/NM approach be used to supplement conventional explanations? 

 

Here, I analyse an empirical corpus of data drawn from my major and a minor case studies 

organised in relation to four "dislocatory" moments, when government practices and their 

associated "logics" become most visible. The minor case study, focuses on the dislocation in a 

bureaucratic hierarchy brought about by the unexpected departure and interim replacement of 

the chief executive of an Australian First-Minister's Department, the Government's most senior 
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bureaucrat. The case study is important in setting a baseline of logics, observed in an everyday 

government setting, not in a crisis. Data from this case study was collected from a series of 

semi-structured interviews with all members of a policy unit directly involved in an urgent 

request for informational briefs for the temporary replacement. Empirical data for the major 

case study was drawn mainly from the extensive transcripts, witness statements, submissions 

and exhibits emerging from the Chesterman Commission of Inquiry into the Queensland Health 

Payroll system, which was carried out in 2013. Together with contemporary media accounts, 

this provided an extensive corpus of data associated with a government moving towards, and 

then experiencing, a major ICT related public crisis. Discourse analysis of the overall corpus 

involved identifying and naming logics, articulated together as part of a retroductive 

explanation of events. "Family resemblances" in logics present in both settings were observed, 

suggesting that the Queensland case cannot simply be dismissed as deviant or extreme. The 

suggestion is that logics, such as information manipulation in briefs, which occur as everyday 

social practices, can potentially become disastrous in a crisis situation. 

 

Following this introduction, the first Chapter reviews conventional explanations for 

collaborative ICT failures. The rest of this thesis is split into two Parts. The first Part introduces 

theoretical and methodological concepts utilised in this study and uses them to investigate 

empirically the inherent conflicts present in the way a particular government hierarchy responds 

to a dislocatory change in a non-crisis situation. The second part covers the major case study of 

the trajectory of the Queensland Health Payroll System (QHPS) crisis, where organisational 

conflicts and practices had a calamitous effect on the government decision making around, what 

many might superficially consider to be, a routine technological upgrade. 

 

The QHPS story takes place over a decade, starting with the decision by the Queensland 

Government to accept an administrative Shared Services business case promoted by the 

Queensland Treasury in 2003, through to the Commission of Inquiry, which took place in 2013. 

In Chapters 4 to 8, I have focused on three dislocatory moments in the story, during which 

logics were brought to the fore, that led to the failure. In 2003, the Queensland Treasury, driven 

by an ideologically motivated, New Public Management agenda, promoted a business case for 

Shared Services, glossing over both the technical and social difficulties associated with 

departments “sharing”. Four years later, delayed and over budget, the ICT project underpinning 
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the Shared Services implementation was the subject of criticism by a high-level, formal 

performance review reporting directly to the Queensland Premier. The thesis highlights the first 

dislocatory moment when the Chief Executive of the Treasury (the Under-Treasurer) rejected 

internal advice and turned to private sector consultants, resulting in the eventual outsourcing of 

the project to IBM.  

 

Three years on, and after an exhausting and fractious three-way contest between Queensland 

Health; CorpTech, the central internal technology provider, and IBM, the Project Directorate, 

operationally responsible for the project, gave the ‘go-ahead” to put the new payroll process 

into live-production. This happened despite the fact that the User Acceptance Testing (UAT) 

process had flagged serious inadequacies and a high probability that new problems would 

emerge. The extraordinary decision to go live in these circumstances is the second QHPS 

dislocatory moment investigated.  

 

The thesis then follows the political crisis that ensued when news of the problems and 

complaints by Health staff of not receiving, or receiving the wrong, pay came to the attention 

of the media. As Queensland Health gradually improved the quality of the payroll system, 

political and senior bureaucratic attention transferred to holding IBM to account and seeking 

redress. An experienced team of lawyers was commissioned, along with technical and 

contracting expertise from within government. The legal view was that IBM was indeed likely 

to be found in breach of its prime contractor agreement with the Queensland Government. As 

such, the third dislocatory moment investigated occurred when, seemingly against a strategy 

agreed with his legal team, the Director-General of the Department of Public Works, now the 

senior bureaucrat responsible for the contract, appeared to completely repudiate the Queensland 

Government’s position and settled the case with IBM in such a way that, as the  Commission 

found, the "State's position did not improve"(QC 2013b, p.210).  

 

Articulating the logics around these events, when crucial mistakes were made, provides the 

basis for a deeper explanation of what went wrong in the QHPS story. When “family 

resemblances” are observed between these logics and the everyday logics named in Part I, a 

case is made that similar logics may be implicated in government ICT failures elsewhere. 
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Further comparative research on other collaborative government ICT projects will decide 

whether the explanation for what happened in the QHPS case is exceptional or whether it has 

wider application.  

 

The work concludes with two chapters; the first, Chapter 9, provides a summary of findings in 

relation to the primary research question together with an overall analysis of logics across the 

two case studies. The final Chapter responds to the second research question regarding the value 

of the theoretical approach taken and provides an outline of two heuristics that could reduce the 

risk of similar failures in the future. Chapter 10 concludes with ideas for future theoretical and 

empirical research.  
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If greater than one in five buildings, bridges or roads commissioned by governments either 

collapsed or was deemed unusable, the situation would be deemed untenable and public outcry 

would force politicians to act to improve the outcomes. And yet this appears to have been the 

situation with multi-million (sometimes billion) dollar government ICT projects for the last 20 

years; with only marginal improvement in outcomes and the ongoing occurrence of high-profile 

and politically damaging fiascos. The present Chapter first reviews the evidence for this claim 

about widespread and systemic failures of collaborative5 Government ICT projects and then 

considers conventional explanatory academic and business practitioner literature from a range 

of disciplines. 

  

The search for evidence of widespread and systemic failures of ICT enabled projects is made 

complex by varying definitions of failure and contested survey results. The annual Chaos 

reports, produced by the Standish Group since 1994, are common sources, often referenced in 

academic literature, but highly contested (Eveleens and Verhoef 2010, Jørgensen and 

Moløkken-Østvold 2006). As of its 2014 report, Standish began to use what it referred to as its 

value-based “modern resolution” definition6 of success, which categorised project outcomes as 

follows:  

Success - “delivered on time, on budget, with a satisfactory result”; 

Challenged - “completed but late, over budget, with unsatisfactory results”; 

and 

Failure - “cancelled or not used”. (Standish Group, 2018) 

 

Under these definitions, the 2016 Standish Group CHAOS report suggested that, in 2015, 29 

percent of all ICT projects were successful, 52 percent were challenged, and 19 percent failed 

completely. These overall results had showed a modest improvement since 2011, when the split 

was 29 percent, 49 percent and 22 percent respectively (Hastle and Wojewoda 2015). The 2016 

report was based on surveys of approximately 50,000 ICT projects world-wide, large and small, 

public and private sector and with both a “software” and “hardware” focus. 

                                                 
5 The significance of the qualifier "collaborative" throughout this work is that it refers to ICT systems where 

implementation requires the involvement, whether as users, managers, or owners, of heterogeneous groups from 

separate administrative units of government.  
6 In the previous 20 years since the start of its surveying Standish had used traditional definitions, also used by the 

Project Management Institute, which focused on meeting target specifications, rather than “satisfaction”. 
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In the current work, focusing on the qualitative impact of projects on the organisation and its 

performance, rather than quantitative indicators of success, I define failed projects as ones 

which do not substantially meet their business objectives. This definition therefore includes part 

of the second Standish category of “challenged”, and all of the third category of “failure”. The 

results from the Chaos Manifesto in 2015 suggest that 71 percent of projects were either 

challenged or outright failures. It is also important to note that, while collaborative government 

ICT projects are only one category of ICT enabled projects surveyed, they do fall into the more 

complex category, where, as Jennifer Lynch from Standish explained, “[t]he more complex and 

bigger the higher the risk of failure” (Hastle and Wojewoda 2015). Standish research published 

in 2015 focused on large7 government software projects over the period 2010 to 2014 and, based 

on the “classic”8 criteria, found the average results for the period to be: Successful 13 percent; 

Challenged 58 percent; and Failed 29 percent. This meant that, in the period 2010 to 2014, 

Standish found that 87 percent of large government software projects were either challenged or 

outright failures (Mulder and Kontakos 2015)! 

 

Unsurprisingly, the Standish research has been severely criticised over the last decade. Eveleens 

and Verhoef (2010) argued that the reports failed to take account of political bias in forecasting. 

Overly optimistic cost estimates which help business cases gain acceptance can create “failures” 

from the outset. Likewise, Jørgensen and Moløkken-Østvold have questioned the methodology 

employed by the Standish Group with respect to sampling, interpretation and definitions in the 

widely quoted 1994 Chaos Report's estimation of cost overruns (Jørgensen and Moløkken-

Østvold 2006). Other researchers and practitioners have also criticised the Standish Group’s 

methodology and their unwillingness to respond to questions and release data (Glass 2006; 

Aidane 2010; Ambler 2014).  

 

Following up concerns, El Emam and Koru (2008) undertook what they called a Replicated 

Survey of IT Software Project Failures, which, while rejecting what was then being referred to 

as a software crisis, noted that between 16 and 22 percent of delivered projects were considered 

unsuccessful on the basis of their performance. This is a relatively large number for projects 

                                                 
7 Project with labour costs greater than US$ 6M. 
8 Rather than the satisfaction requirement, the classic criteria focus on meeting target requirements. 
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which management decided not to cancel. The combined rate of cancelled plus unsuccessful 

projects was between 26 percent and 34 percent. By most standards, they considered this a high 

failure rate for an applied discipline (El Emam and Koru 2008, p.89). While setting benchmarks 

about the level of failure is therefore problematic, the continuing occurrence of failed 

controversial ICT enabled projects is evident. Furthermore, these very large public failures, as 

the evidence referenced previously make clear, are extreme examples of a general pattern, with 

“failures” running, conservatively, at above 20 percent. 

 

The remainder of this Chapter is organised into six sections, followed by a conclusion. First, 

we consider how government accounts for its own performance by examining a literature of 

commissioned reviews, audits and inquiry reports. Next, I consider academic and practitioner 

accounts from the project and change management disciplines before reviewing planning 

literature concerned with major projects. After this, relevant literatures from the areas of 

Information System Research (ISR) and Organisational Studies are considered. Finally, I 

review research from Public Administration with respect to policy success and failure and top-

down decision making. 

 

Most of these approaches are highly descriptive observation and/or produce heuristics outlining 

“do and don’t”. While these are valuable contributions, each is limited, and together they remain 

largely incommensurable. The next Chapter will introduce theoretical tools to provide a deeper 

explanation of how these failures can occur and how conventional explanations relate to each 

other. By way of example, best-practice literature in project management might suggest that 

senior executive sponsorship of a project is a critical success factor. In the current work we aim 

to unpack this observation and explain why this may be so. 

 

 

1.1 How Do Governments Themselves Review Their ICT Problems? 

 

In addition to an internal program of in-house ICT project reviews, governments often 

commission external reviews to enhance risk management and public accountability. These 
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include ex-ante Gateway Reviews, Implementation Readiness Assessments (IRAs), quality 

reviews, probity reviews, external auditor compliance and performance reviews, reviews by 

select committees of government and in some circumstances post-hoc judicial inquiries and 

Royal Commissions. Boards of external review can comprise government officers, individual 

private consultants, management consulting firms and legal experts, all of whom are not directly 

associated with the project. The type of review to be undertaken will be determined by the status 

of the project, the commissioning party’s objectives and the stage to which the project has 

progressed. 

 

External reviews taking place during the lifetime of a project generally focus on progress 

against budget and timeline and the quality of output. With the exception of Gateway Reviews, 

they are typically concerned with providing assurance to an external authority, a central agency 

or minister, or alternatively providing timely warnings that the authority needs to intervene to 

deal with problems. Beyond critiquing progress, such reviews also offer recommendations to 

which the project team will be expected to respond formally. Gateway Reviews, as the 

exception, ideally take place in a collaborative, rather than a monitorial atmosphere, offering 

an external perspective to the internal one to help overcome problems. Their value includes 

providing an alternative forum to the project’s formal reporting chain in which inconvenient 

and dissenting views can be expressed in a supportive way. The Gateway Review process is 

actually a series of up to six reviews scheduled at key decision points, or gates, in a project’s 

lifecycle: “start-up; business justification; procurement strategy; investment decision; readiness 

for service; benefits evaluation” (Fawcett and Marsh 2012, p.167). A short final report goes to 

the Senior Responsible Owner (SRO). In its first UK incarnation9, Gateway Review outcomes 

were graded as either red, amber or green. A red outcome was not a recommendation that the 

project be ceased, but rather an indication that urgent action was required. A second red result 

at the subsequent review would result in an advisory letter to the responsible departmental 

permanent secretary (Fawcett and Marsh 2012, p.167). 

 

Post-implementation reviews fall into several categories. The first are planned performance 

reviews that generally look at whether the aims of the business case were fulfilled and what 

                                                 
9 Gateway reviews were introduced to the UK public sector in 2001 by the Office of Government Commerce (OGC), established 

in 2000 (Fawcett and Marsh 2012, p.166). 
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might be done better in future. The second type occurs on an exceptional basis, when, typically, 

a project has been problematic, and particularly where there is a degree of public controversy. 

Usually this type of review will be commissioned with specific “Terms of Reference” (TOR). 

Post-implementation reviews and particularly their TOR and recommendations, therefore 

provide a useful insight into government thinking on failed collaborative ICT enabled projects. 

 

Reviews of ICT project performance in government are also routinely undertaken by, a 

community of national peak government audit organisations, one hundred and ninety three10 of 

which are current members of the International Organisation of Supreme Audit Institutions 

(INTOSAI, 2018).  Australia is represented by the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO), 

which assists the Australian Government Auditor-General in carrying out the functions of the 

Auditor-General Act 1997 in improving the quality of public administration in Australia. 

Similar roles are played by institutions in other Westminster-style jurisdictions, such as the 

National Audit Office (NAO) in the United Kingdom. Performance audits aim to provide an 

“independent and objective assessment” of the bureaucracy’s operations from within 

government, together with recommendations for improvement. This form of a government 

accounting for itself demonstrates a practice of economism, compliance and accountability and 

specifically avoids criticism of government policy. As the ANAO Guide to Conducting 

Performance Audits explains: 

the ANAO reports to the Parliament on areas where improvements can be made 

to aspects of public administration and makes specific recommendations to 

assist public sector entities to improve performance. The audits can include 

consideration of: 

• economy (minimising cost); 

• efficiency (maximising the ratio of outputs to inputs); 

• effectiveness (the extent to which intended outcomes were achieved); 

and 

• legislative and policy compliance. 

The ANAO does not have a role in commenting on the merits of government 

policy (ANAO 2017) [my emphasis]. 

 

                                                 
10 As of 18 Jan 2018. 
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An example of the ANAO approach to the problematic implementation of a large ICT project 

is provided by its audit in 2007 of the Cargo Management Re-engineering (CMR) project, an 

ICT project commenced by the Australian Customs Service (ACS) in the late 1990s. The audit 

found that “[t]he CMR project encountered delays and significant cost increases” and had “a 

significant impact on Australia’s supply chain and international trading environment”.  

 

The objectives of the audit were to:  

• examine Customs’ management of the CMR project; and 

• determine whether the ICS [Integrated Cargo System] and CCF 

[Customs Connect Facility] met: 

o project and operational objectives; and 

o user capability and functionality requirements  

(ANAO 2007, pp.16 -17). 

 

The focus here is clearly on process, planning and management. Questioning the raison d’être 

of the project, its feasibility and sociality are outside its scope, since such an inquiry would 

question the merits of the original policy decision to implement. 

 

An example of a government commissioning a post-hoc review is the decision by the new 

Queensland State Government in March 2012 to institute a judicial inquiry into its QHPS11 

project. It is an example of the privileging of legal accounts by governments following public 

controversy. The TOR of the inquiry, and its eventual recommendations, are indicative of the 

scope and nature of such accounts. 

  

The Inquiry’s TOR directed the Commissioner: 

to inquire particularly into: 

a. the procurement, management and governance of the implementation; 

                                                 
11 In Part 2 of this work we will investigate in-depth the Queensland Health Payroll System (QHPS) as an empirical case study 

drawing on the extensive factual evidence, witness testimony and submissions emerging from the subsequent Judicial Inquiry, 

to support new explanations. 
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b. whether the procurement and implementation broke any laws, contractual 

provisions, codes of conduct or other government standards; and 

c. the reasons why the price fixed by the contract between the State of 

Queensland and IBM Australia Limited increased substantially.  

In addition the Commission was also “asked to make recommendations to improve the 

policies, processes and standards applicable to major Queensland Government 

information and technology projects ... " (QC 2013b, p.232). 

 

Here we can see the focus was on reviewing process and legal compliance and establishing 

blame. Recommendations for improvement are an added-extra. The terms of reference assume 

a prescribed definition of the roles of the actors involved. They do not question the sociality of 

the process. The final report of the Inquiry (QC 2013b) contains findings based on documentary 

and sworn evidence. The findings are statements of fact, opinions and conjecture. A typical 

example from the report is: 

There is no doubt that was Ms Perrott’s and Mr Bradley’s intention. The ITO 

[Invitation to Offer] itself was so condensed in time as to make it all but 

inevitable that important questions of detail and principle would be overlooked 

or compromised…The likely explanation lies in human psychology (QC 

2013b, p.86). 

 

The question of how this happened is only dealt with from a process and compliance 

perspective; while the question of why it happened is addressed as a vagary of human 

psychology. 

 

After a six-month inquiry, the Commission made its general recommendations for 

improvement. It suggested that future projects: plan properly for legacy systems; read the 

Commission's report as a salutary warning; institute good governance and use skilled project 

managers vested with some authority (QC 2013b, pp.218-220). The crucial point here is that a 

legal process focused on establishing the facts is not designed to investigate the complex social 

interplay surrounding such failures, which I maintain, needs to be considered to avoid repeating 

the problem. 
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It is significant that, despite the wide-ranging TOR of the Commission of Inquiry, the ability to 

explicitly comment on the wisdom of Cabinet policy decisions was circumscribed. In relation 

to their decision to make a controversial legal settlement with IBM,12 the Inquiry Report stated: 

In deference to the former Premier and Deputy Premier who complained that 

a Commissioner of Inquiry should not express an opinion on the prudence of 

government decision-making (at the highest level) I refrain from expressing an 

opinion whether the settlement was improvident. Those who read the Report, 

and have an interest in good government, can judge for themselves (QC 2013b, 

p.212). 

 

Although civil/public services are generally involved in policy formation and implementation, 

and undertake a considerable level of governance and performance reporting, it seems ironic 

that, once a project is endorsed as government policy, they are generally excluded from 

critiquing those very policies. Put another way, they are required to focus on the process and 

program success or failure of a policy, rather than its rationale or political context. Unpacking 

this further, once a project is endorsed as government policy (the outcome of a political 

process), a civil/public service, in its own right, may only critique whether the appropriate 

process rules were followed, or the extent to which the project’s goals and aims were met. It 

cannot question either whether it was a good idea in the first place or the process by which the 

political decision was made.  

 

This situation is very understandable given the adversarial nature of the political process, where 

the very suggestion that a policy might be wrong will provide much welcomed ammunition for 

an opposition party attack on a government, with resulting media condemnation. In this 

environment, departments which might have promoted the policy in the first place, would 

anyway be discouraged from revising their advice13. In the context of the current work, this 

means that, while public sector accounts of their own performance may be extremely valuable 

sources of factual information, their explanatory power is, at best, limited. 

 

1.2 The View from a Project and Change Management Perspective 

 

                                                 
12 This will be explored in detail in Chapter 8. 
13 Evidence of this will be presented in the QHPS case study in Part 2. 
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The project management practice applied to ICT-enabled projects has grown in strength over 

the last decades, producing an abundance of academic material, as well as professional and 

industry-based literature on how to manage such projects successfully. There are well-

entrenched methodologies and standards, such as “PRojects IN Controlled Environments” 

(PRINCE214) and “The Project Management Body of Knowledge” (PMBOK15). An 

increasingly popular approach is the Agile approach, a group of flexible development and 

project management methods aimed at creating incremental outcomes through an iterative, 

user-focused design and development process. Supporters claim that this approach of breaking 

tasks down into smaller stages significantly reduces the risk of costly rework and project failure 

through earlier assessment, testing and analysis.  

 

Best practices are further supported by a range of internationally-recognised IT project 

governance and risk management standards, such as the AS/NZS 8016:2013 Governance of IT 

enabled projects (AS/NZS Standard 2013). This standard aims to improve business outcomes 

for ICT enabled business projects by offering standardised definitions, principles and 

governance models. 

 

While critiquing this large and specialist field is not possible here, it is important to review 

some of the typical explanations for project failures. A good starting point is advice produced 

by the UK Government’s Office of Government Commerce (OGC 2005) “aimed at those 

managing or otherwise involved in the delivery of projects across Government”. 

 

The advice identifies eight common causes of project failure: 

1. Lack of clear links between the project and the organisation’s key strategic 

priorities, including agreed measures of success. 

2. Lack of clear senior management and Ministerial ownership and 

leadership. 

3. Lack of effective engagement with stakeholders. 

4. Lack of skills and proven approach to project management and risk 

management. 

5. Too little attention to breaking development and implementation into 

manageable steps. 

                                                 
14 See the PRINCE2 website (AXELOS 2014) 
15 See (PMI 2014) 
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6. Evaluation of proposals driven by initial price rather than long-term value 

for money (especially securing delivery of business benefits). 

7. Lack of understanding of and contact with the supply industry at senior 

levels in the organisation. 

8. Lack of effective project team integration between clients, the supplier 

team and the supply chain (OGC 2005). 

 

Another example from the project management literature, this time set in a more positive how-

to-succeed mode, comes from Professor of Project Management16, Rodney Turner, who 

identifies five principles of project management (Turner 2009, p.409): 

1. Manage through Structured Work or Product Breakdown.17 

2. Focus on Results. Focus on what to achieve, not how to do it. 

3. Balance Objectives through the Breakdown Structure, 

4. Negotiate a Contract between the Parties Involved. 

5. Adopt Clear and Simple Management Reporting Structures. 

 

Both accounts share several common themes, emphasising the need for: clear, agreed, business 

objectives; effective negotiation and management of the relationship between acting parties; 

and effective managing upwards to ensure ongoing hierarchical patronage. These findings, 

arising from quantitative empirical analysis, together with helpful how-to methodologies, 

comprise much of the literature from Project Management practice. Certainly, positivist 

research into critical success and failure factors (CSFFs) is the dominant mode of research into 

“e-government failure”18 (Van Cauter et al 2016, p.3). 

 

An important offshoot of mainstream project management accounts focuses on the complexity 

of ICT enabled projects and the application of complex systems theory. On the basis of research 

over 15 years into more than 600 projects, Shenhar and Dvir (2007) concluded that failure still 

occurred even when experienced project managers, skilled in planning and communications, 

were present and adequate resources were available. The common theme was that executives 

as well as project teams failed to appreciate up front the extent of uncertainty and complexity 

involved (or failed to communicate this extent to each other) and failed to adapt their 

management style to the situation (Shenhar and Dvir 2007, p.7). 

                                                 
16 SKEMA Business School, in Lille, France. 
17 A project is deconstructed into a hierarchy of activities with objectives and deliverables at each level. This 

hierarchy is referred to as a Product Breakdown Structure (PBS). 
18 e-government is used here synonymously with IS in government. 
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They suggest that projects should be managed as complex adaptive systems. Such systems are 

complex, because of their multitude of interconnecting components, and adaptive, since these 

connections change over time. Mathematically, this can be described as non-linear. Like 

weather systems, financial markets and the body's immune system, they exhibit behaviour 

which is emergent, rather than pre-determined by the initial conditions. This sets the system on 

a continuum between equilibrium and chaos. In his much referenced and succinct account of 

complex adaptive systems, Peter Fryer (2014, p.1) explains that: 

The agents in the system are all the components of that system. ... These agents 

interact and connect with each other in unpredictable and unplanned ways. But 

from this mass of interactions regularities emerge and start to form a pattern 

which feeds back on the system and informs the interactions of the agents. ... 

A period of flux occurs in all the populations in the system until a new balance 

is established. 

 

Kathleen Hass maintains that such projects require a new type of adaptive project management 

approach, which she, after Michael Aucoin (2007), refers to as “right-brain” project 

management. The approach of the right-brain project manager is very different to the 

conventional one as illustrated in Table 1.1, taken from Hass (2009, p.33). 

 

Table 1.1 - Characteristics of Conventional versus Adaptive Project Management. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

21 

 

The idea that large and complex ICT projects might be better served by this type of management 

points to their dynamic and evolving nature. Issues are discovered, connections are formed in 

an unplanned way and the path to goals navigated by continual corrections for current 

conditions. These observations, however, say nothing about such issues as: how the connections 

between human and technology actors form, or fail to form and how they evolve and might be 

sustained. The suggestion is simply that some types of management behaviour appear to 

correlate with better outcomes, because of these managers' ability to respond to a level of chaos. 

The dynamics of that chaos remain largely unexplored. 

 

An important subset of activities within projects to implement new ICT systems, and the origin 

of a growing field of commercial consulting practices to help manage their social and human 

impacts, is referred to as “change management”. It is often viewed by management as a “soft” 

activity, largely independent of the “hard” mainstream activities of developing, assembling and 

commissioning hardware and software systems. In their 2004 study of managers responsible 

for initiating organizational change19,  Woodward and Hendry found that “a third of senior 

managers acknowledg[ed] that people aspects were ignored in their change programmes” 

(Woodward and Hendry 2004, p.164).  When present, change management is often seen by the 

project sponsors as an important, but in some ways unfortunate, adjunct to the main business 

of getting in the new system.  

 

In many government projects, change management is provided by specialist external 

consultants using a linear process of identifying the current state, documenting an end-state and 

promoting methods to change behaviours and processes to bridge the “gap” between the two. 

With a degree of cynicism, Burnes (2004, p.256) suggests this type of “prescriptive” change 

management practice is understandably favoured by consultants and business school academics 

whose “livelihood...is dependent upon creating a market for its strategic planning products”. 

While the idea of an organisation dealing with social issues this way might be attractive to 

executive management, the usefulness of this approach is contested. Todnem By cites studies 

suggesting a 70 percent failure rate in all change programmes initiated, and finds evidence that 

                                                 
19 Their study analysed the views of 198 senior managers working in the City of London’s financial services institutions. 
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“existing practice and theory are mostly supported by unchallenged assumptions about the 

nature of contemporary organisational change management” (By 2005, p.370).   

 

More recently, Julie Hodges (2016) found that most organizational change literature is focused 

on people’s resistance (and its removal) to change. Not a lot had changed in practice: 

there is also a tendency to neglect and even to ignore the important people 

dimension of change … The vast majority of organizational change is managed 

from a technical viewpoint without recognizing or understanding how the 

people element influences the success or failure of change. It is often easier for 

managers to focus attention on, and to become preoccupied with, the technical 

side of change, dealing with quantifiable and predictable issues such as 

developing strategies and action plans, calculating profitability and 

rationalizing resources (Hodges 2016, p.3). 

 

In the mainstream project management literature, we have seen, following Van Cauter et al, 

how a “narrowly functionalist-positive/managerial perspective” still dominates. While this 

approach has value heuristically, it does not assist the current project in providing deeper 

explanations of how and why problems with governments’ collaborative ICT projects occur. 

The call for more pluralist critical thinking in the discipline (Sage et al 2014) and more adaptive 

project managers who can deal with emergent complexity, (Hass 2009), is supported by the 

current work. Similarly, the area of change management, now established as an independent 

and heavily commercialised discipline, appears to offer little explanatory value. In her analysis 

of the organisational change literature, Julie Hodges (2016) found that, while the problem of 

“failure” is well recognised in the literature, it “tends to focus on how and why people resist 

change in organisations”, rather than questioning more widely the root causes of failure. This 

is consistent with Burnes’ view (2004, p.256) that “prescriptive” change management remains 

the preferred option of the consulting industry. In practice, the focus on technical change, to the 

exclusion of the “people element” continues. Hodges’ own work focuses on the need for ethical 

behaviour of management in creating “sustainable change”. She writes: 

The danger of not only allowing but encouraging unethical change can be 

reduced where there is openness about and alignment of values and objectives, 

and transparency in decision-making, carried out in a way that avoids coercion 

and manipulation, and listens to the views of the people in the organization. 

Individuals will have their own perceptions about the change (Hodges 2016). 
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In promoting this more interpretivist approach to change management, Hodges accords with 

recommendations from other disciplines discussed here and is entirely supported by the current 

work. 

 

1.3 Planning Major Projects 

 

An extensive literature exists on the ubiquitous failure of planning professionals to accurately 

forecast costs and timelines for large infrastructure projects.20 This literature continues from 

Nobel Prize winning work by Kahneman and Tversky (1979, 1982) on decision-making in an 

environment of uncertainty, through to the present day.21 While the problem investigated in the 

current work is not exclusively a problem of planning, and presenting a comprehensive review 

of this specialist literature is not possible, it is useful to explore some of its core explanatory 

concepts, particularly as they offer insight into why projects often massively exceed budgets 

and planned completion dates. 

 

An influential stream of social psychology developed by Kahneman and Tversky in the 1970s 

proposed a theoretical model of the way humans assess the probability of future events and 

outcomes that are uncertain.  They suggested that people “rely on a limited number of heuristic 

principles which reduce the complex tasks of assessing probabilities and predicting values to 

simpler judgmental operations … [and that] ... [i]n general, these heuristics are quite useful, but 

sometimes … lead to severe and systematic errors” (Kahneman and Tversky 1982, p.3). The 

operation of these faulty, intuitive heuristics, which defy correction from everyday experiences, 

represent cognitive biases, which contravene basic laws of probability and statistics. They 

described three categories of cognitive bias which they labelled: representativeness, 

availability; and adjustment and anchoring. 

 

Representativeness relates to the way we associate a particular event (or person) with a familiar 

category, and then uncritically assume that the attributes of the category pertain to the particular 

instance. Taking this categorical shortcut leads to problems, because it masks other factors that 

should reasonably be taken into consideration, and therefore leads the individual to ignore 

                                                 
20 See for example Flyvbjerg (2013), Jørgensen and Moløkken-Østvold (2003), Merrow (2011) and, Flyvbjerg and Stewart 

(2012). 
21 See for example Prater et al (2017) researching literature on optimism bias. 
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statistical evidence. One example of this is found in the well-known “gambler’s fallacy”. If the 

gambler is betting on the toss of a coin and the previous sequence of tosses has been H-H-T-H-

H the fallacy is that the next toss of the coin is somehow representative of the fact that, all things 

being equal, over a large number of tosses we would expect the number of heads and tails to be 

equal.22 The result is that the gambler intuitively feels that the next toss is more likely to be a 

T, whereas the probability of this occurrence is actually 0.5. Kahneman and Tversky describe 

this as: 

 

a lingering belief in what may be called the "law of small numbers," according to which 

even small samples are highly representative of the populations from which they are 

drawn (Kahneman and Tversky 1982, p.7). 

 

Availability bias is associated with the extent to which relevant evidence for a decision can be 

brought into consideration. Kahneman and Tversky identify five strands of availability bias; 

familiarity and salience, the language bias inherent in the words used to search for evidence, 

the subject’s ability to imagine the problem and the impact of illusory correlates. The last type 

refers to beliefs that falsely link two attributes together; e.g. the phrenological claim that 

criminality correlates with the shape of the skull. 

 

Adjustment and anchoring refers to the bias caused by setting an inaccurate initial estimate (e.g. 

time and cost) and then making adjustments to the initial values. If the initial value is arbitrarily 

imposed, or simply wrong, empirical evidence suggests that incrementalism, rather than the re-

setting of the initial value, can lead to major errors. Another form of anchoring relates to 

“conjunctive” or “disjunctive” events in which subjects respectively overestimate or 

underestimate the likelihood of two related events, based on the anchoring of the first or 

elementary event. This effect is important in projects or development processes in which a 

successful outcome is dependent on a series of phases being completed. 

 

Significantly for the current work, cognitive biases are empirically observed phenomena that 

rely on somewhat “hard-wired” and unconscious decision-making heuristics, “not attributable 

to motivational effects such as wishful thinking or the distortion of judgements by payoffs and 

penalties” (Kahneman and Tversky 1982, p.18). They are seen in both experts and lay decision-

makers. As we shall see below, the primacy of such cognitive biases as explanations for the 

                                                 
22 Theoretically this would be the case over an infinite number of tosses. 
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failure of complex projects is contested by Flyvbjerg and others. Yet, it raises the important 

question of what role unconscious or preconscious elements play. 

 

Kahneman and Tversky coined the term “planning fallacy” for the behaviour of planners in 

which “the distribution of outcomes in past experience is ignored” (Kahneman and Tversky 

1977, p.2). Further investigating the concept of planning fallacy, Buehler et al (1994) looked at 

the phenomenon of Optimism Bias empirically in four studies. Important to the present work is 

their intriguing observation that: 

the ability of people to hold two seemingly contradictory beliefs: Although 

aware that most of their previous predictions were overly optimistic, they 

believe that their current forecasts are realistic. It seems that people can know 

the past and yet still be doomed to repeat it (Buehler et al 1994, p.366). 

 

Emerging in the work of Buehler et al (1994) and Kahneman (1994) is the concept of 

“inside/outside” thinking. For Buehler, thinking in which individuals are focused entirely on 

their particular task (inside thinking), to the exclusion of “outside” distributional information,23 

is manifested in the planning fallacy. From a rational choice perspective, Kahneman (1994, 

p.20) argues that "substantive criteria of rationality are required which are “external to the 

system of preferences … [requiring] .. some way of assessing outcomes as they occur, not only 

as they are conceived at the time of decision”. 

 

An antidote to Optimism Bias is “outside” thinking; the identification of an historic “reference 

class” of similar projects and an awareness of their outcome distributions, together with data 

analysing the planner’s previous track record. In the contemporary language of policy creation 

this is clearly a strategy of “evidence based policy-making”. Although the planning literature 

considered to date has been almost totally based on the individual planner, it is reasonable to 

extrapolate the observations of “inside thinking” to a close-knit team, and to what is referred to 

below as “groupthink”. 

 

Bent Flyvbjerg has extensively researched the planning of large infrastructure projects, 

focusing particularly on their cost overruns, benefit shortfalls and general poor performance 

                                                 
23 Here “distribution” is used in the sense of sample distribution of past outcomes of similar tasks. 
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against plan. While he has largely focused upon massive physical infrastructure projects, he 

maintains that: 

comparative research shows that the problems, causes and cures … apply to a 

wide range of other project types including power plants, dams, water projects, 

concert halls, museums, sports arenas, convention centers, IT systems, oil and 

gas extractive projects, aerospace projects and weapons systems (Flyvbjerg 

2005, p.1) [my emphasis]. 

 

In addition to their large costs,24 these projects share extended timeframes, political and budget 

contingency and “decision-making and planning [that] are often multi-actor processes with 

conflicting interests” (Flyvbjerg 2005, p.2). Significantly, Flyvbjerg has moved beyond seeking 

explanations purely based on Kahneman and Taversky's individual planner to focus upon the 

complex multi-actor network with all its dynamic associations and contestations. 

 

In an article written for the World Bank, Flyvbjerg (2005) critiques three main types of 

explanations of failure: technical; psychological; and political-economic. Using statistical 

evidence from a large mega-project database,25 he found that, although technical factors, such 

as imperfect forecasting and planning data, together with honest mistakes by the forecasters, 

are the explanations most often proffered, “such explanations do not fit the data well” 

(Flyvbjerg 2005, p.10). With respect to psychological explanations around planning fallacy and 

optimism bias that suggest how planners and project champions “overestimate benefits and 

underestimate costs”, Flyvbjerg (2005, p.11) accepts that such explanations “would be able to 

account, in whole or in part, for the peculiar bias found in most of our data”.  However, he notes 

that research on optimism-bias has been conducted in the main with non-professionals and in 

simple cases. What he does not find credible is the idea that experienced professional 

forecasters would not learn from their previous mistakes, improving their estimates over time: 

Such situations may exist and may explain individual cases of inaccuracy. But 

given the fact that in modern society it is a defining characteristic of 

professional expertise that it is constantly tested through scientific analysis, 

critical assessment, and peer review in order to root out bias and error, it seems 

unlikely that a whole profession of forecasting experts would continue to make 

the same mistakes decade after decade instead of learning from their actions. 

Learning would result in the reduction, if not elimination, of optimism bias, 

which would then result in estimates becoming more accurate over time. But 

                                                 
24 Flyvbjerg defines “major projects” to mean projects with costs per project from around a hundred million to several billion 

US dollars (Flyvbjerg et al 2009, p.2). 
25 Flyvbjerg (2009 et al, p.2) suggests that this database of over 250 mega-projects was, in 2005, the largest of its kind. 
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our data clearly shows that this has not happened (Flyvbjerg 2005, p.11) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

In making this argument, he discounts Buehler et al’s observation from earlier empirical studies 

about “the ability of people [including experienced planners] to hold two seemingly 

contradictory beliefs” allowing them “to know the past and yet still be doomed to repeat it” 

(Buehler et al 1994, p.366).26 By summarily rejecting the psychological explanation, Flyvbjerg 

is compelled to promote a political-economic explanation. For whatever reason, such as 

political pressure or personal gain, by this rationalist logic, experienced planning professionals 

must be intentionally and systematically misrepresenting their estimates. He concludes that 

both his own and Martin Wachs' empirical research in the US (1990, 1986):  

account well for existing data on cost underestimation and benefit 

overestimation …[and]…falsify the notion that in situations with high political 

and organizational pressure the lowballing of costs and highballing of benefits 

is caused by non-intentional technical error or optimism bias. Both studies 

support the view that in such situations promoters and forecasters intentionally 

use the following formula in order to secure approval and funding for their 

projects: 

 Underestimated costs + Overestimated benefits = Project approval 

 (Flyvbjerg 2005, p.15). 

 

Once the “die has been cast” at the project approval stage, those charged with implementing 

the project are thereafter burdened with the choice of either reporting the true situation to project 

sponsors, and breaking “bad news”, or delaying the inevitable with continuing strategic 

misrepresentation. Given that Flyvbjerg finds deliberate strategic misrepresentation to be a 

major cause, he quickly moves to curbing the “planners' misrepresentation in forecasting” 

through accountability, which he suggests is of two types in a liberal democracy viz. 

(1) public sector accountability through transparency and public control, and  

(2) private sector accountability via competition and market control  

(Flyvbjerg 2005, p.23). 

 

                                                 
26 The next Chapter introduces a poststructuralist theoretical position which suggests that motivations can be 

overdetermined by both conscious and unconscious, or preconscious, factors and that Buehler et al’s observation 

should not be ignored 
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Having asserted intentionality as the primary cause, Flyvbjerg (2005, p.24) bypasses any 

question of limits to accountability (discussed later in the Chapter), and moves to a more 

authoritarian position, suggesting that "[p]rofessional and occasionally even criminal penalties 

should be enforced for planners and forecasters who consistently and foreseeably produce 

deceptive forecasts". 

 

Later, Flyvbjerg et al (2009) wrote again on the subject, referencing Lovallo and Kahneman’s 

(2003) work on optimism-bias. They argued that reasons for the poor forecast planning for 

projects can be grouped into three categories, delusions, deceptions or bad luck. Putting bad 

luck aside, they presented delusion and deception as two models for “explaining and preventing 

executive disaster”. The article analysed both, aiming to provide a framework to ‘disentangle 

whether non-accurate forecast are more likely to be due to one or the other explanation, or both” 

(Flyvbjerg et al 2009, p.173). The discussion on “delusion” largely rehearses the “planning 

fallacy” argument with respect to inside/outside thinking and optimism-bias. Their discussion 

frames “deception” in forecasting as a classic Principal-Agent (P-A) problem. Very large 

infrastructure projects (including large complex ICT projects) can be seen as a hierarchical 

network of P-A relationships in which, at each level, a principal commissions an agent to make 

decisions and act on their behalf. The agent then, in turn, becomes a principal, commissioning 

an agent lower down the chain. Deception can then be viewed as a means by which an agent 

promotes her own self-interest to the detriment of the principal, as a form of “moral hazard”. 

 

Flyvbjerg et al suggest five generic motivations for this strategic deception: self-interest, 

asymmetric information; differing appetites for risk; unaligned timeframes; and muddled 

accountabilities. In a competitive environment, such as departments vying for funds in a budget 

process or a supplier attempting to win a competitive tender, it is easy to see the temptation to 

maximise the benefits and minimise the disadvantages in a business case. In a situation of 

asymmetric information, the agent has information not made available to the principal, which 

enables deception or selective briefing to take place. In a situation where the principal is more 

risk averse than the agent, the latter might play down, or exclude, risks. Timeframes are 

important in government when limited election cycles are juxtaposed with the extended time 

frames required for major collaborative ICT projects. In a complex, multi-actor, phased project 

attributing responsibility to an individual or a small defined group is difficult and might suggest 

to an agent contemplating deception that her risk of blame would be minimal or at worst shared. 
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Flyvbjerg et al (2009) have thus provided an explanatory framework for planning failures in 

terms of two complementary behaviours, delusion and deception, to which they maintain all 

large infrastructure projects, both private and public sector, are prone. They suggest that the 

combination of each will depend on the particular context; for example, the extent to which the 

incentives and preferences of principals and agents align or the extent to which cognitive bias 

is ameliorated by “outside” thinking. Underlying their critique is a rational choice ontology and 

epistemology that sees the planner as a rational actor and seeks evidence for the reasons that 

she produces bad outcomes for her principals. Delusions are unconscious errors in a rational 

thinking process, whereas deceptions are morally questionable rational choices made in the 

planner's self-interest when the means and opportunity arise. 

 

In critiquing Flyvbjerg’s 1998 book Rationality and Power - Democracy in Practice (Flyvbjerg 

1998), which focused on the “actual practices of politics, administration, and planning” in the 

Danish city of Allborg, US planning academic John Forester, admonished the author for his 

“explanatory positivism from the ‘outside’” (Forester 2001, p.264). Following Dallmayr and 

McCarthy (1977), Forester complains that this approach has “little way of accounting for the 

real and practical actions that they are actually explaining”. Forester’s own approach calls for 

a much wider critical theory of planning27 practice that can be “empirically based, practically 

fitting, and ethically instructive, too” (Forester 1989, p.138). In his 1989 work, Forester is very 

much inspired by Habermas’s work on communicative action (Habermas 1984/87), arguing 

that planners, whether they know it or not, are not exclusively involved in technical processes 

of forecasting, designing and organising in the abstract, but steeped in a complex “practical and 

communicative” network. His very definition of critical theory, in this context, entails the 

assessment of “social and political economic structures as systematic patterns of practical 

communicative interaction” (Forester 1989, p.139). The difficulties (and subsequent failures) 

of planning are, to a large extent, attributable to “distortions” in this communicative interaction 

between actors: 

The critical, ethical content of the theory focuses attention on the systematic 

and unnecessarily distorted nature of communicative interactions, on the 

promises, appeals, reports, and justifications that so shape the lives of citizens 

of our societies. In the United States, for example, citizens are faced with such 

influences when politicians or administrators pretend a political problem is 

                                                 
27 Forester refers to "’planners’ as a shorthand for a broad array of future-oriented actors, including project and program 

managers, public administrators, program evaluators, and policy analysts…” (Forester 1989).  
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simply a technical one; when private, profit-seeking interests (such as the 

nuclear construction industry or the pharmaceuticals industry) misrepresent 

benefits and dangers to the public; when professionals (such as physicians, 

planners, or social workers) create unnecessary dependency and unrealistic 

expectations in their clients; or when the established interests in a society avoid 

humanitarian social and economic policies (such as comprehensive health 

services) with misleading rhetoric and falsehoods, claiming, for example, that 

"the public sector is always, inevitably, less efficient than the private sector”. 

Such distortions are profoundly practical communicative influences-instances 

of hegemonic power-with immobilizing, depoliticizing28, and subtle but 

effective disabling consequences" (Forester 1989, pp.139-140). 

 

What Forester does here is to acknowledge that the work of planners, and we can include those 

involved in implementing collaborative government ICT projects, occurs within a contingent 

power struggle for hegemony. He argues that naïve attempts by planners to work within “an 

overly narrow focus of technically oriented planning” inevitably cause inefficiencies and waste 

(Forester 1989, p.154). His description of the “depoliticizing”, othering, manipulation of 

information and illusions of the role of science and technology in this process is entirely 

consistent with the theoretical approach that will be taken up in later Chapters.  

 

Much later, Forester (2014) engaged in a wider discussion around “public conflicts and 

democratic contestation", still very relevant to the role of the planner. He describes two modes 

of viewing contestation. The first, which he labels “democratic subjectivity”, sees a clash 

between subjective positions wherein claims and rights, often related to identity, compete and 

are analysed by academics from a rationalist position. The second approach, which he advocates 

for, focuses on “practical democratic intersubjectivity” or what actors, often holding “multiple 

and conflicting deep allegiances” actually do. Forester argues that agonistic theories of ever-

continuing conflicts between parties do not go far enough and can miss the important issue of 

what happens in practice.  Forester (2014) suggests that there are three intermingled strands of 

intersubjective engagement: a dialogical process leading to mutual understanding, a process of 

debate in which parties try to justify their claims, and multi-stakeholder negotiation which aims 

simply to promote interests. For the present work, this insight: supports the empirical approach 

of following the course of what actually happened; widens the analytical horizons beyond the 

clash of subjective positions; and hints at heuristic approaches to the avoidance of failure. 

 

                                                 
28 Here, I interpret Forester to mean, taking the issue outside the realm of political contestation. 
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The planning literature I have reviewed offers two very different perspectives represented by 

the writings of Bent Flyvbjerg and John Forester. They appear to come from fundamentally 

different ontological and epistemological positions; the former decidedly rationalist and 

positivist and the latter interpretivist and pragmatic. While both views are valuable, Forester, 

by grounding his research in a detailed analysis of practice, intersubjectivity and hegemonic 

struggle, lays the foundation for the poststructuralist-inspired rhetorical analysis employed in 

this thesis. 

 

1.4 Information Systems Research and Organisational Studies 

 

Information Systems research (ISR) focuses on the “development, use and impact of 

information technology in business and organizational settings” (Myers and Avison 2002, p.3). 

Over the years, since its emergence in the 1960s, it has moved from a technical concern with 

how computers can be used to automate manual processes, through to a focus on the 

management of information and, since the 1990s, a far more holistic enquiry into the role of 

ICT within organisations. This development involves a shift from computer science and 

software engineering towards the social sciences and is accompanied by an increasing use of 

qualitative research. As long ago as the 1980s, Lynne Markus (1983) analysed theories of 

resistance by new system users, building on valuable insights from Rob Kling on the social 

analysis of computing. Markus’s focus on resistance is very telling and an antecedent of the 

approach inherent in many contemporary change management practices. Following Kling, she 

considered the role of interacting power relationships within the organisation adopting a new 

information system and what tactics the implementing analyst might use in order to succeed. 

 

Reviewing empirical studies of the implementation of computer systems, Kling had observed 

two major schools of thought, which he referred to as systems rationalists and segmented 

institutionalists. The first, which can be associated with a technological determinist viewpoint: 

typically emphasize the positive roles that computerized technologies play in 

social life…They assume that there is a marked consensus on major social 

goals relevant to computing use, and they often develop a relatively synoptic 

account of social behavior. Systems rationalists place efficiency, whether 

economic or organizational, as the predominant value (Kling 1980, p.63). 
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On the other hand, Kling identifies segmented institutionalists as observing the social 

consequences of new computer systems. Beyond the management narrative of efficiency, they 

maintain that individuals and groups enact shifts of power through initiating technological 

change, and that issues like autonomy and territory often lead to intergroup conflict. Kling 

moves away from the dominant technological determinist critique towards a more constructivist 

position in suggesting that the “'consequences' of computer use are simply the consequences of 

lines of purposive action married to computing”. He suggests the need for IS investigators to 

consider their ontological and epistemological assumptions, observing that, “normally [in social 

sciences] this is no surprise, but the notion is certainly not well integrated into computer 

science” (Kling 1980, p.100). In embracing the social sciences, some areas of ISR have 

recognised the complexity and emergent nature of ICT enabled change, driven by human 

behaviour and interactions between people and mediated by technology. Notwithstanding this 

convergence in academic research, mainstream information systems practices in government 

continue to attempt to corral and marginalise the social issues. 

 

Some areas of ISR in public administration address the question of failed government ICT 

projects directly. Shaun Goldfinch (2007; see also Gauld et al 2006) confirms the ubiquity of 

widespread Information System29 failures in the public sector and argues that public officials 

should be pessimistic. He writes: 

Rather than the positive view found in much of the public administration 

literature, the author suggests a pessimism when it comes to information 

systems development. Aims for information technology should be modest 

ones, and in many cases, the risks, uncertainties, and probability of failure 

mean that new investments in technology are not justified. The author argues 

for a public official as a recalcitrant, suspicious, and skeptical adopter of IT 

(Goldfinch 2007, p.917).  

 

Goldfinch (2007, p.918) argues that failure of large IS projects in the public sector is largely 

“unavoidable”, due principally to the “overblown and unrealistic expectations that many have 

regarding information technology”. His model of unrealistic expectations is comprised of four 

“pathological enthusiasms” commonly shared by public sector executives. These are 

                                                 
29

 Goldfinch uses the term “information system” (IS) as a “computer system combined with the organization and 

personnel to produce useful outcomes, as opposed to information technology (IT)”. 
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“idolization, or technological infatuation”, “technophilia, or “the myth of the technological fix”, 

“lomanism” and “managerial faddism”. It is useful to consider each in turn. 

 

What Goldfinch refers to as “idolization, or technological infatuation” is essentially the idea 

that public officials are excited by technological hype, believing that technology will, of itself, 

transform the business of government. “Technophilia” he defines as believing that technology, 

the more the better, will provide answers to practical problems. He suggests this is the 

overwhelming message of the “entire IS profession”. The third enthusiasm is being prey to 

“lomanism30”, the positive belief, feigned or otherwise, that IT salespeople have in the 

superiority of their particular companies’ goods and services. Finally, Goldfinch posits the 

“managerial faddism” of managers obsessively keeping up with everything the latest IT 

promises. He suggests that a prevailing New Public Management ideology “with its inherent 

belief in the supremacy of the private over the public sector and its innovative entrepreneurial 

focus” provides fertile ground for this faddism (Goldfinch 2007, pp.921-922). Goldfinch’s 

account is significant to the present work, because it posits that the affective habits of an 

individual manager’s thinking can play a causal role in IS failures.  However, his observation 

of these enthusiasms as widespread pathologies operating in government is simply an empirical 

observation and not presented within any theoretical or organisational context. In the next 

Chapter, I will introduce theoretical tools to further analyse the logics of governments’ thinking 

in this regard. These will be used to investigate empirically a government’s paradoxical 

attitudes and vulnerabilities to private sector IS suppliers.  

 

Increasingly, since the 1980s, segments of the field of ISR have embraced aspects of 

interpretivist and critical analysis, acknowledging that the social aspect or people component 

of a new system installation is a critical success factor. This extensive, heterogeneous literature 

does, at its periphery, invoke most of the non-positivist positions in social sciences, e.g: 

dialectical hermeneutics (Myers 1995); critical realism (Mingers et al 2013); actor network 

theory (Tatnall and Gilding 1999); gender theory (Trauth and Howcroft 2006); structuration 

theory (Iyamu and Roode 2012); social shaping of technology (SST) and communicative action 

(Pozzebon, Titah, and Pinsonneault 2006). As evidenced by Thite and Sandhu’s (2014) article 

                                                 
30

 After the character of Willie Loman, the delusional salesman in Arthur Miller’s play, The Death of a Salesman. 
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analysing the QHPS case, mainstream accounts from within the Information Systems discipline 

preference the system itself as the principal actor, at the expense of a wider perspective, in 

which the failure of the system is possibly the material manifestation of much wider social 

issues. 

 

The work of Wanda Orlikowski bridges the disciplines of Information Technologies and 

Organization Studies.31 In a review of organisational studies literature, Wanda Orlikowski and 

Susan Scott (2008) found, surprisingly, that very little work in the latter discipline considered 

the role of technology in organisational practices, despite its almost ubiquitous presence in both 

public and private sector organisations. The absence of material technology in the accounts of 

organisational studies academics reflects a dualism in thinking that separates the social from 

the material, and the human from the non-human.  

 

In the minority of organisational studies papers that did consider technology (and particularly 

ICT), Orlikowski and Scott (2008) found two major “research streams” and a third, then 

emerging, genre, which they referred to as sociomateriality. The first stream they describe as 

having: 

an ontological commitment to a world of discrete entities that have some 

inherent and relatively stable characteristics, with a focus on individual actors 

and things that are seen to be largely independent, but linked through uni-

directional causal relationships, and having largely determinate effects on each 

other (Orlikowski and Scott 2008, p.439). 

 

This is a domain ontology characterised by the separation of human and non-human entities, in 

which one discrete entity impacts on another. For reasons of efficiency, control or improved 

service, the introduction of a new ICT system into an organisation will have impacts on staff, 

and may encounter resistance requiring change management. This appears to be akin to the 

“systems rationalist” position observed by Robert Kling and discussed previously. 

                                                 
31

  Wanda Orlikowski, at the time of writing is a Professor of Information Technologies and Organization Studies 

at the MIT Sloan School of Management. 
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Orlikowski and Scott (2008, p.439) found a second research stream, which, while still 

promoting separation between entities: 

is characterized by its general commitment to an ensemble or web ontology 

…, where actors and things are seen to be related through a reciprocal and 

emergent process of interaction, leading over time to co-evolved or 

interdependent systems. 

 

This approach resonates with Klings’s description of the segmented institutionalist position, 

which allows for the presence of power structures, workplace autonomy and sovereignty. 

Technologies can be seen as boundary objects between human communities with different 

agendas and values. This approach follows a more constructivist or interpretivist line, wherein 

the technology interacts with organisational structures to create a more, or less, stabilised 

outcome over time. 

 

The third stream described by Orlikowski and Scott questions the need to separate the 

social/material and human/non-human categories. Sociomateriality eschews the notion of 

technology impacting or interacting with humans in favour of the creation, development, 

maintenance and eventual passing of sociotechnical assemblages: 

entities (whether humans or technologies) have no inherent properties, but 

acquire form, attributes, and capabilities through their interpenetration. This is 

a relational ontology that presumes the social and the material are inherently 

inseparable (Orlikowski and Scott 2008 pp455-456). 

 

Here I adopt a sociomaterial perspective, which is explored further in the next Chapter when 

considering the new-materialism turn in poststructuralist discourse theory. 
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1.5 Public Administration 

 

The funds governments commit to large ICT projects are considerable32 and support significant 

policy decisions with material impacts on both capital and operating budgets. As such, they are 

generally subject to a competitive internal budget bidding process between departments 

supported by formal business cases and reviews during the lifetime of the project. Research by 

Public Research by Public Administration academics in the areas of policy success and failure, 

decision making, accountability, and performance management is thus relevant to the current 

work.  

 

One strand in the academic discourse goes to how the words “success” and “failure” become 

attached to a policy. Bovens and 't Hart (1996) pointed to the relativity of the concepts, 

maintaining that “judgements about the success and failure of public policies are, first, a matter 

of perspective” (p.5). As well as actors having a range of perspectives at a particular point, their 

views can change significantly over time. Relevant to the discussion of governments’ recurring 

problems with major collaborative ICT projects is the distinction between “programmatic” and 

“political” successes and failures made by Bovens et al (2001). The programmatic dimension 

instrumentally focuses on the efficiency and effectiveness of a policy. By contrast, political 

success or failure exists in a “discursive world of symbols, emotions, political ideology and 

power relationships” where what counts is “not the social consequences of policies … but the 

political construction of these consequences” (Bovens et al 2001, p.20).  

 

With the aim of offering a heuristic to assist in the analysis of policy success and failure, Marsh 

and McConnell (2010) have proposed adding a third dimension to the programmatic and 

political which they refer to as “process”. The process dimension is concerned with “the stages 

of policy-making in which issues emerge and are framed, options are explored, interests are 

consulted, and decisions made” (Marsh and McConnell 2010, p.572). Using this heuristic, 

governments’ traditional mode of self-evaluation, focused on effectiveness and compliance, 

aligns closely with the programmatic and process dimensions, excluding the political. An 

                                                 
32

In FY 2015-16 the Total Australian Government ICT spend, was $6.2B or 10.4 percent of total departmental 

expenditure (Dept. of Finance 2016, p.10). 
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important claim, posited in the current work and explored in later chapters, is that governments 

make themselves vulnerable to the programmatic failure of major collaborative ICT projects by 

failing to resolve the conflicts between the programmatic/process and political dimensions in 

their decision-making. 

 

Another significant concept in the policy evaluation literature is that of “fiasco”; a term we shall 

see in the discourse around the QHPS case study discussed in Chapter 7. Bovens and 't Hart 

(1996, p.15) define a policy fiasco as: 

a negative event that is perceived by a socially and politically significant group 

of people in the community to be at least partially caused by avoidable and 

blameworthy failures of public policymakers. 

 

In describing policy fiascoes, Bovens and 't Hart suggest four different “levels of meaning” that 

are associated with the concept. First, the event must be seen as damaging in the view of a group 

or groups of people who use the label to express their negativity. The negativity is not 

necessarily universal. In any “fiasco” there may be “winners” as well as “losers”, but never just 

“winners”.  Damage comes in many forms; physical damage, emotional, reputational, financial 

and political, to name just some. The second level incorporates the idea of human agency being 

a causal factor. An “act of God”, such as a natural disaster, may be a tragedy but not necessarily 

a fiasco. This term is reserved for situations where human interventions may have been possible. 

Accepting that human agency was implicated in a possible fiasco, the third level addresses the 

question “why did they do that?” The fourth layer encompasses what Bovens and 't Hart call 

“the pivotal normative and most explicitly political dimension of labelling policy events as 

fiascoes: the allocation of blame” (1996, p.13). The labelling of an event as “a fiasco” somehow 

focuses outrage directed at an “othered” individual or group now blamed. 

 

The naming of a problematic government ICT project as a “fiasco” by a “responsible” minister, 

as occurred in the QHPS case, is an example of what Christopher Hood refers to as a “blame 

shift strateg[y]” towards either incompetent internal managers, financial failure of the private-

sector outsourcer and/or failure of technical experts. Either way, it is “part of a larger array of 

types of delegation that in principle offer politicians a chance to play a variant of ‘the blame 

game'” (Hood 2002, p.28). We will return in Part II to “the blame game”, which Hood (2002; 
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2011) has developed into a complex calculus to explain the relationship between risk 

management and blame in government. 

 

Research on top-down decision-making is another longstanding pursuit of the Public 

Administration discipline. Prior to the 1990s this was mainly focused on debates about the 

relative roles and powers of a prime minister (or more generally a premier) and the ministerial 

cabinet they lead (Dunleavy and Rhodes 1990, p.4: Elgie 2011, p.1). Dunleavy and Rhodes 

(1990) introduced the concept of the “core executive” as a way of developing the debate:   

We prefer to describe the field of research as ’core executive studies’. We 

define the core executive functionally to include all those organizations and 

structures which primarily serve to pull together and integrate central 

government policies, or act as final arbiters within the executive of conflicts 

between different elements of the government machine. This terminology 

provides a neutral description of a field of study. It does not prejudge the 

pattern of relations which empirical research will establish (Dunleavy and 

Rhodes 1990, p.4). 

 

This definition is important, and remains so for the current work, in moving away from an 

institutionalist reading of the way top-level decisions are made, which focuses on the 

comparative importance of the institutions of premier and cabinet, to a functional one that 

allows for variation and contingency based on the situation at that time. It also creates a frame 

for comparative research across jurisdictions. Within a formal hierarchical structure of power, 

an evolving complex of contributions and agencies can exist which are only really exposed 

empirically.  

 

In introducing the concept of a Core Executive, Dunleavy and Rhodes first revisited the 

institutionalist literature on the core executive, noting that the existing debates unnecessarily 

polarise the contestation between premier and cabinet and exhibit an uncritical assumption of 

“the reality of core executive control over the British state apparatus (Dunleavy and Rhodes 

1990, p.5)”. The idea of government “control”, fantastic or real, claimed or assumed, will be 

observed and discussed in later chapters from a PDT perspective. Dunleavy and Rhodes (1990) 

described six institutionalist viewpoints, driven by “normative ideals” with respect to the 

question of the primacy of premier or cabinet in decision-making. The first model depends on 

a dominating monocratic premier as the final decision maker; perhaps, as in the second model, 
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supported by a trusted clique, who effectively act in his or her name. This creates the idea of a 

“core cabinet”, or more generally an inner-core executive of the type Rhodes and Tiernan 

(2016) suggest existed in the Queensland Government during the QHPS saga. The third model, 

Cabinet Government, stresses the role of cabinet as a court of appeal, dealing mainly with the 

logistics of administration and overt emergencies. Importantly, it also provides a forum for 

ministerial dissension and, at the same time, an avenue for the premier to seek support in 

bringing dissenters to heel. The fourth, a Ministerial model, describes a premier/cabinet 

relationship wherein effective decision-making power largely rests with individual ministries. 

While, in one way, this lessens the workload of the cabinet and delineates the premier’s 

influence, such arrangements struggle with the increasingly complex issues that span multiple 

departments.  

 

Broadly, the idea behind the fifth model, the segmented decision-making model, is that policy 

responsibility is distributed between the premier and her ministers. The final model, described 

by Dunleavy and Rhodes (1990), is a Bureaucratic Coordination model, which essentially 

describes a government where effective decision-making power rests with the civil service 

departments and in which “the core executive has very limited control over the rest of the state 

apparatus, and that Cabinet and even individual departmental ministers play minimal roles” 

(Dunleavy and Rhodes 1990, p.15). 

 

The six variants of premier/cabinet governance models are relevant to the current work in two 

ways. First, they provide background to understanding the difficulties experienced by the 

Queensland Government in attempting to deliver a collaborative administrative Shared Service 

initiative, of which the QHPS project was one part. More widely, their description of the 

segmented decision-making model is important as a stepping stone to Rhodes’ later writing on 

the Core Executive, and his recent explanation of the Queensland case as a result of what he 

refers to as their dysfunctional "court politics". 

 

Rhodes sees the politics (and consequent decision-making) within a core executive as 

essentially fluid, reflecting the idea that “power is contingent and relational … [dependant] ... 

on the relative power of other actors and, … ‘events’” (Rhodes 2007, p.1247). In this conception 



 

 

40 

the Core Executive functions as an ongoing and evolving game between actors negotiating over 

exchanges of “such resources as money and authority” creating “shifting patterns of 

dependence” (Rhodes 2007, p.1247). Rhodes has applied the core executive concept to a much 

wider thesis of a “differentiated polity” in the UK and elsewhere, which encompasses the idea 

of policy networks, governance and the “hollowing out” of government’s capacity to steer the 

ship of state.  

 

While these wider concepts go beyond the scope of the present work, critique offered by Marsh 

et al, that this model “over-stresses the pluralistic nature of the political system”, ignoring the 

asymmetric power relationships between actors in inherent “continuing patterns of structured 

inequality” is relevant (Marsh et al 2003).  The decisions of a core executive are the result of 

an ongoing game of alliances and splits around resources and influence, taking place on an 

uneven playing field warped by structural inequalities. As will be seen in chapter 2, many 

aspects of this position support the theoretical underpinnings of the current work, particularly 

in relation to the contingency of relations and events and the sedimented nature of processes 

reflecting power relations, which superficially at least might be considered structural. The 

approach here will be consistent with Rhodes’ more contemporary commitment to empirical 

interpretivist research offering “a shift of topos from institutions to meanings in action” (Rhodes 

2007, p.1259) and an acknowledgement of the role of “traditions and dilemmas” to explain 

change (Rhodes 2007, p.1253).  

 

Part of the wider literature on the activities of core executives is concerned with explaining how 

closed elite groups can make questionable policy decisions uses the concept of “groupthink”. 

The term was introduced by US research psychologist Irving L. Janis (1972). Invoking the 

description of “doublethink” and “crimethink” in George Orwell’s dystopian novel, 1984, Janis 

coined the term to describe: 

a mode of thinking that people engage in when they are deeply involved in a 

cohesive in-group, when the members’ strivings for unanimity override their 

motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action. … [referring] 

to a deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral judgment that 

results from in-group pressures (Janis 1972, p.9). 
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After its initial introduction in Psychology Today (Janis 1971), Janis’ concept of groupthink 

found a receptive audience in popular culture. The term was also adopted in a wide range of 

social sciences disciplines, including organizational science, political science and sociology 

(Aldag and Fuller, 1993; Wekselberg 1996). Groupthink, or as it was also known “excessive 

concurrence-seeking”, was vehemently criticised by some academics. Some critics argued, on 

theoretical grounds, that the antecedents of groupthink were unclear and its observable effects 

left vague (Longley and Pruitt 1980). Janis responded in 1982 with a second edition of his book 

Groupthink: Psychological Studies of Policy Decisions and Fiascoes (Janis 1982). A diagram 

from this work is reproduced in Figure 1.1 showing the broad dynamics likely to lead to 

groupthink. In simple terms, a small cohesive decision-making group will, when put under 

stress and structurally separated from wider organisational views, be prone to poorer quality 

decision-making. 

Figure 1.1 - Groupthink Dynamics 

 

Source: Janis (1982, p.303) 

 

Subsequently, the concept of groupthink was reviewed and developed by Paul ’t Hart (1990) in 

relation to decision-making in government and its role in policy failure. After a detailed review 

of the relevant social psychology at that time, ‘t Hart concluded that: group cohesiveness is not 

a necessary condition and groupthink could simply emerge as a response to a dominant 
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leader/authority figure; high cohesiveness does create uniformity of thought and decision within 

groups; other group phenomena (such as “deindividuation” - loss of self-awareness, e.g. lynch 

mobs) can also be explanatory; stress appears to be a trigger; and consideration should be given 

to the  inter-group relationships as a source of the groupthink behaviour ('t Hart 1990, p.121). 

 

It is with respect to the last issue that ‘t Hart makes an important adaptation of Janis’s original 

concept. He notes that, while Janis introduces the role of organizational “structural defects” in 

the model, he: 

does not elaborate upon the issue, and leaves the reader with the general notion 

that groupthink is a stress-related phenomenon. [Further, that since] 

[t]raditionally, discussions about groupthink have been almost exclusively 

couched in terms of intragroup processes ... groupthink analysts have missed a 

chance to enhance the precision of the theory [in considering, for example.] 

“the role of intergroup dynamics, and in particular the effects upon group 

decision-making processes of a group’s relationships with other groups in its 

direct environment ('t Hart 1990, pp.99 - 100).  

 

It is not necessary to rehearse ‘t Hart’s detailed analysis of the inter-group conflict literature, 

other than to note that it contains two entangled streams; the first a “realist-conflict” model 

based on maximising “interests” in inter-group activity; and the second a “social identity” 

model where individuals strive to improve their esteem within the conflict. Of relevance here 

is that each model is one of contestation with “winners” and “losers” and the analysis is 

essentially one of strategic game play. Also salient is ‘t Hart’s idea that these conflicts can 

create option-limiting “concurrence-seeking” in government.  

 

The analytical framework of policy success and failure offered by political science scholars 

(Bovens and ' T Hart 1996; Bovens and ‘t Hart 2016; Fawcett and Marsh 2012; Bovens et al 

2001; Marsh and McConnell 2010) unpacks the meaning of success and failure and underpins 

an understanding of “fiasco”, very present in the QHPS case study. Likewise, appreciating the 

interactive and performative nature of accountability comes as a useful lens on the processes 

operating in government hierarchy. The accounts of core executive groups and especially 

groupthink offer a partial top-down analysis of decision-making. However, notwithstanding a 

definition of a core executive which includes “all those organizations and structures which … 

integrate central government policies, or act as final arbiters” (Dunleavy and Rhodes 1990, p.4) 
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[my emphasis], such analysis mainly excludes the non-elite, bottom-up contribution to 

decision-making, which while possibly critical to explanation, is masked by the formal elite 

process of endorsement. 

 

Rhodes advocates for a decentred study of praxis through “studying individual behaviour in 

everyday contexts”, focusing on meanings and actions which arise from individually held 

beliefs formed by traditions and dilemmas (Rhodes 2007, 1253). This approach is substantially 

supported by the theoretical position outlined in the next Chapter and the empirical 

methodology in what follows. Rhodes suggests further that the researcher should write “‘thick 

descriptions’ or our ‘constructions of other people’s constructions of what they ... are up to’” 

(Rhodes 2007, p.1252; Geertz 1973, p.9). Nevertheless, this proposal, now thoroughly 

interpretivist and aware of the “double hermeneutic”33, still seems to appeal to a rational 

exchange model of actions, though now in a decentred environment. The approach taken in this 

work will take this position further, allowing for transgressive actions, seemingly against self-

interest, to also emerge in an unconscious (or possible preconscious) way. 

 

1.6 Critical Accounting 

 

Also relevant to the research question is a useful literature from the field of Critical Accounting 

around the idea that there are limits to accountability. The “accountability” of actors in both 

empirical studies presents two faces. The first relates to their role in the project itself and the 

accounts that they make about it, both within and outside the hierarchy, in the form of briefs, 

reports, media content, presentations, verbal advice and testimony. The second relates to their 

ability to account to the questioner, whether they be, for example, counsel assisting the 

Commission or the researcher.  

 

In both aspects, the actor’s ability to provide an account is limited. Following Martin Messner's 

work (2009), which builds on other work by Judith Butler (2005), an actor’s account always 

                                                 
33 The "double hermeneutic" after Giddens (1987, p.30) referring to the double "reading" of an actor's discourse, 

by both the researcher and the actor themselves. 
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interacts with the person to whom the account is addressed and is mediated by prevailing social 

norms. 

An account of oneself is always given to another, whether conjured or existing, 

and this other establishes the scene of address as a more primary ethical 

relation than a reflexive effort to give an account of oneself. Moreover, the 

very terms by which we give an account, by which we make ourselves 

intelligible to ourselves and to others, are not of our making. They are social 

in character, and they establish social norms, a domain of unfreedom and 

substitutability within which our ‘singular’ stories are told (Butler 2005, p.21) 

quoted in (Messner 2009, p.924). 

 

Messner (2009, p.925) finds “three different limits to accountability” implicit in Judith Butler's 

analysis: “located (1) in one’s own opacity to oneself, (2) in the inevitable exposure to an 

addressee, and (3) in the modes of rationality mediating the address”. 

 

The first limit, put simply, suggests that the actor may not know or be conscious of why they 

acted in the way they did. Their actions may be pre-conscious or sedimented in their 

organisation’s social practices. This observation raises the idea of actors being influenced by 

an affective realm of which they may not be aware. Such a concept is foundational to the 

poststructuralist discourse theoretical approach adopted here. 

 

With respect to the current research, the second limit makes explicit the hierarchical power 

relations in reporting, which, at their worse, can descend into what Butler (2005) refers to as 

“ethical violence”. In considering how and why a decision was made by an “accountable” 

public servant actor, the researcher must be aware that: 

hierarchical forms of accountability have an individualizing character, since 

they promote a sense of the self that is preoccupied with achieving certain 

norms and standards and, at the same time, induce the self to relate to others 

through the lens of these categories alone (Messner 2009, p.922). 

 

The third type of limitation is important to the current research in two ways. First, the 

multiplicity of accounts required of the individual, to her staff, her peers and her management, 

can create an ethical burden requiring a need to “speak ‘several languages at the same time’” 

(Messner 2009, p.931) or, as again will be discussed in Chapter 2, engage in what Charis 

Thompson née Cussins (2005, 1996, 1998) refers to as ontological choreography. 
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ICT itself has become an increasingly important rationality in mediating requests for accounts. 

The email, the template, the database, the smartphone, instant messaging and so on alter 

“expectations of availability and accountability, redefining the boundaries of the workday and 

extending and intensifying interactions” (Orlikowski 2007, p.1444). We will see evidence of 

this in the use of corporate email in Chapter 3. 

 

Summary and Analysis of Conventional Views 

 

While a considerable amount of cross-disciplinary research related to the subject of ICT project 

failure has taken place over the last four decades, conventional approaches have failed to 

address the scale and intractability of the problem. A panel of leading ISR academics, meeting 

at the IFIP34 Working Group 8.6 Conference in 2015, reviewed contemporary research on why 

the “IS failure rate remains stubbornly high”. It identified several key issues including: 

the need to study problems from multiple perspectives, to move beyond narrow 

considerations of the IT artifact, and to venture into underexplored 

organizational contexts, such as the public sector (Dwivedi et al 2015, p.143). 

 

With the exceptions of a planning literature describing cognitive fallibility and intentional 

misrepresentations and a stream of public administration studies considering the effect of 

groupthink on core executive decision makers, there is little explanation of the “how”, and even 

less of the “why”, in conventional accounts. While they acknowledge a problem, most remain 

essentially descriptive. They assume conscious rational decision-making and rest teleologically 

on faith in process rationalism, whereby a process can be developed, albeit by degrees, that will 

ensure success. 

 

In this Chapter, I have identified seven different literatures all of which provide useful accounts, 

but which largely remain incommensurable.  How are we to compare Flyvbjerg’s claims about 

the intentional strategic misrepresentations of planners with Rhodes’ finding of dysfunctional 

                                                 
34 International Federation for Information Processing, established in 1960 as a UNESCO initiative bringing 

together around fifty international ICT related societies and over half a million members. 
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core executive politics, for example? How do we bring together the top-down and bottom-up 

perspectives? Is the lack of commensurability of accounts itself in some way reflective of the 

problem, in that professionals operating predominantly from one disciplinary perspective 

exclude considerations from another? Is a civil/public service, radically prevented from 

critiquing the policies it tries to implement, unable to learn from the past and therefore destined 

to repeat the problems?  

 

Despite the diversity of approaches a common thread in much of the material is the recognition 

that the technology itself is not the major contributing factor, together with calls for more 

pluralist, practise-orientated and interpretivist approaches to understanding the role of people 

in these failed projects. The theoretical position introduced in the next Chapter will support the 

calls for a more pluralist, practise orientated and interpretivist approach, while, at the same 

time, allowing for the role of unconscious or preconscious motivations in decision-making. 

While resting on existing scholarship, this approach holds the promise of playing an integrative 

role to what appear to be incommensurable accounts, and underpins a detailed empirical 

methodology used later in this work. 
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Part I:   A Poststructuralist Perspective on 

Bureaucracy and ICT Project Management 

 

Part I of this work fulfils two purposes. First, in Chapter 2, it introduces an alternative 

theoretical and methodological approach to investigating the primary research question 

concerning the roles that ontological difference and contestation play in explaining the failure 

of large scale, collaborative, government ICT projects. I then use this approach in Chapter 3 to 

investigate empirically the ontological differences and contestation present in an everyday 

government hierarchy being challenged by a disruptive event but not in crisis. These findings 

provide support for a later claim that similar factors observed in the QHPS crisis (discussed in 

Part II) might be implicated in such failures more generally. 
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2 – Critical Discourse Theory Methods for 

Studying Bureaucracy 
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How are we to go beyond existing explanations, that, in failing to suggest how and why these 

problems occur, have not enabled governments to stop their recurrence? It is at this point that I 

look to new theoretical approaches to the problem.  The work that such theory is called to do 

here is of a type that David Held suggests assists in “the systematic elaboration of the underlying 

structure of our moral and political activities” (Held 1991, p.17): in other words, explanations 

of how and why decisions are made, and action taken.35 

 

The Chapter is divided into four sections. The first discusses the nature of the post-positivist 

retroductive (or abductive) explanations that are sought. The second section presents what is 

referred to as the “logics” approach of poststructuralist discourse theory (PDT). The third 

section introduces additional theoretical ideas that promote the role of everyday practice and 

material reality, collected together under the label of “new materialisms”. The Chapter then 

moves on to discuss how a relevant empirical corpus of data was established.  

 

2.1 Post-positivist Retroductive Explanations 

 

The current work largely adopts the theory of retroduction offered by Glynos and Howarth 

(2007). With respect to the ongoing debate between positivists and “the others”, they first 

observe the hegemonic position that positivist thinking has achieved in social science research. 

Mathematics, both as a truth-functional system of logic, and particularly through its theories of 

statistical probability, has enabled a dominant paradigm of truth evaluation, which they refer to 

as “‘deductive-nomological’ in form, whereby an explanandum is deduced from a set of 

premises that includes a universal law” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.21). This paradigm drives 

an empirical scientific methodology they refer to as “hypothetico-deductive” in which, 

following Karl Popper (2002) “[t]heories are corroborated or falsified by deducing empirical 

statements or predictions, and then testing these against observational evidence” (Glynos and 

Howarth 2007, p.21). 

 

                                                 
35 For a fuller discussion on Held’s typology of Social Theory please refer to Appendix A. 
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The success of this approach in the natural sciences is an understandably compelling factor in 

leading social scientists to “link prediction and explanation so rigidly”, although they do so 

while ignoring positivist social sciences’ failures and anomalies (p.23). It is ironic, with respect 

to Popper’s criterion of falsifiability, that the positivist social science project itself remains 

immune to falsifiability. As Glynos and Howarth (2007, p.23) argue: 

Indeed, far from falsifying its research programme, these failures can serve to 

demonstrate that social scientists are not positivist enough, and that they should 

embrace the spread of more sophisticated mathematical and quantitative 

techniques tout court. Construed as empirical deficiencies, the failure of 

positivism is thus understood in epistemological terms, leaving intact the ideals 

and ontological assumptions borrowed from the natural sciences. 

 

This critique is consistent with that from Van Cauter et al with respect to the usefulness of a 

purely positivist approach in extracting critical success and failure factors (CSSFs) from 

empirical project data: 

Based on statistically validated models, CSFFs are presented as a form of 

objective knowledge (in the traditional positivist sense) that can be adapted to 

different organisations or IS projects. Unfortunately such methodologies are 

not helpful in dealing with the different forms of rationality and non-linear 

interactions and with the situational uniqueness found in many large e-

government projects … (Van Cauter et al. 2016, p.3). 

 

Similarly, a turn towards explanations within the field of project management which move 

beyond this “narrowly functionalist-positive/managerial perspective” is also supported by Sage 

et al (2014, p.552):  

these theoretical approaches, and no doubt many others (e.g. psychoanalysis, 

phenomenology, critical realism), can address project failures critically — that 

is, in ways that help project practitioners better contextualize the outcomes of 

their projects, and ... address the definition and legitimation of those outcomes. 

Perhaps these perspectives will provide some comfort to project practitioners, 

facing a body of project management knowledge and practice, which perhaps 

too infrequently reflects upon the profound experiences and effects associated 

with the limitations (rather than failure per se) of management. 

 

In chapter 1, I also noted a call by some project management academics (Shenhar and Dvir 

2007; Hass 2009) for recognition of collaborative government ICT projects as “complex 

adaptive systems”. Chaos and complexity scholars have long demonstrated that even 
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deterministic systems can demonstrate unpredictability, in what Manfred Schroeder (Schroeder 

1991, p.167) describes as “determinist chaos”. As such, valuing an explanation solely on the 

basis of some theoretical underlying social law’s ability to predict the future from an initial set 

of conditions is unnecessarily limiting.  Schroeder tells us that a fundamental concept in chaos 

theory is “(s)elf-similarity, or invariance against changes in scale or size … one of the decisive 

symmetries that shape our universe and our efforts to comprehend it” (Schroeder 1991, p.xiii). 

A good way of understanding the social world is by investigating the level at which nearly 

repeating patterns or invariances emerge. Glynos and Howarth adopt what they refer to as a 

“‘minimal’ hermeneutic program”, arguing that “though this invariance may be historically 

specific, it is a structure or pattern shaped in significant ways by the (ontological) fact that we 

are ‘meaning-producing’ or ‘self-interpreting’ animals” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.23). 

 

Having created a place for hermeneutic meaning in their explanatory process, Glynos and 

Howarth nevertheless retain an “affinity” with natural sciences with respect to its processes of 

“discovery”. Essentially, the argument goes that, in the discovery phase of naturalist science, 

the researcher generally starts with a problem or questions about empirical data. When sea-

levels are seen to be rising and weather patterns changing, the climate scientist asks “why?” 

The process of hypothesis building at this stage was what Charles Sanders Peirce referred to as 

“abductive” or “retroductive” reasoning. It stands alongside deductive and inductive reasoning, 

but is fundamentally different as Peirce describes: 

These three kinds of reasoning are Abduction, Induction, and Deduction. 

Deduction is the only necessary reasoning. It is the reasoning of mathematics. 

It starts from a hypothesis, the truth or falsity of which has nothing to do with 

the reasoning; and of course its conclusions are equally ideal. The ordinary use 

of the doctrine of chances is necessary reasoning, although it is reasoning 

concerning probabilities.36 Induction is the experimental testing of a theory. 

The justification of it is that, although the conclusion at any stage of the 

investigation may be more or less erroneous, yet the further application of the 

same method must correct the error. The only thing that induction 

accomplishes is to determine the value of a quantity. It sets out with a theory 

and it measures the degree of concordance of that theory with fact. It never can 

originate any idea whatever. No more can deduction. All the ideas of science 

come to it by the way of Abduction. Abduction consists in studying facts and 

                                                 
36

 Put another way, where deductive, mathematical truth-functional logic is most usually employed in the natural 

science, its usefulness depends on the probability of truthfulness of its propositions. 
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devising a theory to explain them. Its only justification is that if we are ever to 

understand things at all, it must be in that way (Peirce et al 1934, p.145) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

Notwithstanding the idea that a retroductive explanation requires no necessary relationship 

between the hypothesised explanation (explanans) and the phenomenon to be explained 

(explanandum), three clear criteria do exist regarding what is an acceptable hypothesis: 

exhaustiveness; independence; and consistency (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.27; Sayer 1979, 

p.117; Hanson 1958). Exhaustiveness requires that the explanans must account for the 

explanandum. The explanans must be independent of the explanandum in the sense that it 

cannot depend on any of the features of the latter. The third criterion is one of consistency, in 

that none of the component propositions should contradict any other. 

 

Once a hypothesis has been formed as part of a discovery process, natural science practice 

moves into a justification phase, based on an inductive process towards acceptance through 

attempts to falsify the theory by testing its predictions. Thus, for example, in CERN’s37 ground-

breaking experimental proof of the existence of the theoretically predicted Higgs-Boson 

particle, the mass of the observed particle fell within the theoretically predicted range.  In 

CERN’s (2012) paper announcing their discovery they concluded: 

The Standard Model Higgs boson is excluded at 95% CL [confidence level] in 

the mass range 111–559 GeV, except for the narrow region 122–131 GeV. 

… These results provide conclusive evidence for the discovery of a new 

particle with mass 126.0 ± 0.4 (stat) ± 0.4 (sys) GeV (CERN 2012) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

In the case of the Higgs-Boson, the empirical observable (in that case quantifiable) was a 

measure of the mass of a particle.  

 

When we consider social science empirical research the question is what can be observed, let 

alone quantified. In response to this question, critical realists refer to a “depth ontology” 

consisting of three levels, the Real, the Actual and the Empirical. The Real, while not directly 

observable encompasses necessary causal, structural mechanisms that contingently generate 

                                                 
37

 European Organisation for Nuclear Research 
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Actual events or outcomes, which may, or may not, be experienced empirically by observers. 

Retroduction for a critical realist is important because it involves a continuing process of 

relating empirical evidence from the actual world to the Real world of causal mechanisms, 

which is unknowable directly.  

 

Roy Bhaskar, the pioneer of Critical Realism, forcefully rejects the “epistemic fallacy” of a 

positivist “naturalist” epistemology in social sciences, based on the fact that empirical social 

data manifests as ‘open systems’”: 

that is, in systems where invariant empirical regularities do not obtain. For 

social systems are not spontaneously, and cannot be experimentally, closed. … 

practically all the theories of orthodox philosophy of science, and the 

methodological directives they secrete, presuppose closed systems. Because of 

this, they are totally inapplicable in the social sciences ... Humean theories of 

causality and law, deductive-nomological and statistical models of 

explanation, inductivist theories of scientific development and criteria of 

confirmation, Popperian theories of scientific rationality and criteria of 

falsification, together with the hermeneutical contrasts parasitic upon them, 

must all be totally discarded … criteria for the rational development and 

replacement of theories in social science must be explanatory and non-

predictive (Bhaskar 1998, pp.49-50). 

 

While a detailed account of Critical Realism is beyond the scope of the current work, suffice it 

to say that the PDT approach, also acknowledging that real social systems are open, similarly 

challenges the hegemony of positivism and the process of falsifiable predictions as the gold 

standard of legitimation. Nevertheless, and despite Bhaskar’s equal rejection of parasitic 

hermeneutics above, Glynos and Howarth part company from Critical Realism, rejecting an 

ontology “reducible to an inventory of the kinds of things in the world” in favour of one where 

beings are not separated “from the relational contexts in which they appear, and from the 

particular interpretations that constitute their meaning” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.50). 

 

The natural science approach is split into two phases, the first of which is the creation of an 

hypothesis by a retroductive and/or inductive process to suggest what set of circumstances 

could explain the pattern of events observed. For example, light from a single source, shining 

through a pair of narrow slits appears to create interference patterns, like those found when 

waves in water merge; perhaps light is a type of wave (retroduction). All the swans I have ever 
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observed are “white”; therefore, I hypothesise that “every swan in the world is white” 

(induction). Glynos and Howarth maintain that this type of “discovery” process or theory 

construction is the same for both the natural and social sciences. Where natural and social 

sciences differ occurs in the processes used to gain acceptance of a hypothesis. Natural sciences, 

within a closed and controlled experimental setting, can adopt a deductive-nomological 

approach predicting outcomes that can be experimentally verified. PDT maintains that the 

application of this approach to complex open social systems, bypassing the self-interpretations 

of the actors operating within the system, is simply flawed. It then, like Critical Realism, but 

with different intent, adopts an overall retroductive approach which continues to refine the 

explanation (or account) through an iterative process described below in Figure 2.1 which 

shows the positivist and PDT post-positivist approach to explanation. 

 

Figure 2.1 - Two pictures of social science from  

 

Source: Glynos and Howarth (2007, p.33) 

In the figure we can clearly see that, in the post-positivist process. the iterative “retroductive 

circle” now encompasses both the discovery and justification phases. The justification phase of 
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PDT’s post-positive, retroductive explanation replaces the experimental testing of deductive 

predictions with a process of persuasion and intervention through a set of criteria that, while: 

not as hard and universal as those put forward by positivists … can still be 

publicly stated, and ... provide normative guidance. [These criteria] comprise 

standards of credibility and consistency, evidentiary support, exhaustiveness, 

and so on (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.34).  

 

In the full, post-positive cycle of retroductive explanation, evidence and credibility are now 

added to the list of exhaustiveness, independence and consistency as the criteria for judging the 

best explanation for the problem being explored. The post-positivist approach requires that the 

researcher understand her ontological assumptions with respect to interpretations. Glynos and 

Howarth gently suggest that many positivists attempt to bypass any questions of ontology, 

because they realise that “interpretations rely on questionable ontological presuppositions”. 

Critical realists base their “interpretations on one or more set of [causal] mechanisms whose 

contingent interaction accounts for the constitutively open and complex character of the social 

world”. However, the PDT project, to which we now turn, “connects interpretations to a set of 

logics predicated on a more radical notion of contingency” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.35). 

 

2.2 Poststructuralist Discourse Theory (PDT) 

 

PDT itself has its roots in the work of members and associates of the Ideology and Discourse 

Analysis (IDA) Program which commenced at Essex University in the mid-1980s, and the 

contributions of Ernesto Laclau, its founder. Laclau and Mouffe reworked the concept of 

“hegemony” as “the central category of political analysis”, operating within the notion of the 

social as a “discursive space … strictly unthinkable within a physicalist or naturalist paradigm” 

(Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p.x). They saw the “pedigree” of the category of discourse emerging 

from a critique of the “three main intellectual currents of the twentieth century; analytical 

philosophy, phenomenology and structuralism”. Each of these displayed an “illusion of 

immediacy, of a non-discursively mediated access to the things themselves - the referent, the 

phenomenon and the sign” respectively (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p.xi). In all three areas, this 

direct access was subsequently qualified by “one form or another of discursive mediation”, in 

particular the “poststructuralist critique of the sign” and it was mainly to poststructuralism that 
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Laclau and Mouffe turned to develop their theory of hegemony. Jacques Derrida’s concept of 

deconstruction and Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory were particularly significant: 

If, as shown in the work of Derrida, undecidables permeate the field which had 

previously been seen as governed by structural determination, one can see 

hegemony as a theory of the decision taken in an undecidable terrain38. 

...Lacanian theory contributes decisive tools to the formulation of a theory of 

hegemony” (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p.xi) [my emphasis]. 

 

Building on Laclau’s approach, Glynos and Howarth’s 2007 book  was described by Laclau as 

“the most significant attempt so far at elaborating a general framework for social research from 

a poststructuralist perspective” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, pi). In it, they offered an ontological 

framework for social science which, following Lacan, “stresses the radical contingency and 

structural incompleteness of all systems of social relations” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.11). 

The subject, in a minimally hermeneutic way, is now central in an approach which recognises 

the “contingency, historicity and precariousness” of existence. In the remainder of this section, 

I will introduce some of the fundamental concepts and logics of PDT used to analyse social 

behaviour within this framework, and which inform the empirical case studies to follow. 

 

The process of PDT retroductive explanation is comprised of three, interlocking, dialectical 

moments: problematization; retroductive explanation; and persuasion and intervention. In 

relation to case studies, Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.208) suggest that: 

the case study is only significant in relation to the connected practices of 

problematization, retroductive explanation, critique and persuasion, in which 

the latter three moments provide the overall context and conditions for its 

construction, conduct and contribution to knowledge. This means that case 

studies are always immersed in a broader theoretical context, where they are 

informed by more general concepts. 

 

The current work adopts a “problem” orientated approach to research, rather than one motivated 

by “theory” or “methodology”. Here, I am fundamentally concerned with investigating why, 

despite forty years of practitioner experience and multidisciplinary scholarships, large-scale 
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 The QHPS case study investigated in Part 2 essentially follows surprisingly unfortunate decisions made at what 

will be termed “dislocatory” moments in the narrative. 
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collaborative government ICT projects regularly continue to fail, and the role that ontological 

difference and contestation between actors plays. This approach directly engages the PDT idea 

of problematization, which acknowledges that a focus of study is “constructed”. It informs my 

research in two ways.  

 

First, the research question itself is chosen by me and couched in a language characteristic of 

my own self-interpretation and awareness of a pattern of events. While “objectivity” is not 

possible, nor necessarily desirable in constructing this question, it does highlight the need for 

my own open reflexivity. I am, for example, a person who has worked in information systems 

in private industry and government for 35 years, first as a computer programmer, then as a 

systems analyst and then in senior executive management, with direct personal experience of 

government ICT projects. I do believe that major ICT project failures are massively wasteful 

of public money and practitioners’ time and hold a normative position that reducing the 

incidence of their failure would be a public good. I also believe that others would deny that a 

problem exists or even see the “failures” opportunistically. 

 

The second face of problematization in the current work owes more to the Foucauldian idea of 

studying the archaeology and genealogy of the way the problems themselves are more generally 

constructed. We will see later in the trajectory of the QHPS story that a problem initially seen 

as a technical one emerges as a social problem between departments and suppliers and, finally, 

as a mainstream political problem; from the “software has a few glitches”, through to “the 

minister should resign”. 

 

Having established a question through problematization, the next research step is to consider 

what corpus of data might be relevant and available as evidence in a retroductive circle of 

explanation. While by no means excluding “external” evidence and quantitative claims, PDT 

clearly reflects the hermeneutical tradition, with its “focus on the practice of interpreting the 

self-interpretations of social actors in particular historical contexts” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, 

p.50). Such data is key to a PDT account and is referred to as the “contextualised self-

interpretations” of actors. Within the retroductive process, external positivist accounts tend to 

play more of a role in problematization. For example, a negative correlation between cost 
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overruns and direct senior executive governance in project outcomes is suggestive of a research 

question focusing on “why?” This can subsequently be addressed through an interpretive 

analysis of the contextualised self-interpretations of executives, managers, accountants and so 

on. Like hermeneuticists, neo-positivists and critical realists, Glynos and Howarth accept that, 

while contextualised self-interpretations are a “necessary starting point”, they do not provide 

sufficient explanation. PDT adopts a theory of “logics” that “offer ... a way to move between 

the world of self-interpretations and practices on the one hand, and our social science 

explanations and critiques on the other” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.157). 

 

The logics, to which we will now turn, are the “basic units of explanation” within the PDT 

approach. Three types of logics, referred to as social, political and fantasmatic, are articulated 

together to account for a problematized phenomenon (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.8 and 

p.133). Social logics can be seen as the sedimented social norms and practices occurring within 

a setting. Put simply, they are the ‘way things are done around here’. They are synchronic, and 

not generally foregrounded as current issues. In contrast, political logics are associated with 

dislocation, change and contestation between competing parties seeking hegemonic control. 

They are diachronic, challenging social logics, and attempting to create stabilization and 

closure. They incorporate equivalence and difference strategies which, respectively, unite 

groups and individuals in new coalitions through the promotion of apparent shared interests, or 

appropriate difference to perpetuate existing regimes of practice. Finally, fantasmatic logics are 

associated with ideology, with the power to ‘grip’ the thinking and attitudes of individuals and 

groups and mask the radical contingency of social relations. They have an anaesthetic quality 

which facilitates the passage from contested political logics to sedimented social logics, either 

subverting or preserving the status quo.  

 

The relationship between the three types of logics is complex and integrated, and together they 

provide a “process of accounting for change or continuity” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.145). 

They are interdependent and co-existent. In the empirical work that follows, we will see 

moments in the narrative where political logics are used by competing groups, at one level, 

while, at a higher level, executive social logics are invoked to deal with the contestation lower 

down the hierarchy.  
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The concept of “logics” is central to PDT and therefore the approach to the current work. Glynos 

and Howarth focus upon logics of practice which “comprises the rules or grammar of the 

practice, as well as the conditions which make the practice both possible and vulnerable” 

(Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.136). Social logics are “substantive”, in the sense that they are 

clearly linked to the social rules that govern behaviours and the contexts within which those 

rules operate. We will see, for example, in Chapter 3, social logics associated with the way 

information flows up and down the hierarchy of a policy group governed by communication 

rules that are sometimes broken, but largely taken for granted, or sedimented. We will also see 

later that they are secured by supporting fantasmatic logics, associated with feelings of service 

and accountability. PDT, however, has, at its ontological heart, the idea of radical contingency 

and so it is fundamentally concerned with how sedimented social logics are disrupted and 

eventually changed, with new logics re-sedimented.  

 

Of central importance to the process of change are the dual concepts of dislocation and 

contestation for hegemony. Dislocation has both an ontological and an ontic face. As will be 

discussed later in this section, the ontological understanding of dislocation relates to the 

Lacanian notion that “each and every symbolic order is penetrated by an impossibility that has 

to be filled or covered-over for it to constitute itself” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.14). In 

simple terms, this means that organised human behaviour is always a temporary attempt to deal 

with reality, and hence vulnerable to situations that fail to fit the way we think.  Glynos and 

Howarth see this more formally, in an ontic sense, as the occurrence of dislocatory moments in 

which: 

 

the subject’s mode of being is disrupted by an experience that cannot be symbolized 

within and by the pre-existing means of discursive representation. From this 

perspective, practices are governed by a dialectic defined by incomplete structures on 

the one hand, and the collective acts of subjective identification that sustain or change 

those incomplete structures on the other (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.14). 

 

The concept of a dislocatory event is crucial in PDT; it is a “moment when a sense emerges, 

however localized or diffuse this may be, that ‘things are not quite right’, whether this is 



 

 

61 

registered by the researcher or the subject affected by the dislocatory event” (Glynos and 

Howarth 2007, p.143). Such events precede the arrival of political logics; the possibility of 

making the hidden visible and bringing change through contestation for hegemonic control. The 

complementary nature of the logics is again stressed in the previous quotation from Glynos and 

Howarth, in that the dislocation is registered from a position, whether it be that of a particular 

individual or a group within the narrative, or indeed the view of the researcher. In the QHPS 

case study considered later, I will focus around three dislocatory moments, where from various 

actors’39 perspectives things were inexplicable. 

 

Before discussing the role and functioning of “political logics” in PDT, it is necessary to explain 

some of its underpinning ontological assumptions. The concept of “radical contingency” is 

central. A simple way of looking at this idea is that it sees no human relationship, understanding 

or social structure as permanently “fixed”; there will always be the possibility of change. In 

Lacanian terms, this impermanence reflects the relationship between what he refers to as the 

“Symbolic Order” and the Real. Lacan, as a psychoanalyst, held that, from our birth, we 

traverse, more or less successfully, through a series of critical developmental steps40 in the 

creation of self and identity, in which the Real is “progressively symbolised” by a Symbolic 

Order. The Symbolic Order to which a person relates, manifests ontically,41 and is necessarily 

an incomplete correlative of the Real. Dislocatory moments occur at the disjunction between 

an individual’s symbolic order and the Real; the former thus remaining radically contingent.  

 

The PDT approach is based on “the articulation of an alternative social ontology that stresses 

the radical contingency and structural incompleteness of all systems of social relations” (Glynos 

and Howarth 2007, p.11). Glynos and Howarth refer to this negative ontology as an “ontology 

of lack”. In Figure 2.2, Glynos and Howarth suggest responses to dislocation can be analysed 

across two axes, the poles of which represent four dimensions of social relations. The first axis, 

called simply “dislocation”, refers to a continuum of responses to a dislocatory moment ranging 

from “ideological” to “ethical”. In a normative way, an ideological response is considered an 

                                                 
39 Including a Judicial Commission of Inquiry. 

40 Clinical conditions in psychoanalysis are often linked to our experience of these developmental steps. Lacan 

invokes an important step in this process via the fundamental signifier, “The-Name-of-the Father”. See Evans 

(1996, p.122). 

41 Particularly linguistically. 
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“inauthentic” response that attempts to “conceal” the dislocation. In contrast, the “ethical” 

response is one that acknowledges the dislocation in an authentic way. The second axis in 

Figure 2.2 is referred to as the “political”, in the sense that a continuum operates around the 

extent to which the dislocation is politicised by open public contestation, at one extreme, or 

dampened down by sedimented social practices, at the other. 

 

Figure 2.2 - Four Dimensions of social relations  

 

 

Source: Glynos and Howarth (2007, p.112) 

 

This framework provides a tool for the analysis of responses to dislocatory events, or what 

Glynos and Howarth refer to as “a parsimonious conceptual grammar which can enhance our 

practice of critical explanation” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.110). For example, we will see 

later within the narrative of the QHPS a situation in which the practical realities of departmental 

co-operation dislocate the neo-liberal ideology of cost-effective “sharing”, and where 

contestation within the bureaucracy is shut-down by a senior executive in the hierarchy. In this 

case, dislocatory front-line reports from operational staff contest an “efficiency by sharing” 

ideology and are summarily rejected by the executive who then follows a well-used social logic 

of seeking and favouring an alternative external consultant’s advice.  This response clearly 

belongs in the bottom left quadrant of the diagram. 
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In understanding political logics, Glynos and Howarth, following Laclau (2005), suggest that 

one response to the experience of dislocation is to formulate it “as a grievance: as something 

that constitutes an issue for people, which can be expressed publicly as a request that is directed 

at the appropriate authority” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.115). In this, we are moving from 

the realm of the individual to shared and contested responses and requests. If the requests are 

satisfied by the appropriate authority, the issue can disappear. If, however, this is not the case, 

requests can become demands and, if these demands "publicly [challenge] the norm(s) of an 

institution or society then ... it becomes political” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.115). If such a 

demand “comes to represent a challenge to aspects of a regime of practices, by successfully 

generalizing its relevance to other institutions and practices” (p.116), it is referred to as 

“hegemonic”; a foundational concept to PDT. 

 

In the case studies under investigation here, open (rather than covert), political contestation 

between lower level public servants and their superiors within a department is highly 

constrained and unusual.42 Horizontal contestation, at level, is however common, both 

internally and between departments. This can become hegemonic, as will be seen in the QHPS 

case study between departments and the central Shared Service Initiative (SSI). Having 

established the role of political logics as grammars of contestation and change in response to 

dislocatory events, we can see the possibility of their use in explaining behaviours in 

government settings, such as those described by John Forrester as “depoliticization” in Chapter 

1 (p.30).  

 

PDT, principally through the work of Laclau (2005), offers an insightful account of the exercise 

of political logics through the twin concepts of “equivalence” and “difference”. Political logics 

are signifying practices, which, dynamically, either maintain existing, or create new, chains of 

linked demands. Following Saussure (Saussure 2013), PDT generalises paradigmatic 

(associative) and syntagmatic linguistic relations to develop the idea of equivalence and 

difference political logics; central to its understanding of hegemonic contestation. As we will 

                                                 
42

 The general exception to this might be government “whistle blowers”. Significantly, these people must be 

explicitly “protected” by legislation; their claims restricted to illegality and non-compliance rather than policy 

decisions and who mostly eventually leave the bureaucracy. 
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see, this linguistic relationship also extends to PDT’s rhetorical analysis through the categories 

of metaphor and metonym and new materialism.43 Saussure argues that chains of signifiers 

could develop in two dimensions as in Figure 2.3. 

 

Figure 2.3 - Valid and Invalid Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The original sentence 1) is modified by the addition of the signifiers, “white”, “eagerly” and 

“comfortable”, grammatically within its structure. The new sentence is thus made more 

meaningful. This is an example of a “syntagmatic” change, following grammatical rules of 

placement, tense and so on. Sentence 2) is then further changed into 3) by the meaningful 

substitution of signifiers; “dog” for “cat”, “quietly” for “eagerly” and “chair” for “mat”. This is 

an example of a “paradigmatic”, or “associative”, change, in which, while still being 

grammatical, the meaning has changed. The progressions 2) to 4) and 2) to 5) are examples of 

illegitimate syntagmatic and paradigmatic change respectively, since the resulting sentences are 

no longer meaningful. 

 

The poststructuralist insight, emerging from the radicalisation of this “linguistic formalism”, 

undertaken in the “schools of Copenhagen and Prague” (Laclau 2005, p.68), is that political 

change, in the form of hegemonic contestation after dislocation, is fought out through warring 

                                                 
43

 Saussure’s same linguistic framework appears as a “material semiotics” at the heart of Actor Network Theory. 

See (Latour 2000). 

1) The white cat sat asleep on the comfortable mat. 

2) The white cat sat eagerly on the comfortable mat. ✔ 

3) The white dog sat quietly on the comfortable chair. ✔ 

4) The white hot dog sat quietly shouting on the comfortable chair. x 

5) The white snow sat reading on the comfortable window. x 
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signifying practices using analogous “associative” and “syntagmatic” transformations of 

meanings. What stands for grammatical legitimacy in the political sense rests on the idea that 

“the elements of [political] discourse – signifiers – always exist in relational networks that 

exhibit varying degrees of structuration” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.144), and that a 

particular structural “regime”, temporarily at least, wins the day. The exercise of political logics 

through signification, underpinned by powerful fantasmatic logics, was explained by Laclau 

and Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe 2001) and developed later by Laclau (2005). 

 

Fundamental to Laclau’s theory is the interdependent operation of differential and equivalential 

logics in that they reflect “combination and substitution”, as the “[o]nly two types of relation 

[that] can possibly exist between” the signifying elements of “words and action”. They are 

“successive or simultaneous” (diachronic or synchronic) respectively (Laclau 2005, p.68). 

Laclau maintains that “all identity is constructed within this tension between the differential 

and the equivalential logics” (Laclau 2005, p.70). Put another way, identity exists at the 

dynamic intersection of sameness and uniqueness. Being totally the same and totally unique is, 

to Laclau, both impossible and necessary: 

Impossible, because the tension between equivalence and difference is 

ultimately insurmountable; necessary, because without some kind of closure, 

however precarious it might be, there would be no signification and no identity 

(Laclau 2005, p.70). 

 

We will see later that Lacan provides a compelling explanation of the intense human need for 

identity from a psychoanalytic perspective. In the meantime, how does the impossible objective 

of simultaneous equivalence and difference manifest; how is it represented? Laclau maintains 

that the possibility exists that one particular difference is universalised in such a way that “its 

body is split between the particularity which it still is and the more universal signification of 

which it is the bearer” (Laclau 2005, p.70). This process Laclau calls hegemony and the element 

that takes on this hegemonic identity is seen as a “horizon”, in the distance, never achievable 

and “something in the order of an empty signifier” (Laclau 2005, pp.70-71) [my emphasis].  

 

By way of example, I and the people around me may identify as fathers, mothers, men, women, 

Australians, conservatives, doctors and so on. We are particularly Australians by fact of 
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citizenship. Identifying as Australian however can take on a universal meaning that constructs 

an equivalential chain of identification between categories. Thus, the signifier “Australian”, in 

the sense of technical citizenship, can, at the same time, take on the totalising role of an 

indeterminate “spirit of the people”. Since this usage, as Laclau says, is not “determinable a 

priori”, its adoption requires a “radical investment”, motivated as we shall see by affect. 

 

If the response to a dislocatory event is political contestation of an existing hegemonic 

“regime”, Laclau offers a model of how this contestation is played out through signification. If 

we take the “smallest” unit of analysis to be the category of “social demand” then we start with 

a series of perhaps unrelated demands against the existing hegemony. If these demands remain 

unfulfilled for some time because the regime is unable to “absorb them in a differential way 

(each in isolation from the others)” then “an equivalential relation is established between them” 

(Laclau 2005, p.73), by virtue of the very fact that they collectively remain unresolved. If an 

equivalential relation is established between the separated particular claims, then an 

“antagonistic frontier” is established between this group and the existing regime. Laclau thus 

suggests that: 

we have two ways of constructing the social: either through the assertion of a 

particularity - in our case, a particularity of demands - whose only links to other 

particularities are of a differential nature (as we have seen: no positive terms, 

only differences); or through a partial surrender of particularity, stressing what 

all particularities have, equivalentially, in common. The second mode of 

construction of the social involves, as we know, the drawing of an antagonistic 

frontier; the first does not. I have called the first mode of constructing the social 

logic of difference, and the second, logic of equivalence (Laclau 2005, pp.77-

78). 

 

In establishing an equivalential chain, Laclau suggests that one of the differential elements (or 

demands) in the chain is universalised, so creating a possible alternative hegemonic regime. 

While still “particularised”, the totalising element, now what Laclau refers to as a “popular 

demand”, acts an “empty signifier”, an unachievable boundary. The incorporation of a group’s 

particular demands within an equivalential chain is, as Laclau suggests, “a mixed blessing”. On 

the one hand, its identification with a bigger cause gives the issue weight, becoming, as Laclau 

suggests, “a part of what Gramsci called a ‘war of position’”. On the other hand, inclusion in 

the chain opens up the particular claim to unwanted compromise and loss of importance. Wryly, 

Laclau suggests that the elements of the equivalential chain are like “Schopenhauer’s 
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porcupines, ... if they are too far apart, they are cold; if they approach each other too closely in 

order to get warmer, they hurt each other with their quills” (Laclau 2005, p.89). 

 

These relationships are presented diagrammatically in Figure 2.4, based on an original by 

Laclau (2005, p.130). Here D3, a particular demand against the regime R, comes to embody the 

collective diverse claims of the equivalential chain as an empty signifier or in Lacanian terms 

a “point de capiton”, or quilting point. 

 

Figure 2.4 - Logic of Equivalence 

 

Laclau however suggests that the idea that the only fate of a particular demand is to be 

“differentially absorbed” by a dominant regime, or “articulated within an equivalential chain” 

across a single dichotomic frontier, is overly simplistic. In reality, there may be multiple chains 

of equivalence (including ones promoted by the dominant regime) creating alternative and 

dynamically changing agonistic frontiers each attempting to claim the meaning of the popular 

demand. 

 

Laclau (2005, p.131) posits the example where “the dichotomic frontier, without disappearing, 

is blurred as a result of the oppressive regime itself becoming hegemonic - that is, trying to 

interrupt the equivalential chain of the popular camp by an alternative equivalential chain, in 



 

 

68 

which some of the popular demands are articulated to entirely different links”. We now see in 

Figure 2.5 that the demand D1, raised to the level of a popular demand, now represents multiple 

chains of particular demands. It is now claimed by two equivalential chains, having been also 

linked to claims (b) and (c) which support the existing dominant regime. This now creates a 

second antagonistic frontier.  

 

Figure 2.5 - A Floating Signifier

 

 

The crucial idea this introduces is the concept of a “floating signifier”, D1, in which the same 

signifier expresses the universalities of competing multiple chains of equivalences. For 

example, in the contestation between the US pro-gun and anti-gun lobbies, the signifier of 

“freedom” might mean “freedom to bear arms”, to the former and “freedom from gun violence”, 

to the latter. In later empirical research we will encounter examples of the same signifier 

“floating” between different meanings in different sites in government, together with examples 

of their continuing rhetorical redescription. 

 

Somewhat in parallel, and in support of Laclau and Mouffe’s reworking of a theory of 

hegemonic contestation, are the psychoanalytic contributions of Jacques Lacan. His 
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perspectives provide an explanation for the “force behind those [signifying] operations, which 

make them possible” (Laclau 2005, p.101). We have seen that the naming and adoption of an 

“empty signifier” requires a “radical investment” in pursuit of identity. In investigating these 

ideas further, we will introduce what are referred to by Glynos and Howarth as fantasmatic 

logics, which “account for the grip of an existing or anticipated social practice or regime” 

(Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.107).  

 

While a full account of Lacanian psychoanalysis is far beyond the scope of this work, the 

importance of his thinking to PDT cannot be underestimated and a number of central ideas will 

be discussed. As suggested earlier, in Lacan’s theory of human psychological development an 

important stage is completed in which the child is introduced to a social symbolic order shared 

substantially with others consisting of taboo, social rules and understandings of the accepted 

way the world operates. This process, signified by a stage referred to as “The-Name-of-the 

Father”, is the “fundamental signifier which permits signification to proceed normally. This 

fundamental signifier confers identity on the subject (it names him, positions him within the 

symbolic order)” (Evans 1996, p.152). 

 

Lacan argued that the failure of this process to occur leads to psychosis in the subject. However, 

the process comes at some cost; forever separating the subject from the Real, beyond the 

symbolic. The subject thereafter continues a process of developing their own version of 

Symbolic Order, while permanently experiencing the loss of the Real as a radical “lack”. 

Resulting from the experience of the “lack” is the presence of an unfulfillable compensatory 

“desire” for “jouissance” (positive and negative enjoyment) from signifiers, or in Lacanian 

terms “objet petit a44”. This mechanism provides an explanation for the “grip” that signifiers 

have on humanity. The unending search for “identity” through identification with finite chains 

of signifiers is radically incomplete. A familiar instance of this might be seen in the everyday 

aphorism that “wealth does not necessarily bring happiness”. Greed as a hunger for the 

trappings of wealth is often insatiable. A related Lacanian idea is the “other” as the thief of the 

subject’s enjoyment, an obstacle whose presence signifies the subject’s failure to connect with 

the Real, depriving the Subject of “what she or he believes to be the most intimate part of 

                                                 
44

 In full, “objet petit autre”; the little other. 
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themselves” (Stavrakakis 1999, p.55). Significantly, if the obstacle is actually removed, another 

replacement must be found, in order that the jouissance (negative outrage in this case) can 

continue to be experienced. This idea is used here extensively in the analysis of the empirical 

case studies and referred to as a process of "othering". The acts of unconsciously receiving 

relief from the fundamental “lack” through engagement with certain signifiers are what Glynos 

and Howarth refer to as “fantasmatic” logics. For example, these logics can often be witnessed 

in the fundamentalist thinking at the extremes of the right/left ideological spectrum as hatred 

and outrage at “othered” groups. As Glynos reflects “[t]he ideological force linked to 

fantasmatic enjoyment can be mobilised in any number of political and normative directions” 

(Glynos 2014, p.184). 

 

As terms will be used later in analysing case studies, it is useful to consider the parallel and 

complementary language conventions employed by Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, on the one 

hand, and Laclau and Mouffe inspired PDT, on the other.  These usages are presented in Table 

2.1. 

 

Table 2.1 - PDT, Lacanian and Rhetorical Terms 

 

PDT Lacan Rhetoric Description 

nodal point 

“point de capiton” 

(a quilting point) 

master signifier 

 

An “empty” or “floating” signifier, capable 

of representing or temporarily “fixing the 

meaning” of a signifying chain  

logics of 

difference and 

equivalence 

 

metonymy 

and 

metaphor 

syntagmatic and paradigmatic (associative) 

relations 

 

We have established that fantasmatic logics are those which relate to the “grip” or “force” that 

certain nodal points or master signifiers have on political reality by “providing ... imaginary 

coherence by promising it an anchor in the real” (Stavrakakis 1999, ~p.75). The essential 

relationship between fantasmatic and social/political logics is that the former assist in the 

closure or negation of contestation. As Glynos and Howarth explain, they: 
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contribute to our understanding of the resistance to change of social practices 

(the ‘inertia’ of social practices), but also the speed and direction of change 

when it does happen (the ‘vector’ of political practices) (Glynos and Howarth 

2007, p.145). 

 

Returning to the concept of the four dimensions of social relations; when a dislocatory event 

occurs, either fantasy allows the current hegemonic regime to dampen potential political 

contestation back to existing social logics, or a new regime emerges supported by fantasmatic 

logics that help institute new social logics (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.146).  

 

A fundamental concept in PDT is that of “articulation”, in the sense of joining elements of the 

analysis to form a coherent explanation of a problematized phenomenon. This idea goes beyond 

the process of naming and connecting observed logics in a particular case study to a process of 

providing evidence, showing consistency and linking theory and empirical observation. 

Adopting the Foucauldian notion of “regimes of truth” (Foucault 1976), it is through 

articulation that the analyst attempts to persuade “the relevant community and practices of 

scholars and lay-actors” that the explanation is, first, a candidate for truth and, then, a better 

explanation of the problematized phenomena. 

 

The PDT approach proposed by Glynos and Howarth and adopted in the current work is a “third 

way” of retroductive explanation between the choice of “subsumption” to a positivist “causal 

law” like approach, on the one hand, or a thick-descriptive interpretivist particularity, on the 

other. Unpacking this idea further, they suggest that the first approach sets the goal of finding 

“overarching universal laws, causal mechanisms, or law-like causal generalization[s]” to which 

the particular case is subsumed, so that the “process of applying abstract concepts to concrete 

phenomena leaves the former untouched by the practice of application itself”. The second 

approach essentially reverses the first in a descriptivist way, suggesting that “particular 

empirical cases or self-interpretations are assumed to constitute ‘explanations in themselves’” 

(Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.166). 

 

The practice of “articulation” takes over the role of “subsumption” in a PDT approach in such 

a way that the provisional naming of logics using analytical judgement preserves the grounding 
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influence of “contextualised self-interpretations”. Having problematized an issue or a situation, 

the analyst commences a process of “characterising the practices under investigation” (Glynos 

and Howarth 2007, p.171). In the present work, this has meant first identifying an assemblage 

of social logics through analysis of the relevant corpora; transcribed semi-structured interviews 

in Part 1 and volumes of statements, transcripts, submissions and exhibits from the judicial 

inquiry in Part 2. These sources clearly contain the contextualised self-interpretations of the 

actors involved. However, the analysis goes beyond simple description to ask “how” and “why” 

these social logics were constituted. Asking these questions leads us first to discerning the 

presence of social logics in their accounts judged relevant by the analyst. At this stage, the 

analyst asks how these logics operated and how they were sustained or replaced through the 

operation of political logics. Glynos and Howarth put this in Foucauldian terms, suggesting 

that: 

we begin with a process of archaeological bracketing that seeks to identify a 

domain of objects and practices in need of analysis and critique, before then 

providing a genealogical accounting that explains their political and 

ideological emergence (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.171). 

 

As previously discussed, social logics are synchronic, in that they are meaningful at a point in 

time. Political logics however are diachronic, operating longitudinally, impacting, to a greater 

or lesser degree, on associated social logics over time through the logics of equivalence and 

difference discussed previously. In seeking answers to “how” social logics were preserved, or 

changed, the analyst seeks evidence of moments of dislocation. At this stage, it is useful to 

consider what constitutes a dislocatory moment in more detail. 

 

In adopting the Derridean concept of “différance”, Laclau explicitly acknowledges the 

“contradictory” effects of dislocation on identity, in the sense that “it depends on an outside 

which both denies that identity and provides its conditions of possibility at the same time”. He 

continues: “[i]f on the one hand, they [the effects of dislocation] threaten identities, on the other, 

they are the foundation on which new identities are constituted” (Laclau 1990, p.39). This point 

is captured by Glynos and Howarth (2007, p.110): 

[o]ne way of understanding dislocation in terms of the radical contingency of 

social relations is to restate the latter postulate in the following way: the 

structure of social relations is constitutively incomplete or lacking, or, more 
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pointedly, ‘every identity is dislocated’ (Laclau 1990, p.39) [Glynos emphasis 

added]. 

 

Glynos and Howarth go on to consider Laclau’s discussion of “dislocatory effects”, arguing: 

Here dislocation can be understood as a moment when the subject’s mode of 

being is experienced as disrupted. In this sense, then, we could say that 

dislocations are those occasions when a subject is called upon to confront the 

contingency of social relations more directly than at other times. 

 

Laclau describes the “triple effect” of dislocatory relations. First, dislocations show “the 

historicity of being of objects” making sedimented logics more transparent. Second, he suggests 

that the more “dislocated the structure is” (related to the force of intervention and resilience of 

the subject) the more “recompositions and rearticulations will ... operate at increasingly deeper 

structural levels, thereby leading to an increase in the role of the 'subject’ and to history 

becoming less and less repetitive”. The latter part of the statement I interpret to mean that 

individual subjectivities will be more impacted and the outcomes less predictable. Finally, and 

most significantly, Laclau suggests that the dislocations he refers to are those associated with 

the decentring effects of antagonistic uneven power struggles. He writes: 

A dislocated structure can clearly not have a centre and is therefore 

constitutively decentred. But it must be understood what a decentred structure 

is. The dislocation we are referring to is not one of a machine that has broken 

down because of the maladjustment of one of its components. We are dealing 

with a very specific dislocation: one that stems from the presence of 

antagonistic forces (Laclau 1990, p.40) [my emphasis]. 

 

An important criterion for labelling an event as a “dislocation” is therefore the potential level 

of subjective disruption and existential antagonism45 that the event entails. As an Australian 

example, the launch of World Series Cricket (WSC) in 1977 was the start of a hegemonic 

struggle against the Australian Cricket Board (ACB), which attempted to decentre the latter’s 

power to define the meaning in Australia of the signifier “cricket” and its rules. The experience 

was dislocatory for the ACB and was only resolved in 1979 when a deal was struck that 

permanently changed the meaning of “cricket” matches in Australia. 

                                                 
45 Antagonism is existential here in the sense that the co-existence of two hegemonies with respect to the same 

domain is paradoxical. 
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Aside from a judgement about the level of disruption and existential antagonism, the decision 

to call an intervention a dislocation is also dependent on perspective. A hostile takeover of a 

company by another may be dislocatory for the staff and management of the target company 

and thus invoke political logics, while from the perspective of the market regulator it is within 

the social logics of mergers and acquisitions. Once dislocatory events occur, we have seen that 

what happens next can be analysed against the twin axes of political/social and 

ideological/ethical dimensions (see Figure 2.2). Political logics of equivalence and difference 

will be used by contesting regimes in a contest played out in either a closed ideological, or an 

open public, way. Powerful fantasmatic logics will be rhetorically invoked, either to perpetuate 

existing dominant hegemonic discourses or disrupt and replace the existing hegemony with an 

alternative discourse. 

 

The idea of articulation as a process in which meanings are partially “fixed” in a radically 

contingent discursive field, applies, with respect to the “double hermeneutic”, to both the 

observed social practices and the actions of the analyst. The analyst articulates an explanation 

which she then attempts to promote to a “relevant community and practices of scholars and lay-

actors” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.19) through persuasion. Just as the contestation for 

hegemony involves attempts to partially fix “the gathering of heterogeneous elements under a 

name ... necessarily a singularity”, so a: 

social science explanation involves the articulation of different theoretical 

concepts together in a concrete empirical context, in an effort to provide a 

singular critical explanation of a problematized phenomenon (Glynos and 

Howarth 2007, p.180). 

 

In this sense, a PDT-inspired, retroductive explanation is an attempt to link theoretical and 

empirical elements into a singular explanatory chain in a “non-subsumptive and non-eclectic 

fashion” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.181). The current work attempts to provide explanatory 

hypotheses and interpretations for the vulnerability of government ICT projects to failure: 

subject to the familiar constraints of evidence and the judgement of the relevant 

communities [while] in keeping with the assumptions of ... poststructuralist 

discourse theory [that] empirical ‘tests’ cannot be understood in terms of a 

narrow, positivist understanding of verification or falsification, which would 
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presuppose the possibility of theory-independent empirical observations 

beyond interpretation (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.190). 

 

In rejecting the subsumptive positivist model of justification in social science, the question of 

the possibility of generalised claims is quickly raised. The articulation of theoretical elements 

(logics) within a PDT explanation distinguishes it from the particularity of a “thick” 

hermeneutical approach. The configuration and interplay of logics present in a particular case 

study can bear “family resemblances”46 to others. It is through their logical articulations that 

cases can be compared. Repurposing Flyvbjerg’s typology of case studies to rest on PDT’s 

ontological assumptions, four overlapping types are identified: extreme/deviant; critical; 

maximum variation; and paradigmatic (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.79).  

 

As the name suggests, extreme/deviant cases can be used to raise attention by invoking “more 

actors and more basic mechanisms” (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.78), in other words opening up 

information and possibilities. The narrative of the tragic experiences of one homeless person 

might open up questions about the causes of homelessness more generally. To Flyvbjerg, a 

critical case is one that can lead to a generalisation such as ‘‘‘if it is valid for this case, it is valid 

for all (or many) cases.’ [or] [i]n its negative form ... ‘if it is not valid for this case, then it is not 

valid for any (or only few) cases’’’ (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.78). Maximum variation cases 

investigate particular differentiating circumstances. Paradigmatic cases are exemplars or 

metaphors for larger categories of cases. These classifications are not mutually exclusive and 

their status may well vary over time, as acceptance by the relevant “community of practice” 

changes. 

 

The current work includes a minor and a major case study of public service thinking; one from 

close-up face-to-face interviews and the other from textual information on the public record. 

The major QHPS case, dealing directly with a very public project failure, will be furnished with 

a new particular retroductive explanation. The articulation of logics in this case will have 

“family resemblances” to logics observed in the first non-controversial case; suggesting that it 

                                                 
46

 See (Wittgenstein 1968, §§67, §§90) for a discussion on “family resemblances” and the grammar of possibilities. 

The concept is also taken up again in Chapter 3. 
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is not extreme or deviant. The QHPS case is “critical” in the sense that it poses the larger 

question “if [the explanation] is valid for this case, it is valid for all (or many) cases”. Further 

comparative research on other collaborative government ICT projects will decide whether the 

explanation is an exception or whether it can be considered paradigmatic.  

 

Finally, in this section, I discuss the capacity of a PDT approach to redress the problem of 

incommensurability in the existing explanations discussed in Chapter 2. The question is put 

somewhat differently by Glynos and Howarth as; by what means can they incorporate existing 

explanations “that have emerged in traditions of thought whose ontological presuppositions are 

at odds with our own?” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.181). They believe that this is possible 

and justifiable through a process which “involve[s] the closely inter-related moments of 

reactivation, deconstruction, commensuration and articulation. Such a process is then, for 

example, capable of taking Shaun Goldfinch’s observation about the inevitability that 

“pathological enthusiasms” exhibited by public officials for ICT lead to failures (Chapter 2) 

and reworking it into an articulation of logics present in government workplaces. 

 

Reactivation is a concept developed by Husserl (1970, p.361) which encompasses the idea that 

an analyst needs to go beyond taking the existing finding “purely passively and receptively” 

and question its sedimented meaning within the original context in which the finding was made. 

Having thus reactivated the original context, she then goes on to deconstruct the finding in order 

“to lay bare ... ambiguities and exclusions, thus weakening any essentializing projections into 

the concept and/or exploring repressed possibilities foreclosed by reductionist proclivities” 

(Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.181). Then the finding must be made commensurate with the 

ontological position of PDT, particularly with respect to radical contingency. Only at this stage 

can the finding be articulated alongside other elements within a new PDT explanatory 

framework. 

 

2.3 “New” Materialisms 
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There are a number of strong criticisms of the PDT approach with respect to the material world. 

Hendrik Wagenaar (2011, p.156), for example, writes: 

in their zeal to exorcise Marxist determinism Laclau and Mouffe seem to reject 

any notion of first principles or pre-given objects in the political landscape, 

and, it seems, any notion of constancy and circumscription. Discursively 

constructed social objects are almost relentlessly open and dispersed; forever 

“ambiguous,” forever “floating” in an infinitude of discursivity, always “an 

impossible suture” (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p.113). This radical anti-

essentialism simply flies in the face of common human experience. 

 

In their response to earlier similar criticisms by Norman Geras (1987), Laclau and Mouffe 

(1987, p.82) go first to the question of “what is discourse?”: 

what must be clear from the start is that by discourse we do not mean a 

combination of speech and writing, but rather that speech and writing are 

themselves but internal components of discursive totalities. … If I kick a 

spherical object in the street or if I kick a ball in a football match, the physical 

fact is the same, but its meaning is different. The object is a football only to 

the extent that it establishes a system of relations with other objects, and these 

relations are not given by the mere referential materiality of the objects, but 

are, rather, socially constructed. This systematic set of relations is what we call 

discourse [original emphasis]. 

 

Laclau and Mouffe (1987, p.89) argue that the Derridean concept that “the presence of 

something always has the traces of something else which is absent”, holds “for all signifying 

structures”. Identity, (“the being not the existence”), based on an open system of differences is 

“always precarious and incomplete”. They are not claiming that objects do not exist or do not 

affect what happens: “Human beings socially construct their world, and it is through this 

construction—always precarious and incomplete—that they give to a thing its being” (Laclau 

and Mouffe 1987, p.89). Furthermore, this precariousness should not, of itself, suggest that 

identity, the “being”, is in a constant state of flux. The point here is that, while social practices 

(logics) and the constructed meaning of related objects may be sedimented (longstanding and 

resilient to change), they cannot be determined for all time. This ontological position underpins 

an optimistic strand within PDT that things always have the capacity to change, and normatively 

get better. 
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PDT is thus not purely “ideational”, but “materialist”, in the sense that it clearly accepts the 

external existence of material objects outside of thinking47. Karen West (West 2011, p.415) has 

referred to “a new materialist turn in social and political theory”, aspects of which have the 

capacity to provide “a more materialist conception of practices for the LCE’s48 broad 

deconstructive, psychoanalytic and onto-political ambitions”. In the articulatory process of 

explanation, social logics play the role of detailing the nature of a practice. In this work, I am 

concerned with governments’ material practices with relation to ICTs and therefore look to 

contemporary “new materialism” scholarship to assist, first, in understanding the role that 

technology itself plays in social logics present in cases. 

 

Coole and Frost have observed three “interrelated but distinctive themes or directions in new 

materialist scholarship” (Coole and Frost 2010, p.6): a post-humanist recognition of agency in 

non-living objects; biopolitical and bioethical issues associated with living things: and a critical 

and open approach to engaging the “material details of everyday life” through dialectical and 

dialogical practices. That these three streams have converged as “new materialism” belies the 

fact that each has extensive histories and literatures which are beyond the scope of the current 

work. Here, I will refer to the first and third streams in so far as they inform the role of ICTs, 

methodology and suggestions for future heuristic practices. 

 

The perennial question of non-human agency has been hotly contested since the 1970s in the 

social sciences. The Edinburgh school of the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (SSK), 

represented here by David Bloor, afforded non-human objects with a level of “causal agency 

… [f]or example … the power to stimulate our sense organs” (Bloor 1999, p.91). The Actor 

Network Theory (ANT) position, as promoted by Bruno Latour, suggests that “[t]here exists no 

relation whatsoever between ‘the material’ and ‘the social world’, because it is this very 

division which is a complete artifact … Humans and objects are clearly distinct. But a difference 

is not a divide” (Latour 2005, pp.75-76). He argues that: 

                                                 
47

 For a detailed discussion of the relationship between idealism, realism and materialism in PDT see (Laclau and 

Mouffe 1987, p.86-90). 

48
 Logics of Critical Explanation - (Glynos and Howarth 2007). 
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since objects have such poor and constricted roles in most of the social 

sciences, it’s very difficult to extend their original activity to other types of 

material like documents, writings, charts, files, paper clips, maps, 

organizational devices, in brief intellectual technologies. As soon as some 

freedom of movement is granted back to non-humans, the range of agents able 

to participate in the course of action extends prodigiously (Latour 2005, pp.76-

77). 

 

From an ANT perspective, whether the material object performs as a door between public 

servants’ offices, a software program inscribed with chosen rules and values by programmers 

or a fully autonomous “killer-drone” hunting human transgressors, it can be incorporated into 

an explanatory account of behaviour and outcomes. Bruno Latour’s critique of the sociology of 

the social, and its failure to embrace materiality, in his seminal Actor Network Theory (ANT) 

paper ‘‘Where Are the Missing Masses? - The Sociology of a Few Mundane Artifacts’’ (Latour 

1992), has a significant synergy with Orlikowski and Scott’s sociomateriality referred to in 

Chapter 1 (p.35). From a PDT perspective, social logics are the grammars and the context of 

practice. Here, especially within a discourse involving ICTs, I adopt the ANT principle that 

non-human actors should be fully represented in the exposition of these logics. 

 

Moving to Coole and Frost’s third interrelated strand of new materialism, Karen West (2011) 

observes “gradations of materialisms” ranging from poststructuralists (Bennett 2010; Connolly 

2011), through to post ANT/Science, Technology and Society (STS) scholarship (Latour 1993, 

2004, 2005; Law 2007; Mol 2003). She points to John Law’s theorising on what he refers to as 

“material semiotics” to best represent important aspects of the “new materialist turn”: 

 

Like other material semiotic approaches, the actor-network approach thus 

describes the enactment of materially and discursively heterogeneous relations 

that produce and reshuffle all kinds of actors including objects, subjects, 

human beings, machines, animals, ‘nature’, ideas, organisations, inequalities, 

scale and sizes, and geographical arrangements (Law 2007, p.2). 

 

This description of material semiotic relationality (MSR) captures the interaction of 

heterogeneous actors (human, non-human and ideational) in producing syntagmatic meaning 

and action. Like words in text, meaning and action are created by a relational system of 

différance. As Law explains, “it’s a network whose elements define and shape one another” 
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(Law 2007, p.7). The important question now arises as to how such systems change. In 

developing ANT, Latour and Michel Callon drew on the work of Michel Serres in using the 

concept of “translation” (Law 2007, p.5). As Law explains, “translation” is about the impossible 

task of making two words (or in this case actions) equivalent. When translation occurs, it entails 

“both … making equivalent, and … moving terms around, about linking and changing them”. 

There are obvious parallels between Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of “discourse”, which 

incorporates all engaged signifying structures, and an MSR concept of an actor network 

(“reseau”). Likewise, “translation” as a mechanism of interactive change strongly resonates 

with the concept of the political logics of “equivalence” and “difference” in the “precarious” 

formation of “provisional” assemblies. Law himself makes the connection when he suggests “it 

is helpful to see actor-network theory as a particular empirical translation of post-structuralism 

(Law 2007, p.6). 

 

Having established a deep congruence between PDT and MSR, the question arises: what does 

the latter add to the naming of “social logics” in a particular case, beyond a heightened 

awareness of the relevance of the material and non-human in explanations? The further 

contribution relates to two subsequent developments in MSR, which, while not absent in PDT, 

are not foregrounded. The first relates to the role of “performativity” and supports very strongly 

a research focus on actual practice, as will be discussed later in this Chapter. The second 

concerns the idea of “multiplicity”, or what Annemarie Mol (2003) refers to as “ontological 

politics”. 

 

The idea that discourse is “performed”, not just written or spoken, is already implicit in Laclau 

and Mouffe’s definition of discourse; in that actions are a larger set of signifying elements 

which includes the performance of written or spoken language. However, the idea that the 

researcher should not simply observe what an actor says she will do, but also monitor what she 

actually does, is salutary. This is equally true for non-human actors in the sense that objects, 

policies and practices may have hidden (intended or unintended) consequences. A more 

ontological reading of the idea, advanced by Law, argues that the idea of meaning and identity 

being “performed”, rather than “constructed”, removes the need for a “stable prime-mover, 

social or individual” to do the construction. This is entirely consistent with the Lacanian idea 

that identity is only ever partially fixed around master signifiers. 
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The metaphor of construction – and social construction – will no longer serve. 

Buyers, sellers, notice boards, strawberries, spatial arrangements, economic 

theories, and rules of conduct, all of these assemble and together enact a set of 

practices that make a more or less precarious reality (Law 2007, p.13). 

 

Law then suggests that one of the “strange consequences” of focusing on performativity is the 

post-ANT adoption of ontological multiplicity. Looking at work by Annemarie Mol in a health 

setting (Mol 2003), and Charis Thompson in assisted reproduction (Thompson 2005), we can 

see that the practices of different groups of actors “generate their own material reality” (Law 

2007, p.13). In Mol’s case, the “body” of the patient becomes a multiple entity, as it interacts 

with a variety of autonomous medical practices in a hospital. In Thompson’s case, she suggests 

that a woman contemplating IVF, or similar assisted reproductive techniques, should engage in 

“ontological choreography”, as she navigates her family, counsellors, specialist and medical 

technicians in a clinic. How do these domain49 ontologies co-exist? Following Foucault, Law 

refers to this as “multiple modes of ordering, multiple realities … irreducible to one another” 

(Law 2007, p.14). Once again, these concepts are consistent with the role of “floating” or 

“empty” signifiers in PDT, in that “a body”, an “IVF program” or a “new shared computer 

system” can come to have different and contested “beings” (meanings, realities) at the same 

time for different practice groups, or, in PDT terms, different “social logics” performed by 

contesting “regimes”. 

 

While ideas and terminology from the literature on Material Semiotics and PDT are congruent 

and complementary, the PDT language of antagonistic (or even agonistic) contestation for 

hegemony seems overblown for many types of everyday, sedimented, co-existing, multiple 

practices that have reached some degree of pluralistic compromise or mutual acceptance, albeit 

partial and contingent. This area has been explored by Karen West (West 2011) in what she has 

labelled a “materialist critique of Logics and practice”. She maintains that, perhaps 

understandably, PDT preserves “the ontological primacy of the political” in that concepts such 

as “problematization” and “regime” focus attention on “social logics” as the context within 

which change through “political logics” occurs.50 However, she suggests that this focus detracts 

                                                 
49

 See Hennig (2008, p.44) for a description of a “regional” or “domain” ontology after Husserl. 

50
 Acknowledging Marsh (2010, p.87) with reference to the duality of stability and change. 
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from the investigation of “social practices as activities, things that are done, embodied and 

materially furnished” (West 2011, p.420). From another angle, she argues that PDT’s alignment 

of the political with public contestation “risks losing sight of the subtler, localized micro-

politics (and non-politics) of practice” (West 2011, p.421).  

 

West argues, correctly in my opinion, that these issues are “ontic”, rather than “ontological”, in 

the sense that the language of MSR, of ontological politics, while consistent with PDT, might 

better describe a stabilisation of difference in sedimented social practices as a “practical open-

endedness”, rather than a process of “discursive closure”. As a practical example, I have 

observed a longstanding, sedimented hostility between dieticians and cooks in a hospital setting 

around patient menus. The hostility is longstanding, and from time to time manifests in open 

confrontation, such as when a new shared computer system was to be implemented. At other 

times, the practices cohere, not happily perhaps, but in such a way that means patients are fed. 

 

In the current work, I argue that an inability to reconcile ontological clashes between levels of 

an hierarchical bureaucracy is implicated in the vulnerability of governments to collaborative 

ICT project failure. Evidence will be provided for the idea that the everyday coexistence of 

distinct and irreducible realities between levels of the hierarchy is generally successfully 

handled through the social practices of translation by coordinators. When these social practices 

are “dislocated” however, the way in which responses are enacted through equivalence and 

difference political logics will eventually contribute to either success or failure. At this stage 

the language of PDT, rather than Material Semiotics becomes more useful. 

 

Looking once again at the third stream of New Materialism scholarship suggested by Coole and 

Frost, I refer to what Hendrik Wagenaar calls “dialogical meaning”, or, as he suggests, “taking 

ordinary everyday experience seriously” (Wagenaar 2011, p.195). Dialogical meaning centres 

around the idea of “action concepts” in social science which are defined by “intrinsic intention”. 

Grasping the “meaning” of actions involves recognising their intentionality. Another way of 

saying this is that an action signifies an intention. When a swimmer waves to a lifesaver at the 

beach, she signifies her intention to be rescued. Understanding an action however goes beyond 

decoding intentions to include “feelings, expectations, perceptions, preferences, memories 
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[and] embodiments” (Wagenaar 2011, p.197).  Any understanding thus reached is radically 

incomplete as Wagenaar (2011, p.199) explains (following Gadamer) in that “our actions have 

origins and consequences that we have not foreseen and cannot control”.51 While this represents 

a radical challenge to any social science that aims “to nail the object of knowing so that we 

control it” (p.200), it is entirely consistent with the ontological foundations of PDT in asserting 

a radical inability to know the Real. As Wagenaar writes: “irredeemable incompleteness 

requires not a different method, but a different approach, one that honors the dynamic, 

interactive, developmental nature of our objects of understanding” (Wagenaar 2011, p.200). 

 

He describes this approach as a one of “epistemic modesty” (p.196). A dialogical approach 

accepts that the researcher’s engagement with a “corpus”, whether it be through interview, text 

or any other means, is an empathetic, interactive and emergent dialogue, which surrenders the 

idea that the process will furnish the researcher with eventual control. Consistent with a MSR 

sensibility, and again following Gadamer, Wagenaar (2011, p.201): 

problematizes this whole configuration of object, observer, and observing, 

making its outcome dependent upon the relation among these three. First, the 

object never just sits in space unaffected, impervious, but presents itself.52 

 

What saves this approach from an impossible relativity is that we share a common reality, 

history and environment, or what, following Gadamer, Wagenaar refers to as a “horizon”. 

Through dialogue, we have the possibility of moving towards a “fusion of horizons”. As 

Wagenaar (2011, 206) writes: 

The idea of a fusion of horizons … stress[es] the inherently dialogical character 

of understanding. Understanding is better seen as coming-to-an-understanding: 

ongoing, provisional, fallible, always open to revision. We understand when 

we allow ourselves to be “interpellated” by the other … whether the other be a 

person, a historical event, a text, or the effects that a policy program has on the 

world. The result of such understanding is a reframing of our categories ...We 

become aware that what we initially thought was the object of our confusion 

                                                 
51

 This observation accords very closely with the observations of Messner and Butler (p44) with respect to the 

“limits of accountability”. 

52
 Going beyond the ANT/MSR concept of multiple networks (“reseaux”) of association this idea accords with 

concepts in quantum physics on the relationship between observer and observed (see Barad, 2007). 
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or misunderstanding needs to be reformulated. ... We become aware that 

different parties define problems in different ways. 

 

The significance of a dialogical approach to the current work is two-fold. First, it encourages 

an openness and humility on my part towards material practice; an attempt to “understand” the 

narrative from different actors’ perspectives and a heightened awareness of the “double 

hermeneutic”. Second, and perhaps more importantly, it suggests a methodological mindset to 

investigate the presence of fantasmatic logics in empirical case studies through rhetorical 

analysis of actors' discourse. Beyond an appreciation that a fantasmatic logic can exert a “grip” 

or “force” on behaviour, and that it “can often be identified by asking whether or not it resists 

public official disclosure” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.148), PDT offers little assistance in 

identification and naming. It is nevertheless no coincidence that the idea of fantasmatic logics 

emanates from Lacanian clinical psychoanalysis and the central role of therapeutic dialogue in 

that discipline. As Stavrakakis (2007, p.11) writes, “psychoanalysis argues that it is possible to 

enact the symbolic gestures, the modes of positivisation, that can encircle … moments of 

showing or resurfacing of the real; otherwise the ‘talking cure’ itself would have no effects at 

all”. 

 

As we have seen, the PDT approach to the research question will require a corpus of data largely 

made up of the “contextualised self-interpretation” of actors involved, “subject to the familiar 

constraints of evidence” and the judgements of “the relevant community and practices of 

scholars and lay-actors” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.19, p.190). A further challenge arises as 

to how the material, semiotically-entangled, technology itself can be given “voice” in the 

account.53 The answer to this lies in the idea of performativity discussed earlier in this chapter. 

In a sense, a technology is present in “what it actually does”, i.e. how it performs. The 

methodology required will need to provide a corpus of the self-interpretations of actors together 

with associated performative data relevant to the question. 

 

The bracketing and naming of certain logics present within the corpus is what Glynos and 

                                                 
53

 See (Callon 1986) for a discussion on “Who speaks in the name of Whom” in an account of a heterogeneous 

(human/non-human) network. 
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Howarth refer to as an act of “situated judgement” by the researcher (2007, p.185).  This 

analytical process requires the researcher “to connect a concept to an object, or ‘apply’ a logic 

to a series of social processes, within a contingent and contestable theoretical framework” 

(2007, p.184). Following Wittgenstein, Glynos and Howarth argue that the analyst must 

develop and exercise the “situated ability” to identify “family resemblances” which unite “a set 

of patterns on account of a series of overlapping similarities which, though always regional, 

cover the entire terrain we identify as a concrete practice” (2007, p.185). As such, in the current 

work I use judgement to observe, name and relate logics in the relevant case study to a relevant 

community with the understanding that the analysis is contingent, necessarily contestable and 

not “fully intact”. 

 

The remainder of this Chapter will detail the overall strategy underpinning both the major and 

the minor case study, before outlining the data collection methods used in the Part I case study. 

The final section then details the analytical methods and tools used to identify and name the 

logics observed in the research, with a particular focus on the role of rhetorical analysis. 

 

 

2.4 Approach to Empirical Research 

 

As is evident from the statistics associated with ICT failures in Chapter1 (p.12), there would 

appear to be no lack of potential case-studies. The choice of case-studies, and the associated 

search for “family resemblance” in the logics present, has direct bearing on the type and extent 

of claims that the present work might make. Here, I offer a new retroductive explanation of the 

particular QHPS “failure” and recognise that the capacity for making generalised claims are 

modest, by design. With respect to Flyvbjerg’s typology of case-studies, the aim in the present 

work is to suggest that the logics present in the QHPS case are not “extreme or deviant”, in the 

sense that they were, in part, present in case studies in both Parts I and II. The QHPS case is 

however certainly “critical” in the sense that it raises the larger question of whether these logics 

are present in many, or all, such cases, and, if so, whether the explanation can be seen as 

“paradigmatic”. There are three main reasons for my selection of case-studies in this work: 

access to a representative group of candid self-interpretations and verifiable accounts; the size 
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of the corpus associated with the single QHPS case study; and the need for detailed, in-depth 

analysis of individual actor’s self-interpretations. I will consider each reason below. 

 

A common saying, attributed to the ancient Roman senator and historian Tacitus54, is that 

“success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan55”. So, it is with painful, often public and 

controversial, government ICT failures. Even if actors are available for interview after the 

event, their recollections are often influenced by painful emotions and a desire to simply move 

on and forget. This consideration and the continuing legal sensitivity surrounding the QHPS 

case, aspects of which were still before the courts until April 2016, led me to rely only on the 

extensive material in the public domain. A possible alternative approach in which attempts are 

made to gather data real-time during a “fiasco” are inherently problematic. Even if the 

researcher can gain access, she can easily become part of the story; together with the obvious 

fact that the story needs to unfold before its relevance can be decided. The strategy adopted 

here took advantage of two separate opportunities to collect quality and comprehensive data. 

 

The first opportunity was that the QHPS became the subject of a full judicial review, undertaken 

by Commissioner Richard Chesterman in 2013. In a commendable act of governmental 

transparency, most of associated text and exhibits were made available online, together with 

the Commission’s final report. While the terms of reference of the Inquiry only peripherally 

overlapped with the aims of the current work, the large body of textual evidence it produced, 

cross-checked for consistency by a team of legal officers, and sworn under oath, provided an 

invaluable insight into the thinking and motivations of actors. Together with newspaper 

archives, it provided an extensive corpus for the QHPS case study. 

 

The second opportunity taken was an invitation from a senior executive in a First Minister’s 

Department to interview the recipients of an urgent request for information sent from the Chief 

Executive to a central policy section. The effect of the email request was dislocatory and related 

to the sudden and unexpected announcement by the chief executive that she was leaving. Unlike 
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 “Iniquissima haec bellorum condicio est: prospera omnes sibi vindicant, adversa uni imputantur”. “The most 

unreasonable thing about war is that everyone claims a share in a success, while disaster is laid upon one man 

alone”. Tacitus, Agricola 27:1 (around 98AD) 

55
 This was quoted by the QHPS Commission of Inquiry Report (QC 2013b, p.14). 
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the QHPS case, the events were not externally controversial. While not associated with an ICT 

project, the case surfaced a baseline of logics operating in a public service workplace during an 

"ordinary" dislocatory event. The face-to-face interviews with all the senders and recipients of 

the email request thus offered contextualised self-interpretations of a dislocatory event, without 

the obscuring effects of crisis or failure. In this way, I was able to observe, directly and close-

up: sedimented logics, including those associated with government hierarchy; information flow 

and manipulation; the role of coordinators; subsidiarity; and decision-making. These logics, 

which in a crisis might contribute to failure, could later be compared with observations from 

the QHPS corpus in a search for “family resemblances”. By way of example, we will see how 

briefs were routinely written with the personal preferences of the target recipient in mind and/or 

nuanced to drive particular agendas. The evidence from public servants for the operation of 

these logics in the non-controversial case, together with similar logics in the QHPS story, 

supports the claim that behaviours in that crisis situation were not uniquely “extreme or 

deviant”. 

 

Beyond opportunity, the choice of case studies was also influenced by the necessity and 

capacity to analyse very large amounts of material comprehensively. In the minor case study, 

associated with the departure of the Secretary, this was material relating to approximately ten 

hours of recorded interviews. When added to the extensive material from the QHPS inquiry, 

including written witness statements and submissions from nearly 100 individual and 

institutional actors, transcripts from some 70 witnesses questioned and hundreds of prime 

source exhibits brought into evidence, extending the research to further case studies, in the 

current work, was not feasible. Each of the two types of data which comprise the overall 

empirical corpus is subject to different methodological considerations which will be discussed 

separately in Chapter 3 and in the introduction to Part II. 

 

The empirical Chapters which follow centre on dislocatory moments in the associated 

narratives, which reveal the existence of social, political and fantasmatic logics. In the case 

study in Part I, the moment is routine, rather than a crisis, but still dislocatory, because it disrupts 

the hierarchy as they respond to an unknown situation in which the normal rules or social logics 

are challenged.  In the major QHPS case study of a developing crisis in Part II, these dislocations 

were moments, where, in hindsight, decisions and actions were taken which were inexplicable 
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from the perspective of significant actors, and which followed a trajectory that was colourfully 

described to the Inquiry56 as “a death spiral” (QC 2013b, p.91). 

 

A corpus associated with each of these moments was incorporated into an NVivo57 database. 

In the case of the Part I case study, this was done once all the interviews were completed and 

transcribed. In the much larger Part II QHPS case study, this was done using an incremental 

“snowball” technique, having read the overall Inquiry report, and following texts associated 

with principal actors named therein. Each text, in both case-studies, was read within NVivo and 

extracts coded against thematic nodes. These thematic nodes were added as themes and “proto-

logics” became apparent in the text. Each Chapter database had its own set of nodes which were 

refined during analysis and which then loosely overlapped across individual chapters (see 

Appendix B). The text extracts coded to nodes eventually became evidence for the bracketing 

of logics as described earlier in this Chapter.  

 

The relevance given to textual extracts and their resulting inclusion into the appropriate corpus 

was largely based on a preliminary rhetorical analysis of their content. As Howarth and Griggs 

(2006, pp.28-29) suggest: 

discourse theorists regard the existence of rhetoric as a constitutive aspect of 

social reality, and its theoretical and empirical analysis as an essential part of 

understanding and explaining social phenomena … an important feature of 

discourse theory is the careful analysis of rhetoric and all forms of “textual” 

meaning. 

 

The type of discourse analysis applied here works at the ontic, rather than the ontological level, 

while resting on discourse as an ontological category, incorporating the PDT concepts described 

in the previous Chapter; equivalence, hegemony, floating signifiers and so on. We have seen 

previously the isomorphic relationship between the logics of equivalence and metaphor, 

difference and metonym. A process of identifying ontic instances of these rhetorical devices in 

the corpus, together with a wider “range of [rhetorical] tropes and devices” similarly 

                                                 
56

 Statement made in his report to the Inquiry by Dr David Manfield, an IT expert retained by the Commission 

(Manfield 2013, p.11). 

57
 NVivo for Mac Version 10.2.2 a product of QSR International. 
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“commensurate with [PDT’s] ontological assumptions”, is employed. (Howarth and Griggs 

2006, p.30). This range includes the rhetorical process of paradiastole or redescription, in 

which “facts” are restated, with different causes and motives, in order to present events in a 

different light. Analysis of rhetorical redescription focuses “mainly on the substitution of new 

metaphors” as a way of gaining “ideological cover”, which, following Edelman (1971, p.68), 

provides “the premises upon which decisions are made”. 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Emerging from work by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in generalising the idea of 

hegemony post Marx and Gramsci, a school of Poststructuralist Discourse Theory has 

developed which provides tools for explaining political change and decision-making, 

addressing the “how” and “why”, in addition to the “what”. Retroductive explanations are 

provided by the researcher, as discourse analyst, through the articulation of three interrelated 

types of logics, social, political and fantasmatic. These logics are named within PDT’s 

ontological position of radical contingency and permanently “dislocated” identity, underpinned 

by a Lacanian concept of an unending quest for a lost “jouissance”, through identification with 

a series of “objets petit a”, signifiers that become the focus of our desire. Fantasmatic logics 

either assuage this lack, propping up the “status quo”, or provide the emotional force to disrupt 

and change. Exploring the backgrounded materialism of PDT leads to a fuller understanding of 

the material object, the non-human and role of everyday practise in empirical research. We will 

see how these theories inform the methodological choices made in the empirical case studies 

investigated in Chapters 3 to 8. 

 

We have seen that, while a PDT approach rejects the positivist search for subsumptive natural 

law-like explanations, the value of its retroductive explanation still depends on its ability to 

present consistent credible evidence to a relevant community of practice. The evidence for the 

naming and articulation of logics by the analyst in offering such an explanation, requires the 

empirical support of the contextualised self-interpretation of actors involved in case-studies. In 
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this Chapter, I have described the process by which case studies have been chosen and a corpus 

of data collected and analysed, relevant to the core research question. Managing such a large 

volume of both transcribed interview data and documents from the QHPS story has required an 

organised approach incorporating a textual database. Empirical evidence is provided through a 

minor and a major case study detailed over the next six Chapters, leading to a new retroductive 

explanation of the QHPS “failure”, together with a claim for its status as a critical, and possibly 

paradigmatic, example.  
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3 – Analysing Contestation in the Everyday 

Operations of Hierarchy 
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"I’m writing it, because it’s about my projects." So says one of the public servant interviewees 

about a request from higher up in the hierarchy for an urgent brief on the work of her section. 

This case study centres around a series of very candid interviews with public servants whose 

working lives are dislocated by an email about the sudden departure of their Departmental 

Secretary, the Head of the Public Service. This small scale, thick, field study follows the email’s 

trajectory through a division of a government hierarchy, examining the dislocations it triggers. 

The case study is based upon a series of ten semi-structured interviews undertaken in 2015 with 

the creators and recipients of the email in a central agency policy section of an Australian 

government. The setting of this case study was a division within a central, Westminster-style, 

government agency providing policy, whole-of-government advice and support to a First 

Minister. 

 

While sharing some similarities, thinking and decision-making processes, governments are 

unlike commercial corporations, NGOs and social organisations in significant ways (Nutt 2000; 

Rainey and Chun 2007). Social logics associated with public sector decision-making often 

display a bureaucratic inertia. This can be explained, at least partly, as a result of the exercise 

of hierarchical control and its effects on thinking and communication within the organization. 

Public service control is embodied in the concept of operating ‘at level’. The traditional idea of 

public service hierarchical control depended on the concept of subsidiarity whereby decisions 

were made at the prescribed lowest competent level. Writing in the early 20th Century, on the 

characteristics of bureaucracy, Max Weber (1978, p.957) wrote: 

The principles of office hierarchy and of channels of appeal … stipulate a 

clearly established system of super- and sub-ordination in which there is 

supervision of the lower offices by the higher one … The principle of 

hierarchical office authority is found in all bureaucratic structures: … When 

the principle of jurisdictional ‘competency’ is fully carried through, 

hierarchical subordination - at least in public office - does not mean that the 

‘higher authority’ is authorized to simply take over the business of the ‘lower’, 

[my emphasis]. 
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In our era of instant digital communication, 24/7 news cycles and a blurring of strategic and 

operational roles between ministers’ offices and public services, this principle has come under 

considerable challenge. During his interview58, the Head of the Public Service said: 

…how do you understand where the person is operating at level in terms of 

role, function and responsibility and [that] … they [are] exercising their 

responsibilities at level? As we see in the public service, usually it is a referral 

upwards, usually two or three levels upwards, and you get dip down of 

management into minutiae either through an abundance of caution, being 

politically whipped into dealing with minutiae because otherwise the minister 

is dealing with it. So what happens? Quite often, you have this imbalance 

between role, function and decision-making, so how ... you have subsidiarity 

working properly in the public services is a constant, constant issue. 

 

Processes of hierarchical information transfer and decision-making, "at level", associated with 

subsidiarity, emerge as important concepts in this Chapter. 

 

This Chapter has three substantive sections. The first section discusses methodological issues 

associated with the collection of data in the case study and the actual methods chosen. Next, I 

introduce the setting, the circumstances leading to the email and offer accounts emerging from 

the interviews. The last substantive section articulates bracketed logics and analyses the 

findings. 

 

3.1 Methodological Considerations 

 

The data arising from this case, in the form of interview transcripts, is clearly text that has been 

developed in part through the intervention of a researcher, and it is therefore important to pay 

significant attention to the effect that the researcher's own actions/views have on the data 

produced. The case study followed the email request as it traversed four hierarchical layers of 

public servants working within what I call the Central Policy Support Division.59 The email and 

                                                 
58 5 February 2015 
59

 All names related to this case study are fictitious in order to protect the anonymity of the organisation and 

individuals within it. 
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its variations involved 10 individual public servants who all agreed to be interviewed, with the 

endorsement of the new Secretary of the Department.  

 

In deciding to interview this group, I considered five issues that David Silverman (2000, 

pp.824-825) suggested should be reflected on prior to interviewing:  

 

1. What status do you attach to your data? 

The interviews were to be “semi-structured” and focused on practices, feelings and meanings, 

rather than an attempt to support any particular truth claim. From a PDT perspective, meaning 

is contingent, multiple and sometimes contradictory. The issue here was to gather 

contextualised self-interpretations and establish the presence of everyday logics, in a non-

controversial setting, that might have “family resemblances” with those in the major case study. 

 

2. Is your analytic position appropriate to your practical concerns? 

Having observed that often researchers overcomplicate their straightforward objectives with 

complex theory, Silverman’s concern is to keep the analysis as simple as possible for the 

specific purposes. Clearly, in the present case, the search for possible new explanations of 

project failures using PDT requires the naming and analysis of logics from empirical examples. 

 

3. Do interview data really help in addressing your research topic? 

It was a uniquely valuable opportunity to interview a small, but nevertheless comprehensive, 

group of public servants where they could safely offer their candid responses to a dislocatory 

situation. 

 

4. Are you making too-large claims about your research? 

As discussed previously (p85), the generalisable claims (i.e. beyond the particular QHPS 

explanation) made through consideration of both case studies together are modest by design. 
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5. Does your analysis go beyond a mere list? 

The two case studies together will provide a new explanatory approach to the QHPS “failure” 

and make the case for further research to establish whether it was “paradigmatic”. 

 

Having responded to these questions, a further consideration was the form that the interviews 

should take. On the continuum between structured and unstructured approaches, Brinkmann 

(2013, p.21) argues that semi-structured interviews “can make better use of the knowledge-

producing potentials of dialogues by allowing much more leeway for following up on whatever 

angles are deemed important by the interviewee”. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p.3) define a 

one-on-one, semi-structured interview, as “an interview with the purpose of obtaining 

descriptions of the life world of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the 

described phenomena” [my emphasis]. 

 

In his later work, Brinkmann (2013, pp.21-22) deconstructs this definition around the 

highlighted terms. Unlike a more free-flowing unstructured interview, a semi-structured 

interview is conducted for a purpose prescribed by the interviewer. This requires the interviewer 

to be reflexive around the power relations involved and his/her ethical commitment to the 

interviewee. While Brinkmann (2013, p.22) maintains that the goal of most semi-structured 

interviews is to seek “descriptions of how interviewees experience the world, its episodes and 

events, rather than speculations about why they have certain experiences”, the aim of a PDT 

interview is to elicit contextualised self-interpretations. This means that, using a PDT approach, 

the interviewer is interested in the interviewee’s individual theorisations about particular 

practices that have led to outcomes, as well as in details of the outcomes themselves. The 

invocation of the term “life world”, with reference to Husserl (1970) and Habermas (1973), 

supports the commitment here to “dialogical meaning” or, as Wagenaar suggests, “taking 

ordinary everyday experience seriously”.60 The business of interpretation in a PDT account is 

central and goes beyond an awareness of the “double hermeneutic” in relation to the 

interviewer. A PDT sensibility accepts that the self-interpretations of interviewees, as 

Brinkmann (2013, p.23) suggests, “are rarely transparent and “monovocal,” but are rather 

                                                 
60

 See chapter 2. 
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“polyvocal” and sometimes even contradictory, permitting multiple readings and 

interpretations”. 

 

Brinkmann references psychologist Stephen Frosh and his critique of “narrativism”, or the 

pursuit of a single coherent narrative, in some forms of psychoanalysis and interpretivist social 

sciences. Frosh (2007, p.638) supports a central tenet of Lacanian-inspired PDT: 

the idea that the human subject is never a whole, is always riven with partial 

drives, social discourses that frame available modes of experience, ways of 

being that are contradictory and reflect the shifting allegiances of power as they 

play across the body and the mind. 

 

 

3.2 Background Leading to the Email Request and Narratives 

 

After receiving ethics approval from the University of Canberra Human Research Ethics 

Committee in November 201461, requests were made for interviews. All invitees accepted the 

invitation and were subsequently interviewed. Semi-structured interviews of approximately one 

hour were carried out in various quiet, private, offices in the workplace during the period 

between December 2014 and February 2015. I took the role of lead interviewer assisted by my 

partner, Ms. Alexandra Marsden.62 These were recorded, transcribed and analysed using NVivo 

database software. An interview package was provided to each interviewee in advance of the 

interview, outlining the aims and benefits of the project and addressing the issues of interviewee 

and organisational confidentiality and anonymity. Each package included a consent form which 

was signed by the interviewee. A de-identified copy of the interview package is included at 

Appendix C. 

 

                                                 
61

 Approval Project Number HREC14-195, 27/11/14 
62

 Ms Marsden is an experienced interviewer, with a background in social history and design-based problem 

solving. A strategic decision was made to include a very experienced interviewer to balance my relative lack of 

social science interviewing and to monitor my interactions for any bias due to my personal work experience in 

government. 
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After an opening conversation about their role in the organization at the time of the email, 

interviewees were asked to reflect on the purpose and meaning of the request email, how they 

felt about sending or receiving it, what they did and why they acted in the way they did. 

Interviewees were also encouraged to talk about communication within the hierarchy more 

generally, and offer any thoughts about how it could be improved. The approach was heavily 

influenced by Contextual Enquiry (Mirapuri c2012), a guide produced by an Australian public 

sector Design Centre.63 This simple “how to” guide promotes a “master-apprentice” learning 

model in which the interviewer is learning from the interviewee. It advocates a respectful 

attitude and the use of a “focus guide” with explanation, “ice-breakers” and potential prompts 

to conversation. This advice was particularly appropriate to semi-structured interviews. The 

guide stresses the importance of not “filling every silence”, privacy and timeliness. 

 

To preserve the anonymity of interviewees, I refer to the agency as the First Minister’s 

Department (FMD) and the division, Central Policy Support (CPS). The Secretary (Head of the 

Public Service) of the FMD announced suddenly that she was leaving. While this was known 

by the First Minister (FM) and some very senior members of the Public Service, the FMD was 

not informed until approximately one week before the departure of the Secretary. It was 

standard practice, when a Secretary was leaving, to appoint a temporary "acting" replacement, 

until a permanent replacement was recruited. In addition, written briefs are created by the 

department to inform the incoming acting Secretary of the work of the department and any 

pressing issues needing attention. This would assist in providing management continuity and 

lessen the impact of the Secretary’s departure on the work of the FMD and the First Minister. 

An administrative officer, working directly for the departing Secretary, was given the task of 

creating the ‘handover brief’ and wrote an email to elicit assistance and information from 

divisions of the FMD. Attached to the email was a Microsoft Word ‘template’ to be completed 

on behalf of each branch. A de-identified copy of the email and attachment are provided at 

Appendix D. 

 

                                                 
63

 The Design Centre of Expertise was a section of the Corporate Operations Division of the Australian Customs 

and Border Protection Service which was dissolved in June 2015. 



 

 

98 

The case study examines the trajectory of the request from the Secretary through one particular 

division, the CPS Division, via a series of 10 semi-structured interviews with actors at each 

level of the hierarchy. The 10 interviewees were categorized into 4 functional categories: 

• A - instigator, Secretary of the FMD, Anne 

• B - administrative officers, Becky, Brian, Beth 

• C - line executives, Charles, Chris, Carol, Cathy 

• D - drafting officers, Debra, Dion 

 

 

Figure 3.1 - The Central Policy Support Division 

 

What follows are six narratives, taken directly from interview transcripts, which reflect the 

diverse perceptions of actors in the story. The Secretary, Anne, was leaving in approximately 

one week. Among the large number of tasks for her to complete was to ‘hand over’ to the 

incoming Acting Secretary. She knew that this would be someone internal to the Public Service, 

but, at that stage, the decision about who it would be had yet to be made by the FM. The 
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Secretary wanted "to ensure the successful transition and picking up the reins". She met with 

her Administrative Officer, Beth, and requested that a briefing package be created for the 

incoming Secretary. In conjunction with Beth, Anne outlined a package comprising 7 sections 

which Beth described in an email to Anne’s divisional executive directors (see Appendix D). 

In particular, the email requested the divisions to provide information in sections C and D. 

Section C was a ‘Strategic Projects Overview’ and included a list of 8 projects, nominated by 

Beth, requiring input from the responsible division. A note added that divisions could choose 

others, but that descriptions should be brief and that the Secretary had personally asked for 

input. The reference to the Secretary’s direct involvement was included to add weight to the 

request and to encourage compliance. Section D comprised three sub-sections on: 

• Role/function [of the division/branch] 

• Work underway and associated issues  

• Immediate (next 3 months) decisions needed/anticipated.  

 

Beth included templates which she had partially completed herself. The email again stressed 

that responses should be high level. 

 

One of the recipients of the email from Beth was the Deputy Secretary Charles, who led the 

CPS Division. It was also copied to his executive assistant Brian. This was significant because 

Beth and Brian routinely play a variety of coordinating roles focused largely on the practices 

associated with time, brevity and homogeneity of response. In her email, sent late on a Tuesday 

afternoon, Beth asked for input on sections C and D by close of business on the following 

Thursday. Brian, responding on behalf of his manager Charles, sent an email to the 

administrative officer Becky at 2.30pm on Wednesday requesting a face-to-face discussion to 

coordinate the Division’s response. Becky, subsequently ‘value added’ Beth’s email with 

further directions and sent an email on to the Branch Directors. 

 

Becky added, in her version of the email, that the responses should be written on the assumption 

that ‘the new Secretary [is] potentially completely new to the Public Service’, with the 

understanding that, if the person was an ‘insider’, it would be easier for Becky to ‘reduce’, 

rather than ‘expand’, the content. It should be noted that, at this stage, Anne and Beth clearly 

knew that it would be an ‘insider’. When asked about this during the interview Beth explained 
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that this fact was privileged information and could not be written into an email because of the 

risk that the details of the arrangement might be leaked in advance of the FM making a public 

announcement. If that happened, and the leak could be traced back to the Secretary’s Office, 

the FM’s Office ‘would be furious’. Generally, such sensitive information might be passed on 

in ‘face-to-face’ conversations between trusted parties. In this case, this may have happened 

between Beth and Charles, as the latter was aware that it would be an insider. While interview 

accounts differ somewhat, it is clear that Becky was not aware that it would be an insider at the 

time of sending out her email to directors. She made a point that instructions would have been 

different if she had known: 

If it had been someone who was more familiar with the Government … you 

might have put a different spin on your content, but because we didn’t know, 

what I said in my email was, ‘if it’s somebody who’s more familiar with our 

content then we can reduce it’. 

 

While the eventual outcome, on this occasion, was not materially affected by this lack of 

transparency, it is significant in the sense that it is clear example of a social logic of filtering 

and gaming information down the hierarchy. 

 

Beth had been placed in a difficult position by the announcement of the Secretary’s imminent 

departure. As she emphasized, ‘at that time, everyone was in shock, totally in shock’. When 

asked whether the departing Secretary believed the creation of an incoming brief to be 

particularly important, or simply normal practice, she said: 

From my perspective, I thought it was very important because I was left there, 

with whoever came in … I knew, what to [develop] the handover documents 

would take and how important they were …We had a short time, and I wanted 

it to be useful … because I knew I’d have to be there, to support the new person 

… I like Anne, so I wanted to make sure it was a good job … That was my 

reason … It’s very unofficial, it’s very personal, but it’s real, it’s how it was 

[my emphasis]. 

 

This was an important process for Beth, because it would help her get through what would 

inevitably be a challenging time, as well as giving the Secretary a ‘clean’ departure from the 

Government. The challenge for Beth was to produce something useful in the time available. 
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Beth would have to deal with two issues in order to meet her objective. The first involved 

brevity, which, as we will see, was an important social logic operating in the Department. 

Often, in similar situations, I would receive the final input from Divisions, but 

then work on that input … to provide what the Secretary needed. I’d cut back 

… I’d look at what was important and say ‘Well, 90% of this isn’t critical’ … 

Cut it back to an appropriate level of detail … I didn’t have time [in this case] 

… therefore, templates were provided (Beth). 

 

The templates, partially filled out by Beth, attempt to forestall the tendency of divisions to 

provide too much information. A second social logic required Beth to at least appear to 

acknowledge the right of a division to account for itself. 

[Beth]: This was so high-level. I think, I could have written it from my 

knowledge, without input. 

[Interviewer]: … Why wouldn’t you? 

[Beth]: Respect for the division heads. 

 

As such, pre-populating a template was seen by this administrative officer as a way of providing 

guidance and leading the divisions to an appropriate response, without questioning their 

authority. As Beth said, ‘I tried to [lead them as much as possible]’. 

 

A direct recipient of Becky’s email was Director Chris. He described how he responds to such 

email requests and his novel way of assigning priority based on its ‘strength’: 

I look at every request … and the strength of the request. The strength of the 

email request [depends on] the sender divided by the number of people that are 

[recipients]. So if there are multiple [recipients] then my responsibility to do 

anything about that is diminished by the number … So that’s before I’ve even 

got to the subject line I’ve already … applied all these filters to the point that 

there is little chance I am going to make any activity on this email … this is 

how I operate … so in that I’ve got Becky, who’s a bit of a safety net because 

she won’t allow me to fail because it’s actually her task. Then I have Brian as 

a safety net that won’t let Charles fail ... So what happened? I did nothing … 

[Becky wrote something] … it’s got zero worth to the incoming Secretary but 

she is … highlighting her own work … I just thought, to be honest, Becky will 

put it in no matter what I say… I choose my battles… there’s a lot of stuff that 

I just don’t engage in, because I find it fruitless. 
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While this statement by Chris might be viewed as a little hyperbolic, delivered in an amusing 

way, it is worthy of analysis because it was given in earnest by a very senior and successful 

public servant. First, it exposes a well-established, highly personalized, reporting ‘machine’, 

which he had developed in response to ongoing requests for information from his Branch. What 

is most noticeable to the researcher is the difference in meaning and importance placed on the 

request between the originator Beth and Chris. The involvement of the intermediary coordinator 

Becky is problematic and converted the urgent call for help from Beth to just another annoying 

email request on the ‘to-do’ list, which would be ticked-off at the very last opportunity, having 

emerged from the sedimented social practices played out by the coordinators. The social 

practices, so candidly expressed by Chris, are created by deeply-individualized work 

preferences, behaviours and feelings in which the timing, tone and trajectory of the email is 

entangled. 

 

A second recipient of Becky’s email was Cathy, the Director of another branch in CPS, who 

supervised and worked closely with Dion. Cathy shared Chris’s dislike of the email, although 

it had a very different meaning for her. 

 

 

On the email itself she reflected: 

To me, it’s not a particularly useful way of communicating information, but I 

get these requests all the time. It’s just an email coordinating a request for 

information … It coordinates the high level request and communicates 

additional advice about how we’re to comply ... We muddled our way through 

it, but it’s just not quite clear how much is coming from Anne, from Beth, from 

Charles or from Becky…There have been layers upon layers of translation and 

accretion to the message … As much as it grates my soul to read these sort of 

emails on a daily basis, and it kills me … It kills me having to work to read 

this stuff and have to comply with it. Nonetheless, this is totally unsurprising 

in the bureaucratic work that we do. 

 

Cathy, possibly motivated by a degree of wishful thinking, had read the ‘insider/outsider’ 

reference in Becky’s email and reflected: 
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My expectation, it was someone who would be outside of the Government. 

Yeah. That was my 100% expectation. I was very surprised that it was someone 

from inside the Government. 

 

Notwithstanding her dislike of the email request, and in the light of this expectation, Cathy saw 

the request as both a risk and an opportunity, which she had shared with her staff member Dion. 

Anne would want this information to convey to the new incoming Secretary 

the purpose of the projects, why they’re important ... then she’d want to convey 

what’s the status and [the] critical decisions or risks that need to be made. 

That’s fine, but I’m writing it, because it’s about my projects, I’ll be making 

sure I promote … paint them in the best possible light. I’d be really focused on 

why these are important. It’s not stuff that I’ve just dreamed up or imagined, 

but these actually are important. Because I know that an incoming Secretary 

will come in with completely different priorities, and I guess I’ve become a 

little bit resigned to that, that you can promote your projects and why they’re 

a priority until the cows come home, but, at the end of the day, if a new 

Secretary comes in with different priorities …  

[Interviewer]: What is being said to this new incoming person is important to 

you?  

Absolutely. It’s a simple request, but, at the same time, it’s an important 

request, because this may well be the first opportunity we get to communicate 

with the Secretary about the work that we’re doing and to communicate why 

it’s important and therefore, why we’re important. Where I’ll even give [them] 

a hint of the successes and the successes that we might be able to bring ... if 

they continue to trust, invest, have faith in these projects and the people who 

are delivering them … 

[Interviewer]: There’s an element of selling here?  

Absolutely, always [my emphasis]. 

 

Of significance here is the strong note of contingency in Cathy’s account. A new Secretary may 

not value, or at worse destroy, the project work in which the branch is engaged. Cathy is 

resigned to the fact that she has no real control over this, but remains optimistic. The 

information to be provided will give the new Secretary a first impression of both the value of 

the projects and the capability of the teams delivering them. The desire by Cathy and others 

down the hierarchy to seek patronage from their superiors is recognized and often maligned by 

those superiors, who can see it as an annoyance, a weakness or an inevitability. Charles 

maintained that public servants doing ‘important’ work should not feel the need to sell upwards. 
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Bureaucrats will build industries for themselves. If an industry is genuinely 

important, then you don’t always feel at risk. But, if you do a lot of busy work, 

then you will forever feel the need to justify and to come up with new 

announceables or to pitch it and to wrap a sales pitch around it. But, if it’s 

genuinely meaningful, important work that is necessary, to a large degree you 

don’t need to worry about that (Charles). 

 

Anne sees the process of information-gaming up and down the hierarchy as intrinsic to 

organizations. 

This is the fun part. This is the interpretation of them to say, ‘How am I going 

to best present myself ... in a way it would ensure resources, prestige and 

interesting work flow?’ You see it every day. Is it the conscious or the 

unconscious process of the filters when this … information comes back 

together, but they [coordinators/superiors] go red pen, unnecessary, 

superfluous … The gaming I see operates in both directions, absolutely in both 

directions … It becomes such a part of your understanding of the social 

operation of organizations 

[Interviewer:] … Do you think that they have any risk in that situation?  

They do. The biggest task for them in receiving this is to guess who the 

audience is, and there’s been rampant speculation that it’s going to be X or it’s 

going to be Y therefore I’ll write it in a certain way … Some of them I’m sure 

would have been immediately jumping to a thought process that would have 

said, ‘If I can’t be certain of who it is, how will I write it in such a way that I 

can then position myself for a better second go once I actually appreciate who 

it is?’ I’ve seen that happen as well, where it’s almost like a mutual holding 

statement (Anne). 

 

The gaming upwards can sometimes move beyond self-aggrandizement, or calls for patronage, 

to misrepresentation. As Beth explained: 

People pushed dates out and said, ‘It’s due to happen by X’, when it was meant 

to be by Y … [Interviewer]: They actually changed …  

Yeah. They’d try, they would try, yeah. ‘Oh look, here’s a chance to get more 

time.’ 

 

Another direct recipient of Becky’s request for information was Director XX, who was on leave 

at the time of the request and not interviewed. When no response was forthcoming from his 

branch, the coordinators contacted one of his staff members, Debra, to provide the information. 

Debra had been contracted to work on a specific project, but was the next most senior person 



 

 

105 

in the branch to Director XX. As a contractor, who had worked both in the public and private 

sector, Debra had an outsider's perspective on the functioning of the CPS Division and public 

services in general. In relation to getting things done in her branch, Debra said: 

It was about, how do we short circuit the bureaucracy? … The stand-out public 

servants … are the ones who realize that they don’t need to wait for somebody 

else to make the decisions. They are the ones who make the decisions. Even if 

they are [lower down in the hierarchy], they can still be making decisions 

within their scope … There is a lot of learnt helplessness … There’s sort of 

this idea that, ‘Oh, no we can’t possibly decide that. I don’t know why, but we 

just can’t’… I think it doesn’t takes much for those lower ranking staff to lose 

that drive to make decisions, if the next level up bonk them on the head for 

doing it, or ask them to strenuously, please explain. 

 

Having a deep knowledge of her own project and a general knowledge of all the activities 

underway in the branch, Debra was able to create a high-level response to the request, but, 

despite Director XX’s unavailability, nevertheless emailed it to him for clearance. When asked 

about this she suggested that she did not want to make ‘missteps’ for the branch. 

I am aware of the different roles we have here. My role is to deliver a project 

and to back XX up. XX’s role is to be my umbrella, so that I am not affected 

by these things that rain down from above. When I am saying ‘missteps’ I 

guess that I want to make sure that I am not poking a hole in the umbrella. 

 

Debra’s commentary adds to our understanding of the social practices of upwards 

communication and risk-taking operating here. First, like Cathy, there is an awareness of the 

contingency and the risk of providing information to an unknown audience, even in this case 

where the briefing was non-controversial (actually very positive). The job is to get on with 

delivering the project under the protective umbrella of a manager who deals with the politics 

above. Some public servants are seen to take on a ‘learned helplessness’ about decision-making, 

albeit in an environment where even a modest display of initiative might bring opprobrium from 

above. 

 

The last direct recipient of Becky’s email, Carol, was aware, from another source outside the 

FMD, of who the incoming acting Secretary was likely to be. Given this, Carol made a practical 

decision to give the task minimal attention. As she explained: 
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Look, you asked me before … Do I think that maybe I’m a bit cynical about 

some of the process? ... The answer to that is probably yes. There are things 

that you do because you’re asked to do them, but that’s not the main game. … 

It’s sad when that’s not the main game, because it should be the main game; 

the influence that you’re exerting or the two-way between the Secretary and 

yourself about a program … their views about how they see the world … that 

should be a good conversation. That doesn’t happen and it doesn’t happen 

because secretaries get busy. They’ve got their own priorities. They see the 

world differently. So, when you get an exercise like, this you tend to say, ‘How 

much time am I prepared to invest in doing this’ when I think the new acting 

secretary probably … (if I was being honest … and having a fair idea of who 

was coming into that role) I’d say, probably won’t read it [my emphasis]. 

 

3.3 Analysis and Discussion 

 

The CPS Division was collectively proud of its ability to respond to the needs of the Secretary, 

the FM and the Cabinet in general. Their view was that responsiveness is central to the work of 

the division and that its improvement, in recent times, has been recognized. Responsiveness for 

the division has two main axes: timeliness (meeting deadlines); and brevity.  

Business as usual. I’ve worked in those roles long enough to understand … the 

importance of [timeliness]… how often has [the FM’s Office] rung and said, 

‘We need this’. You just run with it. You don’t even think about it (Brian). 

The material we provided went through a funnel, so it was always tight and 

punchy. Which, from all accounts … was a meaningful change for the FM. She 

noticed it, and it was welcomed (Charles). 

… We’re ... pretty nimble and this organization … are actually killers at writing 

dot points (Chris). 

 

At first glance, having the practices of timeliness and brevity ingrained into the work practices 

of the CPS Division (as social logics) would seem to be a very good thing, and indeed often is. 

It should be noted that CPS were judged by the outgoing Secretary’s coordinator, Beth, as being 

the most helpful to her in compiling the brief within the few days available and avoiding her 

need to edit. For the current research however, it is crucial to foreground these practices, the 

underlying ideology and associated logics that sustain them. Unpacking brevity and timeliness 

further, several, sometimes competing, logics emerge around the concepts of decision-making, 

accountability, perceptions of control and the ability to absorb information. 
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The template attached to Becky’s email request required the respondent to detail decisions 

needed or anticipated in the next three months with respect to their division/branch. An inherent 

ambiguity existed as to whose decisions these might be, which supports Anne’s view that 

subsidiarity has become confused. During her interview, Anne explained that she was “not 

trying to get down to the operational decision-making because [she] would treat … as 

operational decision-making, even … a large contract coming up”. She appeared to have a very 

clear understanding of subsidiarity and stressed the difference between brevity and 

succinctness, maintaining that the correct amount of information to be provided was “situation-

dependent, absolutely situation-dependent”, and that “being succinct … is what we’re trying to 

do”. For Anne, the quality required was succinctness, rather than simply brevity. The actual 

level of detail and amount of information should be fit for purpose. Anne significantly added 

that the “political masters were always asking [public servants] to be succinct because people 

wanted to share their risk … by being verbose and inclusive” [my emphasis]. Under this logic, 

brevity becomes a proxy for competence, and lack of it becomes tantamount to attempting to 

avoid responsibility. 

 

Anne’s commitment to subsidiarity was somewhat at odds with her deputy, Charles, who 

argued that the correct role of the subordinate is to provide a succinct account of possible 

solutions to their boss, whose job it is to make the decision: 

So, I guess when you look up the line, there are two things you can ask of your 

boss. You can ask him to be your problem solver, or you can ask them to be a 

decision maker, which is generally what they should be. Insofar as you draft 

up a big, long lengthy document with lots of problems … you’re essentially 

pushing your problem up to those above you … Problem solving is different 

to decision-making. You might come up with five ways to solve a problem. 

Then, you do the hard work, and you leave the decision to be taken where it 

needs to be taken, as opposed to the other way around. 

 

Anne’s view notwithstanding, Charles drove a strong brevity agenda. In his wry manner, Chris 

explained: 

What Charles is really focused on, and something that he brought to …the role 

… was that ‘Anything more than three dot points, doesn’t get read’.   [The 

person previously in that role] schooled us all in getting extremely complex 
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information into the one page brief, and a Cabinet comment into one sentence, 

and that was extremely complex information … nothing went over a page. And 

in Charles’s world, you know, if you could eliminate pronouns, adjectives … 

verbs. … if you had two dot points and two periods … that would be like the 

best brief ever. 

 

The belief that your subordinates wish to ensnare you into taking operational responsibility is 

present from the Minister down. Put simply, this fantasmatic logic dictates that, in briefing 

upwards, too much information or explanation is lazy verbosity and that a lack of tight, succinct 

options from which the superior decision maker could choose was an attempt to pass 

responsibility upwards. Chris resonates with Charles’s views about staff lower down the 

hierarchy when he suggests: 

You see it all the time, in briefs where they’ll write four paragraphs of 

background so that you, as a reader go on a journey with the low-level 

bureaucrat, so that it justifies their last twelve months of existence … As a 

decision maker, what is the issue and what do you actually want me to do [my 

emphasis]? 

 

Knowing about things, appearing to be in control, while not being across the detail or 

operationally responsible, is a pattern repeated from the top down in the public service 

hierarchy. When Anne was asked about ministers needing to have a persona with the media that 

appears to be aware of everything that is happening in their departments, she said: 

They have to be omnipotent and omnipresent in terms of their breadth. And 

[where] … their span [of responsibility is wide and thus their] capacity to take 

in information is very limited … there is increasing and intense reliance upon 

… the relationship between the minister’s office and the organizations to be 

able to… work with … such a broad range very quickly. It’s the art of the last 

minute and here is the brief and I’m walking with you down the corridor, 

briefing you as you go in the door and into the press conference. They have 

kept the three things they have to say in their head and they wing the rest of it. 

 

Similarly, Cathy commented: 

Secretaries, they like to be briefed, they like to know what’s going on. They 

don’t like to look like idiots … They absolutely hate it … Don’t let them be 

surprised, they hate it… I think they’re wrong to be so upset about it at times. 

You just can’t be fully briefed on everything. 
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Other fantasmatic and social logics operate, relating to the various abilities of decision makers 

to absorb information, executive reading habits and interests. In general, brevity reduces the 

burden of reading on decision makers, which they appreciate. 

On any given day, you look at the volume of briefs going through the FM: if 

we can cut out briefs from two pages to one, over the span of the year, that 

might be thousands of pages that someone doesn’t have to read. What it 

generally tells me, if someone writes … a long brief, is that they don’t 

understand the issue (Charles). 

 

Once the interests and reading habits of superiors in the hierarchy are known, briefs are tailored 

to their preferences. In this case, it was Beth’s responsibility to edit the final briefing package 

to the incoming secretary. 

I was very conscious of providing enough detail, but I was also confident about 

whom we would be briefing. Therefore, I took a chance … I knew [the 

incoming secretary], I knew how she operated … I tailored the package, to 

meet the person, I think. 

 

In foregrounding these logics of responsiveness and accountability, a number of observations 

can be made: 

1) The quality and type of information on an issue briefed upward is a function of the supervisor 

audience, perhaps as much as of the issue itself. Public servants writing briefs need to be aware 

of the interests, personal style and preferences of the superior and ensure that they are not 

burdening her with too much information. 

2) The separation of the role of ‘problem-solver’, or subject-matter expert, and ‘decision-maker’ 

is significant in understanding the thinking within the hierarchy. The lower bureaucrat identifies 

solutions to a problem and in a succinct brief tells her superior what they would like the superior 

to decide, preferably with a number of options. Too much detailed complexity or uncertainty is 

a sign of failure by the subordinate. 

3) The ‘decision maker’ is inherently viewed as a busy person with many decisions to make. 

The important thing is that they feel, and are seen to be, in control; while, at the same time, 

wishing to distance themselves from detailed information about issues and the operational 

concerns and responsibilities of their subordinates. 
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4) By virtue of their position in the hierarchy, senior executives believe they have a wider 

understanding of the political and other implications of the decisions that is not shared by their 

subordinates, who have less access to privileged information. 

5) The personalized service provided to ministers, keen to at least appear all-knowing and in 

control, is duplicated within the public service hierarchy, where subordinates provide a similar 

personalized service to their bosses. 

 

Within the group of people interviewed, three played coordinating roles; Becky, Brian and Beth. 

While working to somewhat different agendas, their participation shared the following 

characteristics. 

1) They all were fundamentally responsible for protecting the senior executive 

hegemony, ensuring that the social logics of responsiveness, timeliness and brevity 

were enacted for the CPS division. 

 

2) Each was working specifically on behalf of an executive and acting on the 

executive’s authority. These executives were Chris, Charles and Anne 

respectively. 

 

3) Each needed to ensure that the nominal authority of all divisional and branch 

executives to whom the request for information was made was not overly 

challenged. 

 

4) While not considered ‘subject-matter experts’, each had a degree of 

complementary editorial control, including grammar and spelling, length, format, 

relevance and, most importantly, inclusion and exclusion of content. This could 

generally be described as ‘quality control’ to meet the expectations of their 

respective executives, who would ‘clear’ their work before it was taken further. 

 

The request email and associated template, created by Beth and then subsequently customized 

by Becky, is used as a technology to enact the social logics of brevity and, as far as possible, 

quality control the response. In Actor Network terms, the program inscribed in the email, as a 

technological actor, will be confronted with anti-programs (Latour 1992), or counter-logics, 

such as the desire to ‘sell’ the value of projects, the desire to abnegate operational responsibility 

through verbosity or even to change the project deadlines. The role of the coordinators is to 

resist these anti-programs. 
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Becky’s email itself contains instructions and invocations of executive authority: “Charles has 

asked that we limit our input to no more than 3 sentences per strategic project … Again, please 

limit each project to a few sentences. And, could I have input for Section D by … (Thursday) 

COB64 please for Anne’s consideration”. Beth included a template with limited space for 

responses and partly filled them in; but not so much as to overstep the mark and challenge the 

recipient’s nominal authority. Anne reflected on this process during her interview: “Templates 

are out there designed to try and minimize interpretation and maximize relative conformity, so 

it doesn’t look like an absolute dog’s breakfast”. 

 

In the final analysis, powerful actors define what is important, and present information in such 

a way as to demonstrate their control and stewardship. Complexity and diversity lead to things 

looking like a ‘dog’s breakfast’. Coordination of this type, seen in PDT terms, is a political 

logic whose basic aim is to dampen down subversive change and ensure compliance. 

Contestation between projects, between calls for recognition and resources will be dealt with 

by enforcing, through templates, a ‘difference’ logic in order to create homogeneity and reduce 

issues to managed categories. 

 

The coordinators are seen by themselves and their executives as enforcers of a political logic 

of ordered homogeneity and this metonymic process is not necessarily lost on those further 

down the hierarchy. 

…it’s annoying when you assume that all projects can be summarized in the 

same way and represented in the same template … and force people to 

represent them in the same template… I think we have this desire in 

Government to cookie cut the way our information looks … It just drives me 

crazy … I think as well what people forget is that, we’re all humans (Dion). 

 

A manager, either project or line, charged with delivering a project or services and working in 

such an hierarchical environment has to negotiate sometimes contradictory social logics. Where 

coordinated communication through formal reporting is not well supplemented by an informal 

communication network and social relationships, she can find herself strangely isolated and 
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vulnerable. Success is found through ‘gaming’ the system; knowing how much, when and what 

to report and disclose, in order to manage those above. This requires experience and knowledge 

of the style, preferences and interests of their superiors. Each level knows that they have to 

‘sell’ up for career advancement, and as an insurance policy against contingent and seemingly 

arbitrary political change. At the same time, the bureaucratic manager resists being ‘sold’ to by 

their subordinates. 

 

The manager knows that often they may not be aware of significant information because the 

levels above implicitly reserve the right to either withhold, or change, information on the basis 

that it is politically or otherwise sensitive and should be kept ‘at level’. At the same time, 

superiors regularly change, or re-prioritize, information passing through them up the line. 

 

As Charles reflected: 

I think you make a lot of changes to information that goes up the line when 

you’re in these sorts of positions; you do. You’re not trying to suppress 

information, you’re not trying to do anything dishonest, but you are trying to 

control the message. You’re trying to control it for consistency reasons, you 

obviously know about prioritizing ... [self questioning] Whether that presents 

a risk? … Oh, I guess, Yes and No. 

 

What is ‘important’ and ‘a priority’ is a function of the hierarchy. Individuals higher up in the 

hierarchy are assumed automatically to have a ‘better’ understanding of what is important and 

maintain hegemonic control. Levels of the hierarchy enact different domain ontologies; what is 

real and what is important is largely dependent on level. There exists an inherent ontological 

contestation between levels, requiring coordinators, working on behalf of superiors, to 

choreograph outcomes.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Through this research, I was able to establish the existence of conflicting worldviews between 

the hierarchical levels in a government bureaucracy, the processes and logics that enabled them 
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to coexist successfully most of the time and how an email used to request information 

performed a plethora of meaning. Since the content of the email provided a shared, non-critical, 

dislocation, it enabled the researcher to foreground everyday practices across a well-defined 

group of staff working in a government bureaucracy, not masked by exceptionalism or political 

sensitivity. Email was identified as a ubiquitous non-human technology “entangled” in the 

narrative. Finally, the deadline established for responses was very tight, enabling the researcher 

to observe the effects of time pressures on the information-gathering processes. 

 

Constrained communication, the gaming of information up and down the hierarchy, the erosion 

of traditional bureaucratic subsidiarity and ongoing contestation for control was in evidence. 

The wider relevance of this approach is straightforward. If particular logics are observed in this 

relatively simple, dislocatory situation, there is reason to explore their “family resemblances” 

to logics associated with some of the more surprising governmental decisions and controversial 

outcomes associated with the major QHPS case study. 

 

The case study, set in a contemporary, digitised public sector workplace with fast information 

flows, reveals narratives of a politicised senior executive hegemony, replete with sedimented 

social logics of control and information being nuanced up and down. The significance of the 

field study is in foregrounding the logics in play in this particular bureaucratic hierarchy. The 

‘realities’ lived at the secretary, deputy secretary, director and project officer levels were 

different, and often in conflict. Administrative officers, working on behalf of senior executives, 

played coordination roles, acting as translators and editors of information travelling up and 

down the hierarchy. Their role is critical for delivering a successful outcome, but privileges the 

ontology of the executives, with whose authority they act. 

 

Several related fantasmatic logics are in evidence, such as the duty to serve and fear of 

responsibility shifting. These support sedimented social logics, including brevity, 

responsiveness, accountability and hierarchical decision-making. Political logics were observed 

associated with homogeneity, the filtering of information ‘at level’ and hegemonic contestation 

for resources and patronage. Significantly, the everyday technologies of email and templates 

are used by the coordinators to send highly-nuanced, urgent requests to selected members of 
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the hierarchy for information and justification of their work. The email was inscribed with 

social logics and invocations of status, while the simple template attachment, through its format 

and partial completion, drives a particular program to combat the expected anti-programs. 

Returning to the wider issues, the findings here raise the question whether constrained 

communication logics, executive preferences and interests and the manipulation of information 

up and down the hierarchy, more generally can contribute to controversial decisions and 

eventual program failure? In the following five chapters we turn to the QHPS case study to 

address this question.  
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Part II:  Crisis Decision-Making - from Shared 

Services to Payroll Crisis in the Queensland 

Government (2003-13) 

 

Queensland is the third most populated,65 and the second largest, state in Australia.66 The 

Queensland State Government oversees 75 local governments under the Queensland Local 

Government Act 2009 and the City of Brisbane Act 2010. The Premier and Cabinet lead a 

Westminster-style system with the Monarch represented by the Queensland State Governor and 

a unicameral Legislative Assembly elected every three years, using an optional preferential 

voting system. The Queensland executive arm of government includes the Queensland Public 

Service, with in June 2009 nearly 196,000 FTE67 public servant positions working in 26 

agencies, distributed across the state. With state-based responsibility for health, education, 

community services, community safety and policing, these areas accounted for more than 80% 

of the public service.  Overall, more than 78% of all staff provided “front line” services to the 

community. Queensland Health reported approximately 61,000 FTEs, second in number to the 

Education Department. Departmental Chief Executives were called Director-Generals and led 

organisational hierarchies in which the Senior Executive Service (SES) supervised 

administrative and technical streams. The Queensland Health Department was thus a large, 

complex, regionally-distributed organisation, paying approximately 80,000 full and part-time 

employees across hospitals and health centres out of a central Brisbane office and regional pay 

hubs. 

 

In simple terms, the story of the Queensland Health Payroll System (QHPS) concerns a project 

to introduce a new payroll and rostering computer system to support a diverse public health 

workforce, in order to replace an existing system that had reached obsolescence. The story of 

the QHPS is tragic and its consequences far-reaching. The Commissioner leading the 

                                                 
65

 approximately 4.8 million 
66

 a land area of over 1.7 million square kilometres 
67

 FTE - Full Time Equivalent – All government statistics from the State of the Service Report 2010 (Queensland 

Public Service Commission 2010).  
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subsequent judicial inquiry, Richard Chesterman, suggested that "[t]he replacement of the QH 

payroll system must take a place in the front rank of failures in public administration in this 

country. It may be the worst" (QC 2013b, p.12). 

      

Chesterman’s opening remarks on the first day of the QHPS Commission of Inquiry (QC 2013a) 

described the story as "notorious" and then went on to detail a litany of massive cost overruns, 

both in payments to suppliers and for extra payroll staff required to deal with problems when 

the system went "live" in 2010. He pointed ironically to the aim for the new system to be 

"efficient, economical and largely automated". Perhaps even more concerning was his reference 

to the "human cost", with descriptions of health employees who went unpaid, or underpaid, for 

months, sometimes resulting in destitution. Others “were overpaid" and "falsely accused of 

fraud". 

      

Once the scale of the problems emerged, it became a controversial, long-running, story in the 

media and contributed to the then Queensland Labor Government's subsequent loss in the 2012 

State election. Indeed, as the internal Labor Party review into the electoral failure suggested:

   

This issue was a disaster for Labor. It materially impacted on many thousands 

of Queensland Health workers and reinforced perceptions of Government 

incompetence and a lack of accountability. Many contributors spoke of 

Queenslanders being outraged that their health care workers had been treated 

so shabbily (Wright et al 2012, p.25). 

      

The terms of reference for the inquiry, around "procurement, management and governance", 

possible wrongdoing, cost blowouts and future prevention, focused on the period from March 

2007 to September 2010.  

          

The public availability of the Commission's Report, together with many hundreds of witness 

statements, exhibits, inquiry transcripts and submissions provide a rich and complex corpus to 

analyse. Regardless of the origin of this material, it should be clearly understood that the aim 

of the present work is not to question the findings of the Commission, or in any sense make 

moral judgements about the culpability of individuals or organisations. My objective is to seek, 

through analysis, new retroductive explanations and possible heuristics relevant to the Inquiry’s 
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fourth term of reference, to "improve the policies, processes and standards applicable to major 

... information and technology projects" (QC 2013b, p.232). 

      

The five chapters in Part II each concentrate chronologically on dislocatory moments in the 

QHPS story in which contestation between rival actors condenses into what many would 

consider surprising, and unfortunate, outcomes. Each moment encompasses periods of 

transition in the narrative from one dominant discourse to another. The first dislocatory 

moment, discussed in chapters 5 and 6 involved a series of transitions between dominant 

discourses involving Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley (CEO of Queensland Treasury). Having 

championed a unifying whole-of-government discourse of shared-services, known as the 

Shared Service Initiative (SSI), he was presented with the March 2007 report by the Service 

Delivery and Performance Commission, (The Keliher Report), which criticised the progress of 

the program. This Report highlighted the disquiet of the customer agencies, and particularly the 

need for collegiate governance. At this stage, the contestations around the SSI program were 

legitimated and came to the fore. The Keliher Report was dislocatory, leading to a period of 

uncertainty for Bradley. He dismissed internal advice from senior delivery staff and turned to 

external industry input, commissioning two further external reviews. This led eventually to a 

decision to attempt to outsource responsibility to an external Prime Contractor. 

 

The second moment, considered in chapter 7, relates to that period in 2010 when the project 

team went live with a software system that many thought would most likely fail. Chapter 8 then 

focuses on a third moment around the events associated with the settlement with the prime 

contractor in 2010, when Mal Grierson, as the then Director General of the Department of 

Public Works (DPW), and tasked by the Queensland Cabinet to resolve the conflict, made a 

highly controversial agreement. 

 

Methodology: Surfacing Logics 

 

The data used in the major case study, the QHPS, consists of the publicly available Final Report 

of the Chesterman Commission of Inquiry, together with other internal and external reviews, 
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newspaper articles, witness statements, submissions and exhibits.68 The typological difference 

between the QHPS corpus and the transcribed interviews from the minor case study is addressed 

by Silverman (2000, p.825). He argues that, while transcribed interview transcripts (such as 

those created in the minor case) are obviously “text”, there is a distinction between these and 

what he defines as: 

text as a heuristic device to identify data consisting of words and images that 

have become recorded without the intervention of a researcher69 (e.g., through 

an interview) (Silverman 2000, p.825) [original emphasis]. 

 

The QHPS corpus is text under this definition and Silverman’s views on how such material 

should be handled are relevant. Following Atkinson (1992, p.459), Silverman points to the 

limiting consequences of applying a priori categories, used particularly in much quantitative 

analysis. Alternatively, the corpus data can be explored from a qualitative approach, as is the 

case here. As Atkinson and Coffey (2011) suggest: 

Documents are ‘social facts’, in that they are produced, shared and used in 

socially organised ways. They are not, however, transparent representations of 

organisational routines, decision-making processes, or professional practices. 

Documents construct particular kinds of representations using literary 

conventions. … We have to approach documents for what they are and what 

they are used to accomplish. We should examine their place in organisational 

settings, the cultural values attached to them, their distinctive types and forms. 

 

In using the texts associated with the QHPS Inquiry as contextualised self-interpretations, 

capable of informing a PDT analysis, it is important to acknowledge the effects that the 

organisational setting and cultural values of a judicial inquiry might have. As we saw in Chapter 

1 (p.15), the terms of reference of the inquiry were focused on possible illegality, lack of 

compliance and performance against plan, both budgetary and timeline. The directive to 

establish the Commission, from the new Government of Campbell Newman in early 2013, was 

the fulfilment of an election promise, and clearly reflected a political strategy to further 

                                                 
68 A copy of all publicly available material from the Commission of Inquiry website (Inquiry 2013) was 

downloaded and stored in the researcher’s IT environment. References to individual witness materials are 

referenced via Appendix E - QHPS Testimony and Statement Index (TSID). All other media publications, Inquiry 

reports, submissions and exhibits are separately referenced. A reference list of actors and their roles is provided at 

Appendix F – Actors in the QHPS Case Study together with Appendix G – the QHPS Timeline. 
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 In this case myself. 
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embarrass the previous government. More importantly, the organisational setting of the 

Commission was informed by a set of institutional values and practices inscribed into The 

Commissions of Inquiry Act 1950 (Qld), as well as reflecting the values of the legal profession 

more generally.  

 

One very positive result of the juridical nature of the inquiry was its concern with standards of 

evidence. Testimony and evidence around matters of fact was forensically compared, contrasted 

and cross-checked wherever possible by trained legal professionals. The Report itself was 

sensitive to the quality of evidence available ranging from incontrovertible, through degrees of 

likelihood. The fact that witnesses provided testimony either under “oath” or “affirmation” 

could be assumed to lead to a higher level of truth-telling. Also, the ability of the Commission 

to compel a witness to attend might be expected to lead to a greater comprehensiveness. 

 

On the other hand, witnesses were very aware of the implications of negative judgements of 

their actions by the Commission with respect to their continuing employment, professional 

reputation, and even possible criminal charges. As many of the witnesses were also advised by 

individual legal counsel, it can be argued that their evidence would have been circumspect and 

limited only to that which was necessary. This notwithstanding, there are many examples, in 

the transcripts, of counsel assisting the Commission successfully challenging witnesses to move 

beyond prearranged positions, which result in useful and revealing testimony. Some of the key 

actors were called a number of times and provided multiple, clarifying, external witness 

statements as the Inquiry continued. In addition, significantly, the issues of compliance and 

wrong-doing were outside the scope of the current work. Focused on the modes of thinking and 

decision-making, here, I revisit the text in areas that were not necessarily central to the 

Commission of Inquiry and therefore not coloured by possible risks to witnesses. 

 

Aware that, nevertheless, the QHPS data emanated from a highly-developed, arguably hyper-

rational, legalistic environment, the discourse analysis undertaken in Part II can be been viewed 

as a re-narration from a critical PDT perspective aiming to create new insights. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, this approach is tempered not by some theoretical “objectivity”, but by the need for 
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exhaustive, independent and consistent evidence, judged ultimately by a “relevant community 

and practices of scholars and lay-actors” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.19 and p. 190). 

 

Following Sacks and Jefferson (1992), Silverman examines the idea of analysing the text from 

the perspective of how the actor is able to choose a particular category of description of an event 

rather than another category (Silverman 2000, p.827). Put another way, we ask what motivated 

the actor in describing the event in the way s/he did? This idea has resonance with Foucault’s 

concept of power, when he questions: 

what were the most immediate, the most local power relations at work? How 

did they make possible these kinds of discourses, and conversely, how were 

these discourses used to support power relations (Foucault 1978, p.97)? 

 

Responding to such a question is akin to the bracketing of various actions and decision-making 

into types of logics as part of an articulation process in PDT and renders the hermeneutic 

complexity of the QHPS corpus accessible to PDT analysis.  
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4 – The Shared Service Initiative (SSI) and Its 

Travails 
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In July 2003, the State Government of Queensland commenced what was later described as “the 

largest organisational reform [ever] undertaken within the State Government” (Keliher 2007, 

p.1). The project aimed to make $100m recurrent savings to government on completion, by 

moving to a shared services model of corporate services. The project involved the transfer of 

approximately 5,000 public servants from their existing agencies into seven new internal, 

government Shared Services Providers (SSPs) and a new whole-of-government technology 

services organisation, CorpTech. The vision for the Shared Service Initiative (SSI) had been 

successfully promoted by the Treasury to the Queensland Cabinet as a “proven” way “to 

provide high quality and cost-effective corporate support services to multiple customers from 

centres of excellence and, in doing so, to “maximise cost-effectiveness by leveraging from the 

Government’s investment in corporate services” (Queensland Treasury 2002b, p.4).  

 

By 2007, the initiative was in trouble. Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley, the CEO directly 

responsible for the SSI, was informed that the budget was unachievable and needed resetting, 

the implementation time frames would not be met, many “customer” agencies were unhappy 

and that “inaction [on his part] would result in program failure” (TSID59, p.10; TSID60, p.11).  

The rest of this Chapter looks at the reasons why the SSI was created, the dislocation that was 

created by a routine performance review of the project and the foundational impact it had on 

the eventual QHPS failure. 

 

4.1 One Unified Government 

 

Shared Services in government essentially means that individual departments use a set of 

common, typically back-office, corporate, service capabilities. The first decade of this century 

saw what Dollery and Grant (2009) called a “Race to Shared Services across Australian State 

and Territory Jurisdictions”, with the promise to Treasuries of cost savings, greater efficiencies 

on investment and administrative flexibility. The idea of implementing Queensland whole-of-

government shared services was championed by the Queensland Treasury which, in 2002, 

developed the SSI business case (Keliher 2007, p.75). The Treasury officials who developed 

the business case were members of a Review Team within a project called, Aligning Services 

and Priorities (ASAP). With input from PriceWaterhouseCoopers consultants (PWC 2001), 
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they were tasked with finding better ways to deliver corporate services. Their business case was 

subsequently submitted and endorsed by the Queensland Cabinet Budget Review Committee 

(CBRC).  

 

The Review Team was influenced by the PriceWaterhouseCoopers consultants’ advocacy of 

the idea of a shared governance model between central and line agencies. Shared services were 

seen as a way of getting both the cost saving benefits of centralisation and the responsiveness 

benefits of de-centralisation. Figure 4.1, comparing the benefits of each model, appeared in the 

Queensland Government’s Business Plan for Shared Services (Queensland Treasury 2002b, 

p.7), having been reproduced, with minor variations from the 2001 PricewaterhouseCoopers 

Queensland Treasury Review of Corporate Services Provision (Keliher 2007, p.13). 

 

Figure 4.1 - Comparison of Shared, Centralised and Decentralised models 

 

 

 

The rationale behind introducing Shared Services to the Queensland Government can be further 

explained (Keliher 2007, p.12) with reference to the “Three Pillars” model for achieving 

efficiencies through Shared Services, developed by US management consultants A.T. Kearney 

(Kearney 2004). The three pillars were consolidation, standardisation and automation.  

Consolidation of staff, in this case, meant transferring staff out of agencies into a new 
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government agency now providing corporate services to multiple agencies. This would 

generally be accompanied by an overall reduction in staff numbers, as “unnecessary 

duplication” was eliminated. Those corporate services staff who remain in the "customer" 

agencies were to become the purchasers (and contract managers) of services from the initially 

mandated, internal, shared service provider. As the business plan indicated:  

    

The primary role of corporate services areas in agencies will be to take a lead 

role in setting corporate policy, procedures and strategy, specifying service 

requirements and actively managing the partnership between the people in 

agencies and shared service providers. 

The shared service provider for an agency will provide all the corporate service 

functions agreed with the client agency during the three-year implementation 

of the shared service initiative. Following this implementation, the CEO 

Governance Committee will make a decision as to whether agencies can 

purchase services from other providers (Queensland Treasury 2002b, p.14). 

      

Cost efficiencies were estimated at $100M savings in recurrent funding after a three year 

implementation period (Queensland Treasury 2002b, p.2; Keliher 2007, p.10). This prospect 

was a powerful motivator for the Queensland Treasury, led by Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley, 

to write and promote the SSI business case, which was endorsed by the Cabinet Budget Review 

Committee (CBRC) for the 2003/2004 Budget.  

      

The SSI formally commenced on 1 July 2003, with the creation of seven shared services 

providers70 and CorpTech, which was to provide whole-of-government technology services 

from within the Queensland Department of Treasury (Keliher 2007, p.15). The creation of 

multiple shared services providers reflected a “clustering” strategy under within which agencies 

were grouped together by size and type “[g]iven the diversity of the Queensland Government, 

the need to ensure [that] the model [was] responsive to customer requirements and to spread 

the risk and responsibility of implementing [the] significant change” (Queensland Treasury 

2002b, p.18). 

                                                 
70 1. CorporateLink (in Dept. of Natural Resources and Mines), 2. PartnerOne (in the Dept. of Justice and Attorney-

General), 3. Corporate Solutions Queensland (in the Department of Employment and Training), 4. Queensland 

Health (initially two separate providers), 5. Education Queensland (Corporate and Professional Services), 6. 

Corporate Administration Agency (Arts Queensland etc.), and 7. Parliamentary Services. 
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It recommended the establishment of a Shared Services Implementation Office, made up 

principally of senior management from Shared Services providers, the Director of the Shared 

Services Office and various departmental heads of corporate services. Most importantly, they 

were to report individually, and jointly, to the Chief Executives.    

  

The Implementation Committee will advise on the coordination across the four 

workstreams of Business Process, Workforce and Communications, 

Information and Communication Technology and Performance and Service 

Management to ensure that: 

      

agreed key milestones are achieved; 

the effective engagement of stakeholders; 

coordination and integration of work across workstreams; and risks are 

managed. 

The Implementation Committee will draw its members from the Executive 

Directors of shared service providers and technology centres of skill, the 

Director of the Shared Service Implementation Office and a subset of client 

agency Heads of Corporate Services (Queensland Treasury 2002a, p.8). 

 

4.2 The SSI and the QHPS 

 

Two years into the initiative, CorpTech created the Shared Services Solutions (SSS) Program 

specifically to settle on a whole-of-government ICT solution for human resources (including 

payroll) and financial administration (QC 2013b, p.10). Between August and November 2005, 

CorpTech undertook the evaluation of products and programs best-suited to deliver human 

resource and payroll services for the SSI. For the human resources functions, the products 

chosen were a payroll system from SAP, a German multinational software corporation, and 

time and attendance/rostering software called Workbrain, from IBM Australia Ltd (IBM). IBM 

subsequently contracted with the Queensland Government to license the use of Workbrain and 

to assist with it implementation (QC 2013b, p.10). This meant that the decision to implement 

the SAP and Workbrain products for Queensland Health had been made as part of a whole-of-

government decision in November 2005. At the Inquiry into the QHPS, Commissioner 

Chesterman acknowledged directly that the SSI had established the pre-conditions for the 

problems that beset the QHPS project:     
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the failure of the Queensland Health Payroll System ... can only be explained 

in the context of the attempt by the State of Queensland (the State) to provide 

uniform payroll systems in all departments and agencies. The attempt by the 

State to implement those uniform services was abandoned in January 2009. 

The design and implementation of a new payroll system for Queensland Health 

(QH) was the only remnant of the SS Initiative (QC 2013b, p.10). 

 

By 2007, faced with the loss of supplier support for its existing LATTICE payroll software on 

June 30th, 2008, Queensland Health led the queue of departments waiting to use the new system. 

As the project ran into problems, the scope of the implementation plan was focused more 

towards an interim, minimum solution for Queensland Health only. 

          

4.3 The Keliher Review    

 

The Service Delivery and Performance Commission (SDPC) was established under the Service 

Delivery and Performance Commission Act 2005, as an independent statutory authority to 

"assess how well [Queensland] government services [were] meeting the community needs" 

(Hayes, T 2006). It was required to undertake reviews on behalf of the Premier, to whom reports 

were directly provided, prior to their tabling in the Queensland Legislative Assembly. The bill 

to create the SDPC was introduced to the Queensland Parliament by the then Queensland 

Premier, Peter Beattie on 25 October 2005, in the wake of damaging findings about the quality 

of some of the Government’s service delivery agencies, and particularly with respect to child 

safety and health (QLA Debate 2005, pp.3438-3440; QCMC 2004). Its creation fitted into a 

prevailing New Public Management (NPM) discourse on performance management, 

accountability, agency collaboration, efficiency and benchmarking. 

 

As the largest structural reform to the Queensland Public Service to date, and having been in 

progress since 2003, the SSI was a prime candidate for a performance review as part of the 

inaugural 2006 SDPC program. Thus, late in 2005, the SDPC, led by Dr Leo Keliher, notified 

the Deputy Premier and the Under-Treasurer that a review of the SSI would take place. The 

Terms of Reference included:     

- an assessment of the SSI's business case(s)     
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- the feasibility of the current strategy and operating model, including 

governance and management models     

- an analysis of SSI's transition planning and implementation frameworks – 

workforce, change management, communication, funding and associated 

program management, and an examination of performance and service 

targets.  

  (Keliher 2007, p.95)        

   

The SDPC began its review of the Shared Services Initiative in September 2006 and completed 

its Report (Keliher 2007) in March 2007, although it was not formally tabled in the Legislative 

Assembly until 27 July 2007. The SSI was found to be well behind schedule and running at an 

unsustainable level of expenditure against budget (QC 2013b, p.11). Nevertheless, the Report 

reads in a balanced and measured way. It made 46 recommendations, including refocusing the 

SSI "along the lines proposed in [an attachment called] 'The Shared Service Initiative – A Model 

for the Future (2011-12)'". Yet, it also acknowledged the achievements "to date", which it listed 

on the first page of the executive summary (Keliher 2007, p.1). A particular recommendation 

of the Report was that the: 

Under Treasurer [should] commission the Queensland Treasury Corporation 

(QTC) to develop a model for a SSI Cost-Benefit Analysis for Cabinet 

consideration by 31 December 2007 … based on a 'bottom-up' approach to the 

projected costs and benefits of the SSI, including estimated financial benefits 

of new business solutions (Keliher 2007, p.87). 

      

Despite calling for a comprehensive review of the SSI's financial position, the Report 

maintained a conciliatory tone by suggesting that, while: 

[t]he original Business Case was an appropriate way to give Government an 

indicative estimate of the overall costs and benefits of pursuing a shared service 

model... it was not an effective way of setting performance returns as the timing 

of the payment of performance returns does not align with demonstrated 

efficiency gains (Keliher 2007, pp.81-82). 

      

The Review received written submissions from twenty-two departments and agencies, five 

individual public servants and three ICT suppliers. In addition, it held meetings and workshops 

with a number of Chief Executives, SSI shared service providers, Brisbane and regional public 

service managers and "relevant private sector stakeholders". As such then, and notwithstanding 
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its somewhat understated tone, it provides one contemporary snapshot of the prevailing 

discourse at the commencement the QHPS project. 

      

The commitment to the logic of cost efficiencies through standardised processes and shared 

infrastructure was still thoroughly supported by Keliher. The Report recommended a model in 

which both systems and Government policies and procedures "maximise[d] whole-of-

government standardisation in business processing" (Keliher 2007, p.9). It suggested a 

necessary condition for success was "Whole-of-government leadership" in which the “Model 

for the Future of the SSI was understood, practised and supported by the SSI leadership (i.e., 

Chief Executives, senior SSP management, Corporate Services managers, and SSI policy 

management)”. It also supported the view from management consultants, A.T. Kearney that 

"the single most important success factor for shared services [was] how the 'parent' organisation 

(the agencies making up the Queensland Government) and the shared service provider(s) 

relate[d] to each other" (Kearney 2004, referenced in Keliher 2007, p.42). 

      

Clearly however, while "support for the concept" still remained, the consultations "across the 

sector, from both agencies and SSPs" had revealed considerable need for improvement (Keliher 

2007, p.15). Given that the SSI was government policy, the Keliher Report can be seen as part 

of regular performance discourse checking on the implementation of the policy. Government 

policy notwithstanding, a number of observations and recommendations for improvement 

revealed guarded resistance to the initiative, public contestation for control and "a strong 

indication that the standard of corporate services [had] declined since the inception of the shared 

services model" (Keliher 2007, p.42). Criticism of the SSI was focused, not on its achievability, 

but on the implementation and the implementers. SSI leaders were guilty of "one-way" 

communication. SSI’s consultation had been superficial and "not sufficiently receptive to 

constructive feedback from agencies, SSPs and staff" (Keliher 2007, p.40). The SSI was being 

promoted "in a way that [did] not reflect the reality of what is happening 'on the ground'" 

(Keliher 2007, p.41). 

      

Particular criticism was aimed at the performance of the Policy and Program Office (PPO), a 

group who, at the time, were acting as the intermediary between agency corporate services and 
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the Shared Services Solutions (SSS) group, the technical systems analysts and designers. Under 

that model, the PPO acted as purchasers of services from the SSS group on behalf of the 

agencies. The Report found that agencies were proactively promoting their interests by 

bypassing the intermediary and taking direct control of the relationship with the SSS (Keliher 

2007, p.69). Contestation for control of the implementation of the SSI was already manifest in 

March 2007. 

 

The period from the tabling of the Keliher Report in March 2007 to the signing of a prime 

contractor agreement with IBM in December of the same year, saw many changes in SSI 

personnel, as a result of an emerging discourse of uncertainty. In particular, July 2007 saw the 

sudden departure of the Executive Director of CorpTech, Mr Geoffrey Waite, who had led that 

organisation since its creation in 2003. Later in the year he was followed by Mr Darrin Bond, 

who described himself as the "programming director ... of business solutions ... [whose] role 

was essentially to design, build and implement the whole of government solutions around 

finance, HR, documents and records management" (TSID10, p.38). He, like Geoffrey Waite, 

had worked for CorpTech since its commencement. 

 

In his written statement to the Chesterman Inquiry (2013), Geoffrey Waite (TSID61, §§ 14) 

said of the period prior to his departure:     

This was a time at which a view was gathering momentum that the model 

which then existed did not work. I did not feel that way, as CorpTech had a 

mandate from Government to be the central deliverer of government finance 

and HR/Payroll systems, with the Shared Services Providers71 in turn 

delivering transactional services. The view that the model did not work was 

held by those who advocated decisions being made about IT products being 

handled in individual agencies. These tensions were strong particularly as each 

implementation drew closer and agencies put the case for their product to be 

different to the standard offering. 

      

Darrin Bond supported this view, describing the difficulties they had experienced in 

implementing the SSI, and the agency resistance experienced. The expectations on the SSI were 

to both standardise across government, while, at the same time, customising around the 

                                                 
71 See p.127. 
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differing requirements demanded by individual agencies.  The new whole-of-government 

solutions were, impossibly, required to be the same, but different. As Darrin Bond (DB) testified 

at the Inquiry:  

DB: Agency specific scope is continually expanding ... I felt that there wasn't 

strong enough governance to essentially, I'll say "force", but encourage 

agencies to adopt the standard offering, so every agency would say, "Oh, I'd 

like something extra," and certainly that wasn't the intent initially of the Shared 

Services Initiative.   

[Inquiry] Did you also in the course of the roll-out and your role in the roll-

out experience resistance from the agencies for the Shared Services Solution? 

DB: Yes, extreme resistance. Some agencies were on board and were willing 

to come along but I would say more than the majority were quite resistant, 

some extremely vocal, so there would be, you know, constant abuse. It would 

be almost daily for me and essentially it was a struggle to try and get the 

initiative over the line. I felt that from a governance perspective, we needed 

higher level support, including perhaps someone at maybe even the premier's 

level saying to the ministers, "This must be done. You need to put it in your 

director-general's performance agreement," and therefore there would be a 

greater push from above as opposed to - it wasn't quite lip service but it was 

close to that  

(TSID10, p.44). 

       

The Keliher Report, although supporting this view of contestation in a circumspect way, 

continued support for the unified whole-of-government systems-enabled discourse exhibited in 

the original business case. First, it suggested that, for the SSI to succeed in delivering 

efficiencies, departments and agencies would need to share the same business processes and 

systems but at the same time retain the unquestionable right to be different. The Report 

acknowledges, in an equivocal way, that: 

The Shared Service CEO Governing Board has recently 're-affirmed' the need 

for system standardisation. The Review supports this approach, as the benefits 

of the SSI will only be achieved if this occurs. However, standardisation is 

clearly subject to legitimate agency requirements" (Keliher 2007, p.65). 

 

Second, it suggests that the SSI would be achieved through ICT. “[T]here is a need to ensure 

that the mandated services (e.g. financial processing) are standardised across the SSI. This will 

be driven by the new business solutions” (Keliher 2007, p.39) [my emphasis]. The Report 

acknowledged that standardisation of “optional” services, such as fleet management could only 

go so far and that agencies could choose to opt out of them. 
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The Report repeatedly suggested that a necessary requirement for success was a sector-wide 

"leadership" that was willing to work collaboratively to support whole-of-government 

compromises. Significantly, the only new recommendation in this area that the Report makes 

is that the Under-Treasurer, as the responsible Chief Executive, should consult with all 

departments before recommending change to the Cabinet Budget Review Committee (pp.94-

5). There is no suggestion of revisions to the Public Service or Financial Administration and 

Audit Acts to enshrine whole-of-government behaviour such as formal sharing of 

departmental/ministerial responsibilities and budget responsibility. 

      

Finally, the Report recommended that the Under-Treasurer create a Business Reform Group for 

three years, outside the management of the Shared Services Agency (SSA), who would then be 

left to focus on delivery, at which they were failing, rather than policy. Such an organisation 

would need to be led by "an outstanding business leader (SES level) with system 

implementation, project and change management skills" (Keliher 2007, p.6) [my emphasis]. 

 

4.4 Analysis and Discussion 

 

The question here is whether governments are made vulnerable to recurring failures in large-

scale, collaborative ICT projects because of their inability to resolve ontological differences 

and contestation for control between, and within, socially-fragmented hierarchies. These 

clashes of understanding are revealed in situations such as that in which the Keliher Report and 

its aftermath occurred. Ontological differences existed between levels and between different 

departments of the government hierarchy that affected the overall government ability to 

communicate, make decisions and deal with problems. What was “real” for the senior executive 

was often dramatically different for the ‘reality’ of operational staff lower down the hierarchy. 

Similarly, ontological differences existed horizontally across government between departments 

who fiercely claimed their right to different requirements and autonomous decision making, 

albeit within the superficial rhetoric of a shared, whole-of-government system. 
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In 2002 the Queensland Treasury, led by Under-Treasurer Bradley, were captured by the 

growing fashion for government Shared Services. The decision by the Queensland Government 

in 2003 to formally undertake an SSI was ideologically motivated by what Thomas Elston 

(2014, p.2) refers to as an international "shared-services mega-trend", fuelled by an ongoing 

New Public Management (NPM) "global conversation" on reforms in government. NPM can 

be viewed as a public sector manifestation of a dominant neoliberal agenda arising in the 1980s 

(Clark, 2002). 

 

The master signifier in this shared-services mega-trend was "efficiency", and the rhetoric 

espoused by a growing global industry of management consultants, think-tanks, institutes and 

neoliberal ideologues was, and remains, simple and intuitive. Functions, and the resources 

(human and non-human) that support them, can be consolidated and unnecessary duplication 

removed in the process, thus resulting in greater cost efficiency. Differing practices can be 

standardised through commitment to "best practice" and the whole process will be automated 

through shared technology enforcing transparency and compliance. 

      

The first benefit outlined in the Overview of the Queensland Government Shared Services 

Initiative, part of the business case prepared in December 2002 for endorsement by Cabinet, 

clearly promotes this type of rhetoric:    

The Queensland Government has a significant investment in corporate services 

– both in people and in technology. 

Other shared service implementations have proven that, over time, the model 

delivers substantial benefits by leveraging economies of scale and skill in 

corporate service delivery. Agencies that are otherwise operating effective 

corporate services cannot match the cost efficiency of a shared service 

approach. This is achieved through leveraging systems and common processes 

across a wider scale of operations, generating efficiencies that cannot be 

matched by smaller, agency-based corporate services areas.   

  

The consolidation of technology will provide more capacity for the Queensland 

Government to be flexible and responsive to new developments in information 

and communication technology (ICT) and provide a platform for whole-of-

government e- enabled corporate services. 
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Through leveraging the benefits of improvements in cost and service standards 

across all customers, shared service providers will be able to deliver maximum 

efficiencies for the whole of the Queensland Government. (Queensland 

Treasury 2002b, p.4). 

     

"Efficiency", in this context, is a signifier for a hegemonic neoliberal ideology promoting 

smaller (consolidated) governments and reduced public expenditure. The invocation of 

"efficiency", together with the possibility of later opening-up an internal payroll provider to 

"competition"72, smoothed the path for the SSI business case, even though, as we shall see, its 

implementation was in opposition to deeply sedimented social logics present in the Queensland 

Government, associated with departmental “sovereignty” and the budget process. 

      

The question arises as to why the Queensland Government so eagerly embarked on a 

challenging SSI, when NPM promoted the idea of disaggregated service delivery performed by 

specialised corporate entities operating with clear accountability for outputs, subject, ideally, to 

competitive private sector market forces on the road to cost efficiency. At first glance, the SSI, 

promoting aggregation of internal resources, human and otherwise, might seem contrary to the 

disaggregating imperatives of the NPM-inspired approach identified by Dunleavy et al (2006a; 

2006b). Its focus on integrating functions like HR and payroll might even seem like an early 

example of what has been called Digital Era Governance. (Dunleavy et al 2006b). However, 

the idea of an internal Shared Services organisation was sold by Treasury as further instalment 

of “agentification”, and a preparatory step towards possible market competition. By bringing 

together disparate agency-located corporate service resources, the Government could eliminate 

unnecessary headcount and standardise services on business lines, a strategy fully consistent 

with NPM ideology. 

 

A successful implementation of SSI fundamentally required departments to share corporate 

service staff and technological infrastructure, which, in turn, was dependent on their ability and 

willingness to do so. Implicit in the business case were two assumptions. First, the Treasury 

officials writing it adhered to an underlying metonymic rhetoric that all the agencies’ different 

requirements (or claims) could be satisfied within a single system. Supported by powerful 

neoliberal ideology and consultant opinion (PWC 2001), they ran the risk of building their cost 

                                                 
72 See p.127. 
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benefit analysis on false equivalences; that a function named as X, performed in one agency is 

functionally equivalent to one, similarly named, in other agencies. If not currently functionally 

equivalent at present, the assumption was that they could be made so through a process of 

standardisation. A standardisation strategy like this, created from a Treasury perspective, 

ontologically separated from that of the agencies, is risky. An even riskier assumption in the 

business case is that the departments would be willing to co-operate. To some extent, both these 

risks were explicitly recognised in the 2003 business plan:  

To realise the benefits from a shared service environment key risks must be 

actively managed. The key risks are: 

      

the change process is not managed effectively;   

executive leadership is not maintained; and  

business processes are not standardised sufficiently  

(Queensland Treasury 2002b, p.25). 

      

Under the plan, the third key risk was to be mitigated by a perfunctory commitment to hold "the 

shared service providers and new technology centres of skill ... directly responsible for 

optimising standardisation and consolidation" and ensuring "there is clear governance and 

decision-making by all groups involved in the implementation in order to resolve process 

redesign issues quickly and effectively". As we saw in Darrin Bond’s reference to “constant 

abuse” earlier, this high-level strategy of making the shared services providers themselves 

directly accountable for both whole-of-government standardisation and meeting the special 

requirements of individual departments, without the necessary level of authority, sets up a 

situation for ethical violence towards them (Messner 2009; Butler 2005). That the level of 

homogeneity necessary to actually implement whole-of-government shared corporate services 

might be practically unachievable is never considered in the plan. The overriding neoliberal 

logic of smaller, more efficient, corporate services, through standardisation and consolidation, 

depended on a political logic of accommodating these claims of "difference" by disparate 

actors, in this case the agencies and departments subject to the SSI.   

 

The question of eliciting co-operation was dealt with in the business plan by requiring “change 

management” through “leadership”. While acknowledging that "[t]he success of Shared 

Services will rely on how much people support the initiative", it suggests that co-operation will 

be enforced through the hierarchy from the top, with: 
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the CEO Governance Committee actively encourag[ing] all Chief Executive 

Officers to take a whole-of-Government approach and be positive and 

supportive of this change. Chief Executive Officers must also ensure their key 

senior executives support the change … (Queensland Treasury 2002b, p.26). 

      

In 2003, the roles and responsibilities of Chief Executive Officers were detailed in the Public 

Service Act 1996 (since replaced by the Public Service Act 2008). Within the terms of this Act, 

the Chief Executives' locus of responsibility was exclusively bound to the department they ran, 

in:  

(a) defining departmental goals and objectives in accordance with Government 

policies and priorities; and  

(b) managing the department in a way that promotes the effective, efficient, 

economical and appropriate management of public resources… (Public 

Service Act 1996 (Qld), s51).73 

         

Under the then prevailing Financial Administration and Audit Act 1977, a departmental chief 

executive (as "accountable officer") had only the whole-of-government responsibility to 

provide to the Under-Treasurer (Chief Executive of Treasury) information for the purposes of 

preparing an overall Queensland Government budget (on request). The budget process, as in 

most Westminster systems, was highly competitive, mirroring the competition for resources 

between Cabinet Ministers to promote their portfolio interests (Queensland Treasury 2016; 

Groenewegen, P. D. 1990, p.31). If anything, there were disincentives for departmental 

collaboration. Assuming that savings were made at a whole-of-government level, the Keliher 

Report (2007, p.80) noted that:  

the way agency budgets are allocated internally may not reward price 

responsive behaviour, as there may be little or no incentive to respond to price 

signals. If a particular budget within an agency is not fully spent, for example, 

it will usually be re-allocated elsewhere to an area of over-expenditure or other 

priority [elsewhere in government as a whole]. Savings do not always accrue 

to the area responsible for making them. From this perspective, pricing within 

the SSI may not have the desired affect [sic] on demand for services. 

      

These existential challenges to the success of the SSI were glossed over in the business case in 

pursuit of the NPM ideology. The call for standardisation of departmental processes, a 

                                                 
73 As in force in July 2008. 
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prerequisite for realising what Elston (2014, p.4) calls an "economy-of-scale rationale, implicit 

neo-Taylorist analogizing of efficient, 'one-best-way' production", remained an ambitious 

attempt to get chief executives to operate outside their ambit, while at the same time giving up 

direct control over resources. In promoting what was later described in 2007 as "the largest 

organisational reform undertaken within the State Government" (Keliher 2007, p.1), Treasury 

had been unwilling to question the underlying hierarchical organisational structures, culture and 

sedimented social logics of the Public Service.  

 

Even if the departmental Director-Generals had been willing to put whole-of-government 

success ahead of everything else, the reality was that competition between departments 

reflected the competition between Cabinet Ministers to whom they were accountable. 

Collaboration between Director-Generals would therefore depend fundamentally on Ministerial 

collegiality. In a competitive cabinet environment, the likelihood of departmental CEOs first 

agreeing to co-operate and then collectively “managing upwards” to promote a collegiate 

Ministerial culture was low.  

   

In constituting the SSI Implementation Committee to be comprised of senior Shared Services 

executives and some agency Heads of Corporate Service, reporting individually and severally 

to the agency Director-Generals, Treasury had arranged for the world of the Ministers and their 

chief executives to remain relatively untroubled by the reforms. Accountability for 

implementation was assigned further down the hierarchy and the challenging organisational 

and social changes were to be met by the application of "Change Management". In a classic 

display of the political logics of difference (Glynos and Howarth, 2007; Laclau 2005, p.78) the 

Business Plan then assures chief executives that their autonomy will not be threatened and that 

their own departmental needs will be a priority and will be met by the SSI. “The challenge will 

be ensuring that whole-of-Government benefits are achieved, while also ensuring agencies' 

requirements and people's issues have been adequately addressed" (Queensland Treasury 

2002b, p.12). The Business Plan reassures the CEOs that, although the SSI is challenging: 

“[t]here will be no fundamental change to the governance arrangements of agencies. Chief 

Executive Officers will continue to be the accountable officers under the relevant legislation, 

although they will now receive corporate services from a provider external to their agency" 

(Queensland Treasury 2002a, p.5)”. Moreover, chief executives will retain an ownership role 
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since: “administrative accountability under the Financial Administration and Audit Act 1977 

and the Public Service Act 1996, [stated that] each shared service provider must be owned or 

"hosted" by an agency Chief Executive Officer" (Queensland Treasury 2002b, p.18). 

  

Although not managing the change process "effectively" was identified in the Business Plan as 

a key risk, nowhere in the plan is there a statement of what exactly is meant by the term. Readers 

gain some hints of what the writer had in mind in the commentary, which suggested that 

effective change management would be contingent on staff affected by the changes supporting 

the SSI and so they should be “valued and treated with respect during the change process” and 

kept well-informed so as “to participate in decisions that affect them” (Queensland Treasury 

2002b, p.25). This suggests that effective change management, in this case, is activity which 

gains support and compliance from those affected, with those tasked with implementing the 

change exercising “soft power” to overcome resistance on the path to more efficient, 

homogenised and standardised shared corporate services. This is an example of what Burnes 

(2004, p.256) refers to as the dominant form of "prescriptive" change management practice. 

      

What is missing from this approach is any real acknowledgement that the process might, in part 

at least, be unworkable or practically unachievable. There is no commitment to shared 

exploration, experimentation and analysis of possibilities between those having operational 

responsibilities beyond treating those affected by the change “with respect”. This abstract plan, 

once endorsed by Cabinet, became Government policy, and was only changeable through 

further Cabinet intervention. 

 

Leadership, accountable for driving effective change management, was deemed the key to 

success.  

All Chief Executive Officers will demonstrate leadership through their 

commitment to the success of shared services and by ensuring people in their 

agencies are involved in the changes that affect them.    

In addition, the Chief Executive Officers of the CEO Governance Committee 

are accountable for the whole-of-Government shared service implementation, 

including strategies for communication and change management.   
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The CEO Governance Committee will hold each Chief Executive Officer 

accountable for meeting their responsibilities during implementation of the 

initiative (Queensland Treasury 2002c, p.5). 

      

From a Discourse Theoretical perspective, "Change Management" is a floating signifier in that 

“for relevant subjects [it is] no longer fixed to a particular meaning” (Glynos and Howarth 2007, 

p.177; Laclau 2005, p.133). It has the affective fantasmatic role of suggesting that some 

rational, controlled, process exists to make the transition to Shared Services work. In fact, it is 

used to "obscure" the contingency of the process and support the political logics of appearing 

to accommodate difference in the name of ideology. 

 

In 2003, the implementation of the SSI commenced with a lack of clarity and a significant 

degree of superficial rhetoric. Four years on, the Keliher Review, while the product of the newly 

established SDPC, was a typical example of the rational performance management process 

associated with a large government initiative. However, it led to dislocation and a period of 

uncertainty for the Under-Treasurer. It became a vehicle for legitimising agencies’ negative 

reaction to the SSI, but then only in a nuanced way, which still allowed them to be seen as 

supporting the Government’s policy. The acceptable agency reaction, to what could be viewed 

as a Treasury-inspired power-play, rather than a shared initiative, was to complain about lack 

of proper consultation. "Consultation" within this discourse is another important floating 

signifier, embedded in the sedimented social logics of government. Rather than disagreeing 

with a policy, it is far easier to complain that the party implementing the policy failed to consult, 

which can be read as; they didn't listen or agree with us and they don't understand us. By 

contrast, as we have seen, “consultation” for the implementers was a form of prescriptive 

change management whose principal aim was to achieve compliance.  

     

The Keliher Report found “widespread debate across the sector on the issue of standardisation 

versus agency-specific needs. They are presented as alternatives, but, in reality, both need to be 

accommodated" (Keliher 2007, p.65). The Report clearly enunciated what was a critical 

dilemma for the SSI as a whole, and which helped create the compromised environment for the 

QHPS implementation. For the mandatory standardised services, such as payroll, the 

acknowledgement of differing “legitimate agency requirements” encouraged a paradoxical 

belief that technology could, at the same time, enable the departments to gain the efficiencies 
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of running a single software system, while preserving each department’s right to have the 

system modified to meet its special needs. Its ramifications are amply demonstrated by the 

requirement "to meet the need for interfaces with agency-specific systems", which CorpTech 

[had] advised, numbered over 800 instances (Keliher 2007, p.65). 

 

Conclusions 

 

The contestations that came to the fore via the Keliher Report of March 2007 had been fuelled 

by the decision by Government to adopt a policy of whole-of-government shared corporate 

services in 2003. That administrative decision was made by the Cabinet Budget Review 

Committee endorsing a business case created and championed by the Queensland Treasury. 

This business case was inspired by a compelling neoliberal fantasy promoting cost efficiency 

and competition through the Three Pillar Model of shared services. 

 

The importance of the sedimented social logics of autonomy of operation and competition for 

resources present in the relationship between departments (reflecting that between ministers), 

and underpinned by enacting legislation, was both not understood and underestimated in the 

Business Case, which engaged in the rhetoric of a new era of cooperation and sharing gained 

through the floating signifiers of “Change Management” and “Leadership”. The promise of a 

$100M saving from the operating budget was just too powerful an incentive for Treasury. 

 

The Keliher Report, four years into the initiative, recognised failures of customer 

communication and governance arrangements in the SSI, but continued to support the benefits 

of the overall shared services concept. It redrew the line between mandatory and optional shared 

services for agencies with HR and payroll firmly placed in the former category. The Report 

supported both the idea of shared ICT solutions to standardise mandatory corporate services, 

while acknowledging the right of agencies to have legitimate differences. In doing so, it 

continued to burden the silent ICT actor in the story with an impossible task. 
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The next Chapter explores the response of Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley to the dislocatory 

effects of the Keliher report as the discourse turned from one of whole-of-government 

rationality to one of uncertainty and decisions that would leave the QPHS implementation 

severely compromised before it even started.  
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5 – The Path to Contracting IBM  
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By December 2007, eight months after Gerard Bradley's first exposure to the Keliher Report, 

the Shared Services Solutions (SSS) project, central to the SSI, was being led by an external 

consultant with no previous experience of the Queensland Government business, processes or 

legislation. Following the consultant's advice, the Queensland Government had changed 

strategy to the point where CorpTech was sidelined, after the Government entered into a “prime 

contractor” agreement with a large US multinational. The company, IBM, was to “take full 

responsibility for delivering the entire solution” (TSID19, p.18). The consultant was a key actor 

in the story and strongly criticised in the Commission of Inquiry for his role in the procurement 

process. Commissioner Chesterman found, for example, that “his intervention in the evaluation 

… [of tenders] … was grossly improper” (QC 2013b, p.87). 

 

 However, the focus here is not on the transgressions of the procurement process or any 

culpability of individuals. Instead, the first aim is to offer new insights into how it was possible 

that a person unknown to public and private sector stakeholders alike and with no knowledge 

of the Queensland Government came to play such a pivotal role in the story and the role that 

ideology and conflicting hierarchical ontologies played in the move to outsourcing. The Chapter 

initially examines the Under-Treasurer's response to the dislocatory Keliher Report and the 

preferencing of the external consultants' advice, over internal advice from CorpTech public 

servants. After introducing the additional challenges created by the impending obsolescence of 

the existing Queensland Health payroll software, the Chapter then follows the logics 

underpinning the decision to outsource first to an external business leader, then to a multi-

national prime contractor. 

 

5.1 A New Way Forward 

 

The Keliher Report served to legitimise discontent with the SSI within the Queensland 

Government. This heralded a new discourse of uncertainty in the evolution of the SSI. In April 

2007, Under-Treasurer Bradley was under considerable pressure to act, having seen the Keliher 

Report in March. He was the Chief Executive responsible for the SSI, which was overspending 

against budget and running years late. The Report had formally documented widespread 

criticism of the project, making 46 recommendations, many of which required major 
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organisational changes. He was required to respond to the Keliher Report by mid-year (TSID13, 

p.93).  

 

While the Keliher Review was taking place, CorpTech had completed the first major 

implementation of the whole-of-government payroll project for the Department of Housing. 

Bradley suggested in his statement to the Chesterman Inquiry that the exercise had been “very 

challenging and had to be delayed before it was able to 'go live'. When it did 'go live', there 

were performance issues around the system” (TSID12, p.3); a harbinger of things to come. The 

Under-Treasurer recalled, because of this and other experiences, that: 

[a]t about that time, Geoff Waite [CorpTech Executive Director] and his team 

told me that they were unsure of the "way ahead" and that they were concerned 

about the ability to continue with their systems implementations … he had 

difficulties with the relationship with the major agencies in terms of obtaining 

their cooperation and getting them to finalise their systems and user 

requirements. There was a lot of tension around what had arisen in the 

implementations that had occurred and the ability to ensure appropriate 

cooperation from agencies in the process … Some Departments resisted having 

a system imposed upon them in a centralised way, having regard to their unique 

requirements (TSID12, p.3-4). 

 

This was the unfortunate situation, despite comprehensive efforts to work with agencies in 

previous years to achieve a standard (whole-of-government) payroll. Under-Treasurer Bradley 

suggested, at the Inquiry, that it was this admission by Geoffrey Waite that led him to seek “the 

assistance of an external consultant, Gary Uhlmann from Arena Consulting, to provide [him] 

with a high level review to identify potential courses of action from then on” (TSID12, p.3). 

 

From Bradley’s point of view, a project that was over time and over budget was clearly not 

working and the fact that CorpTech was questioning their ability to resolve the “same but 

different” problem within the allocated budget was a sign of lost confidence. There is evidence 

here of a clear ontological gap between those dealing with the realities of the initiative and a 

chief executive’s world of political expectation and reputational risk. Chesterman makes the 

point: 

He [Mr Bradley] recalled being told by Mr Waite that those in CorpTech 

responsible for the implementation had lost confidence in its ability to continue 
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with the implementation. Mr Waite has a different recollection. He 

acknowledges that there was “a view ... gathering momentum that the 

[CorpTech] model ... did not work”. That opinion was advanced by 

representatives of individual departments and agencies who wanted to control 

their own IT services. 

Mr Waite thought that CorpTech was in fact delivering effective uniform 

services though behind schedule and over budget. The services that had been 

delivered were, with one exception, for financial transactions and records. 

Human resources and payroll system delivery had proved much more difficult 

(QC 2013b, p.16) [my emphasis]. 

 

Darrin Bond’s testimony at the inquiry is also relevant: 

[Inquiry] he [Bradley] thought the government should go a different way? 

[Bond] That's right. 

[Inquiry] And a prime driver in that decision was cost? 

[Bond] Yes. His dilemma was [that] the program was well over budget and he 

needed to do something to try and address that. He was in a difficult situation.  

[Inquiry] Because you understood as well, didn't you, the Shared Services 

Initiative had first been proposed [by Treasury] as itself a globally cost-saving 

method? 

[Bond] Absolutely.  Yes, that's correct (TSID10, p.87). 

 

Developing Darrin Bond’s analysis of the situation further, the Under-Treasurer had a number 

of unpalatable options, which I present diagrammatically in Figure 5.1. Not surprisingly, the 

rhetoric quickly changed to one of finding a new way forward which somehow retained the 

unrealistic assumptions of the original business case, i.e. achievable homogeneity through 

technology and a belief in the willingness of Chief Executives and their Departments to 

compromise control of their corporate services without structural change to the machinery of 

government. New external insights were to be sought and a better way than that offered by the 

“failed” CorpTech staff, found to provide the required outcomes, maybe late, but within budget.  

In the first instance, a former senior executive in the Queensland Government, Mr Gary 

Uhlmann, now running his own company Arena Consulting, was engaged by the Under-

Treasurer to “conduct an independent assessment” (TSID12, p.3). Uhlmann was a trusted 



 

 

145 

supplier to the Treasury, with a “good working knowledge of the SSI which included having 

undertaken a similar “health check” review in 2005.  

 

Significantly, Uhlmann’s statement referred to “a series of issues that the [2005] review team 

considered needed to be addressed”. At that time, they observed that “some departments had 

very separate and diverse business requirements” and “that closer executive stakeholder 

relationships needed to be established…[and]...a more standard IT project structural model be 

considered instead of the more traditional public sector functional model and management style 

that was operating at the time”.  He added that “I do not believe the Executive implemented 

many of the recommendations in that report” (TSID59, p.7). 

 

Figure 5.1 - The Under-Treasurer's Dilemma 
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Arena’s 2007 independent assessment became known as the “Snapshot Review”, given that its 

aim was to assess the situation in the short duration of approximately one week. Bradley’s 

request for a review from Arena is understandable within the discourse of uncertainty created 

by the Keliher Review, although it triggered a series of events which was eventually to prove 

catastrophic. The Snapshot Review had three major outcomes. First, it confirmed the view that 

the problem was beyond the Under-Treasurer’s ability to solve without external industry 

assistance. Second, it questioned the competency and experience of Geoffrey Waite and Darrin 

Bond (and CorpTech generally), prior to their departures. Lastly, it introduced the call for, what 

I refer to as, a “Business leader” to take control, and in fact offered up a candidate for the role, 

in the form of Mr Terry Burns, recently arrived for the first time in Queensland in January of 

that year. 

 

The Snapshot Review commenced on 9 April 2007. The team, led by Gary Uhlmann, included 

independent project management consultant Keith Goddard (Informatics), together with 

representatives of Information Professionals, Mark Nicholls (Director), Certified Practicing 

Accountant, David Ekert and Terry Burns. Although Terry Burns was unknown and had only 

recently arrived in Queensland, he had been invited onto the team by Mark Nicholls, at a time 

when his company, Information Professionals, was “heavily committed with other clients”, on 

the basis of an impressive CV and confident demeanour (QC 2013b, p.19). 

 

The results of the survey were presented to CorpTech (including Gerard Bradley) on 18th April 

2007. Gary Uhlmann recounted that the Under-Treasurer appeared “a touch shocked” with the 

blunt facts of the findings and suggested that he had the impression that information on the real 

status of the program had not been getting through to him (TSID60, p.17). The bluntness of the 

delivery by Uhlmann notwithstanding, factually, there was not a lot more than was to be found 

in the Keliher Report of a month earlier. The SSI was well over budget, the time frame was not 

achievable, governance was not working and “inaction now [would] result in program failure” 

(QC 2013b, p.19). Moreover: 

the very concept of uniform Shared Services was being assailed by the 

departments and agencies, identified as recipients, who wanted customised 

particularised services unique to their department, thereby increasing the 

complexity and cost of the program and diminishing its utility as a cost saving 

whole-of- government approach (QC 2013b, p.20). 
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5.2 The Obsolete Queensland Health Payroll 

 

During this period in 2007, another substantial problem was growing in relation to the existing 

Queensland Health payroll system, LATTICE. This software was used independently at a 

number of QG departments, including Queensland Health (QH), the Department of Emergency 

Services and Queensland Correctional Services. With the arrival of the Shared Service Initiative 

in 2003, responsibility for LATTICE support (within the QG) had moved to CorpTech. QH had 

previously managed its own implementation of the software since 1996, but transferred 

responsibility in March 2006 (TSID32, p.2). The LATTICE system was the proprietary 

software of Talent2 Pty Limited and based on its Consisto HRIS product. In 2006, Talent2 Pty 

Limited was owned by its parent company, Talent2 International, which had been launched in 

2003 by the Sydney-based entrepreneur Andrew Banks. Talent2Works, the trading entity within 

Talent2 supporting the QG installations, was based in Melbourne. They described their role in 

the 2005 Annual Report (TIL 2005, p.7), as providing “the technology and operations that 

underpin our managed services in tandem with growing and supporting our traditional customer 

base”, which included the Queensland Government. In FY 2004/05, following a series of 

company acquisitions and restructures within Talent2, the company's strategic direction moved 

from licensing HR software towards the expanding market of managed services. While 

continuing its traditional business of providing “HR system[s] for in-house use” (as was the 

case with the QG), it planned to drive internal efficiency by the “consolidation of redundant 

software platforms”. The Annual Report goes on to flag the “retirement of our Consisto and 

Supero platforms [those used by the QG] in favour of our flagship Alesco system”. The Annual 

Report was signed off in September 2005 just prior to the start of discussions between QH and 

CorpTech on the transfer of responsibility for QH’s LATTICE system to the latter. During the 

same period and by November 2005, CorpTech had committed to using a new whole-of-

government payroll/ rostering solution in SAP's ECC 5 and IBM's Workbrain (QC 2013b, p.10). 

      

Malcolm Thatcher, the Chief Information Officer at Mater Health in Brisbane, gave evidence 

to the 2013 Inquiry, suggesting that (by way of comparison to the QHPS) his successful, much 

smaller, payroll and rostering replacement projects took 4 years and 3 years respectively to 

complete (TSID66, p.2). When responsibility for QH’s LATTICE system transferred to 
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CorpTech in March 2006, it was known by “a number of people at Queensland Health and ... 

some at CorpTech” (TSID10, p.46) that Talent2 intended to withdraw its support as at June 30, 

2008. At this time, there would have been at best 2 years to implement a completely new system 

for QH before losing external LATTICE support. Furthermore, as the Inquiry found (QC 2013b, 

p.11), CorpTech “made very little progress” during 2006 in finding a solution to this impending 

problem. Correspondence from Talent2 also suggests that Queensland Health was informed in 

May 2004 that external support would cease, so that the issue was clearly known about, nearly 

two years prior to the transfer of responsibility to CorpTech (TSID32, p.30). Towards the end 

of 2006, CorpTech made enquiries to explore a continuation of support by Talent2 past the 

contract expiry date of June 30th, 2008. The company's response in a letter from Eileen Aitken, 

the National General Manager of Talent2, dated 3rd January 2007, to Philip Hood the Deputy 

Executive Director of CorpTech, indicated that, having reviewed the request, they found that:

  

Existing expert resources (within Talent2) [would be] withdrawing their 

commitment to support the Consisto HRIS, with effect from June 2008 … The 

age of Consisto HRIS [was] such that the marketplace is scarce and knowledge 

is limited and non current (TSID32). 

    

This being the case, there would be no extension. 

      

The pressure on CorpTech to solve the LATTICE support problem mounted during 2007. In 

July Philip Hood and Darrin Bond, the CorpTech Director of Business Solutions, visited 

Talent2 in their Melbourne offices. They met with Chief Executive Officer, John Rawlinson, 

and Eileen Aitken to again request an extension of the support window for “the longest period 

possible” (TSID10, p.89), with an opening request of up to 2011. Notwithstanding an initial 

promising response from Talent2, their request was again rejected, along with a request for 

Talent2 to link Queensland Health support arrangements to those of their two other QG clients. 

The latter proposal was rejected on the astonishing basis of “reciprocity from a confidentiality 

prospective” (TSID32), suggesting that “private” commercial information could not be shared 

between different QG departmental customers!  
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An obvious strategy (which was eventually followed) was that QH’s payroll replacement 

should be prioritised to the top of the schedule for the new whole-of-government 

SAP/Workbrain solution chosen back in 2005. Darrin Bond did not support this approach to 

solving the LATTICE problem. He provided his opinion directly to his Chief Executive, Under-

Treasurer Gerard Bradley, sometime in May or June of 2007. His proposal was that: 

we should not implement [the SAP/Workbrain solution] within Queensland 

Health in the first instance. I believed and stated that it [QH] was way too 

complex. It was close to the most complex award structure in government and 

coupled with its size, was extremely complex. The proposal also said that we 

were trying a model that had not been proven - in that we had not used 

WorkBrain in the implementation in the Department of Housing. To try it for 

Queensland Health was, in my mind, way too risky. I told Mr Bradley that we 

should continue HR implementations in some of the departments that use the 

Public Sector Award, then branch out into some that use a small number of 

additional awards, but not as complex as Queensland Health; and that Health 

should be one of the last ones that we come to, as opposed to one of the early 

ones (TSID9, p.8). 

      

Not implementing the new SAP/Workbrain system as early as possible in QH implied that an 

alternative solution to the LATTICE problem was possible. At the inquiry, Bond was asked 

about this:     

[Inquiry] Mr Bond, what were you recommending to the under-treasurer in 

relation to Queensland Health payroll?    

[Bond] I was recommending that we don't commence Queensland Health 

payroll and that we leave it on LATTICE and look at an upgrade option 

(TSID10, p.46). 

 

His view that opportunities existed to maintain the existing LATTICE payroll system in the 

short to medium term related to an offer, received in January 2007 from Eileen Aitken of 

Talent2, to “transition to the Talent2 HRIS (Alesco) at a no cost licence for licence basis as 

outlined in our original desupport letter provided in May 2004” (TSID32, p.30). While there 

was no easy option in upgrading a payroll of this size, taking up such an offer would have 

immediately ensured the continuing support of Talent2 past June 30th, 2008. 

      

Similar warnings had been made regarding the complexity of the QH payroll in the two external 

SSI reviews in April and May of 2007. The first, the so called “Snapshot Review”, led by Gary 
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Uhlmann (Arena) (see p146), had concluded, bluntly, that “Queensland Health [Payroll] should 

not be brought forward” (QC 2013b, p.19). This was reiterated in Terry Burns’ more extensive 

May Review. 

      

Summarising the situation with respect to the Queensland Health payroll in mid-2007: 

  

1) QH was the most complex, and therefore highest risk, planned installation for the 

SAP/Workbrain system; 

 

2) The strong recommendation was made by Darrin Bond and external reviewers that 

it should not be “brought forward” in the queue and that other simpler installations 

should occur first; 

 

3) The existing QH payroll system would become unsupported as at June 30th, 2008. 

One year was not enough time to implement a new SAP/Workbrain payroll; and

      

4) Talent2 had offered, as early as 2004, to upgrade the existing QH Lattice software 

(Consisto-HRIS) to its flagship Alesco-HRIS system without additional licence 

fees. Such an arrangement would ensure continuing support. 

        

As a solution to the LATTICE problem, taking the Talent2 options, either temporarily or 

permanently, appeared attractive. However, the recommendation to not accelerate the QH 

SAP/Workbrain installation was “ultimately ignored” and the offers from Talent2 were 

rejected. This can be explained with reference to the powerful grip of the SSI standardising 

logics explored in the previous Chapter. The adoption of, and investment in, any 

payroll/rostering system, other than that of the SSI whole-of-government system chosen, would 

directly challenge the efficiency logic of shared processes and infrastructure and contravene the 

QG policy on Shared Services this logic had driven. Moreover, external private sector 

influences were emerging in 2007 which promised to provide a fast-track option that would 

retain the vision of a single whole-of-government solution. 
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5.3 The Turn to the Private Sector 

 

The realities of the unified whole-of-government discourse were once again being exposed. 

However, this time the remedies proposed were new and, not surprisingly, requiring ongoing 

external input. The Snapshot Review’s criticism of CorpTech’s performance focused 

particularly on the Project Management Office failure to “coordinate a consistent approach to 

integrated planning” and “a standard approach to project and sub-project reporting” (TSID59, 

p.6).  Gary Uhlmann made his views of the public sector’s capability in this area clear later in 

his statement to the inquiry when he proposed measures to prevent problems in the future. He 

suggested: 

elimination of the naïve assumption that public servants can manage the 

operational complexity of major IT projects and a process to avoid the conflicts 

of political and public sector hierarchical management interests (TSID60, 

p.14).  

 

This powerful statement was from a person who had worked in the Queensland Government 

for over fifteen years, including five years at an Executive Director level. After leaving 

Government, he had worked in the private sector for the previous 16 years, including running 

his own consulting companies (often with the Queensland Government as client). For Gary 

Uhlmann the best remedy was to parachute a “project rescue director, in over the top” (TSID60, 

p.27). Terry Burns was to go on to fill this role. When asked whether Burns’ lack of experience 

and knowledge of government was problematic, Uhlmann suggested that: 

It would always be much better to have someone who understood the public 

service system, but at this stage, you actually needed a really tough, hard-nosed 

old project director who could pull the thing into shape and pull it in fast and 

Terry had a certain presence about him that left you in no doubt that he could 

do that (TSID60, p.28), 

 

This recommendation, which was subsequently implemented in a variety of forms over the 

following seven months, invokes the deeply affective signifier of the “Business leader”. This is 

a redeeming figure, experienced and forceful, who will set all things right. S/he may be 

fearsome, terrifying occasionally, but boldly transgressive in challenging hierarchical power, 

and thus performing miracles, such as resolving the “same but different” dilemma. Such a figure 

would not be “one of us”, a public servant, but, rather, an “other”, an outsider who will demand 
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considerable recompense, but who will be worth the investment. Should it be necessary, he can 

also be sacrificed. Any individual capable of taking on such a role would need to be quite 

exceptional, thick-skinned, persuasive and most of all confident. Terry Burns was indeed of 

such an ilk, described by Chesterman as “a stranger to self-doubt” (QC 2013b, p.19). 

   

 

In this role, Terry Burns, first as an Information Professionals subcontractor, then directly 

through his own company, Cavendish Risk Management, became central to the Government's 

decision to replace CorpTech with an external Prime Contractor to “take over responsibility for 

the implementation of the SS Initiative” (QC 2013b, p.85).  The switch towards outsourcing 

took place quickly over the nine months from the April 2007 "Snapshot Review" to the signing 

of a contract with IBM, the Shared Services Solutions Program for the Queensland 

Government, in December of the same year. Having contributed to the April review of the SSI, 

Burns had subsequently undertaken further reviews and arranged, for a period at least, to report, 

in effect, to the Queensland Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley, directly, advising him on 

strategies to deal with the perceived failings of CorpTech. Burns was appointed Project Director 

of SSI Program Rebuild in September 2007 and later, on 27 March 2008, made Program 

Delivery Director. Now personally responsible for solving the “same but different” paradox, 

and the ever-dwindling remaining budget, Mr Burns found a solution, at least temporarily, by 

introducing the idea of using a “Prime Contractor”.  As he indicated in his statement to the 

Commission: 

I had by this time [September 2007] discussed this model [Prime Contractor] 

with Mr Bradley. I told him that it was the correct way to go in my opinion and 

that my proposed strategy was that CorpTech … needed now to go to a model 

where CorpTech appointed one organisation who will now take full 

responsibility for delivering the entire solution (TSID19, p.18) [my emphasis]. 

 

Adopting a “Prime Contractor” strategy, with a haste that Chesterman suggested “overcame 

rational decision-making” (QC 2013b, p.86), was to prove crucial in the story that unfolded, 

and the meaning and function of a "prime contractor" was central to the ongoing 

misunderstandings between the Queensland Government and IBM. In simple terms, appointing 

a Prime Contractor meant, to the Queensland Government, a single, external, point of program 

operational responsibility. Naïvely, as we shall see, a view existed within the Queensland 
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Government that this meant that IBM would take responsibility for ensuring that a payroll 

system capable of properly paying Queensland Government employees would eventuate. 

Specifically, this meant that, where requirements were not clear or finalised, it would be IBM's 

responsibility, with the State's help, to resolve the problem. Put another way, this meant 

responsibility for resolving the “same but different” dilemma would be passed to IBM. 

      

To a large extent, this was never the expectation of IBM. As will become apparent later in the 

story, they would persist in following a constrained legal reading of their contract throughout 

the engagement. Under this understanding, their responsibility was simply to deliver that which 

the Queensland Government would clearly, and in the prescribed, timely way, provide to them 

as its business requirements, which they could then deliver for an agreed contract price. They 

took the role as the system developer, purposefully agnostic to the business requirements. Their 

contract fundamentally supported the idea that any delay brought about by the State's inability 

to provide the necessary directions could result in the State incurring extra costs through 

variations to the contract. This, arguably ontological, distinction, between Gerard Bradley, 

CorpTech Executive Director Barbara Perrott and the CEO Governing Board’s mindset, on the 

one hand, and the world of IBM professional services business practices, on the other, was not 

necessarily appreciated by either party when the contract was signed. Nevertheless, Terry 

Burns’ idea was accepted with alacrity by the decision-making senior executives and, as 

Chesterman suggests, “some relief” by the Under-Treasurer. 

 

The decision to appoint a Prime Contractor was not taken however without dissenting voices 

within CorpTech. Importantly, Darrin Bond had approached the Under-Treasurer directly 

suggesting that his: 

main concerns were that ... the government needed to specify its requirements 

in a great amount of detail and a great degree of accuracy. … Once the State 

entered into a head contract with a prime contractor, it becomes essential to 

have those requirements and specifications defined. But in this case, agencies 

were still debating and arguing about what they would or would not get and 

what they would or would not accept. Without that agreed, the prime contractor 

would come in, the scope would continually vary, and the prime contractor 

would claim variance and the cost and the timeframes of the contract would 

blow out (TSID9, p.7). 
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This advice was rejected by the Under-Treasurer. CorpTech had had its chance. Darrin Bond 

left CorpTech soon afterwards. Terry Burns had played his role as “business leader” and 

successfully appeared to pass the intractable problems on to a higher force, a powerful and 

confident multinational corporation, IBM. Burns, in or around April 2008, left CorpTech and 

commenced a contract with Queensland Health in a quality assurance role, mentoring the newly 

appointed Executive Director of the Queensland Health Enterprise Solution Transition 

(QHEST) (TSID50, p.3) and promoting the special needs of Health as a client of CorpTech. He 

was to remain with Queensland Health through to the payroll Go-Live date in March 2010.  

Bradley was relieved of direct responsibility for the SSI, when on the 1st of July 2008, a 

machinery of government change moved CorpTech and the entire SSI program to the 

Department of Public Works, led by Chief Executive, Mal Grierson (QC 2013b, p.25). 

 

5.4 Analysis and Discussion 

 

The discourse of uncertainty that followed the Keliher Review led down the well-travelled path 

of engaging and preferencing external private sector assistance. Several social logics relating 

to the private sector can be observed at this stage of the QHPS story, which demonstrate the 

presence of a prevailing neoliberal ideology. I collectively refer to these as “deferential” social 

logics. They are present in the complex, and often ambiguous, nature of governmental attitudes 

to external private sector consultants and companies. Deferential social logics demonstrate a 

prevailing belief in the inherent superiority of private sector capability. While many in 

government accept this deferential position, paradoxically, there is often a concurrent attitude 

that, in their pursuit of profitable contracts, and unlike public servants, external consultants are 

never fully able to understand the social values of government.  A more nuanced form of 

deferential social logics recognises the way in which the use of external consultants can reduce 

reputational risk within the hierarchy. Receiving “best practice” advice from a credentialed 

“industry” consultant is a form of insurance policy against direct culpability if something goes 

wrong. By bringing in an expensive external consultant, the public servant is distanced from 

the risk of accountability for failure and can be guilty only of the lesser crime of taking poor 

advice, not of getting it wrong. As well as contributing to the overuse of external consultants, 

this form of deferential social logics can contribute to a loss of internal capacity through the 
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departure of skilled public servants complaining of an “inability to ‘use their knowledge, skills 

and abilities’” (Savoie 2003, p.279). 

 

From the perspective of the political/social axis of the Four Dimensions of Social Relations 

framework discussed in Chapter 2, the Keliher report brought the inter-departmental political 

contestation against the SSI into the open, although it was circumscribed by logics which meant 

the claims were about lack of consultation. In contrast, intra-departmental dissension against 

adopting a prime contractor model was quickly dampened down through the deferential 

practices of the Under-Treasurer in giving preference to external advice, rather than advice from 

senior CorpTech executives, such as Darrin Bond. With reference to the layering of logics 

referred to in chapter 2 (p.59), this can be explained as the silencing of a somewhat muted 

political contestation by Bond and Waite against the Under-Treasurer's world-view, through 

the latter's application of the neoliberal social logic of outsourcing. In his evidence to the 

Commission, the Under-Treasurer redescribed74 their professional caution as a confession of 

failure. The neoliberal ideology, sustaining the SSI, was to be maintained, at least temporarily, 

through the introduction of an external “business leader”, who would lead the program to 

redemption, via the superior capabilities of the private sector. The Keliher Report was possibly 

the first invocation of the fantasmatic figure of the "business leader", who, possessing 

exceptional personal qualities, would need to be found to lead the SSI out of trouble.  

 

The call for such a leader is related to a form of what has been referred to in public sector 

organisational literature as “leaderism” (O'Reilly and Reed 2010; 2011; Bresnen et al 2015). 

Seen as a hybridization of various emerging elements of NPM managerialism and 

professionalism, leaderism involves "a much more charismatic, pro-active and visionary 

concept of leadership as a generic cultural resource" associated with "culturally based theories 

of 'transformational leadership'" (O'Reilly and Reed 2011, p.1090). A second characteristic of 

leaderism relates to a focus on achievement of results for the client; what O'Reilly and Reed 

refer to as the advocacy of "militant consumerism", whereby the service user becomes "the 

major interest and reference point that [drives] the process of service reform and the terms on 

which that process should be evaluated and made accountable" (p.1090). Although the authors 

relate this second observation to the "citizen-consumer", they acknowledge, following Walsh 

                                                 
74 See reference to redescription p91.  
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(1995), that "all sorts of 'proxy consumers and users' have had to be constructed from 'internal 

markets' in the real world of service practice and delivery". In this case, the consumer is the 

Under-Treasurer himself whose need for the Queensland Government's SSI to succeed, is a 

proxy for that of the citizenry. His need was especially strong since he personally had 

championed it. 

 

During the period from the Snapshot Review in April 2007 to his transfer from CorpTech to 

Queensland Health in March 2008, Terry Burns took on the role of the external “Business 

leader”, called to perform two tasks seemingly beyond the in-house capabilities of the SSI. His 

task was, first, to resolve the “different but the same” dilemma, bypassing the need to challenge 

the Government’s decision to implement Shared Services, and, second, to find a way of 

finalising the SSI within its remaining budget of some $108M (QC 2013b, p.50). In relation to 

meeting budget, the Commission found that the accumulation of warnings from Markus Salouk 

(Managing -Director of Accenture, IBM’s competitor) on the inadequacy of the remaining 

budget, the quantum of competitors’ tender bids and the experience of CorpTech previously, 

should have led Gerard Bradley and Barbara Perrott (Geoffrey Waite’s successor) to seriously 

question the possibility of doing so (QC 2013b, p.88). 

 

Unsurprisingly, Burns could not deliver these miracles; but he did offer a solution, at least 

temporarily, and successfully proposed that the responsibility for the SSI be outsourced to a 

Prime Contractor. The transition of discourse from one of uncertainty, to one of outsourcing, 

involved a similar combination of logics that had given Burns control of the program. These 

included an unrealistic belief in the ability of ICT to enforce standardisation, while allowing 

departments an unconstrained right of difference and accepting the inherent superiority of the 

private sector. At the same time the outsourcing strategy sheltered the Under-Treasurer, as 

much as possible, from responsibility for failure, with a form of ideological cover. 

 

Conclusions 

 

When in response to the Keliher Report, the Executive Director of CorpTech suggested to the 

Under-Treasurer that there was a growing discrepancy between the commitments and actions 
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of customer departments, his advice was interpreted as a loss of confidence by CorpTech, and 

Bradley immediately sought advice from the private sector on a new way forward. Applying 

what I have referred to as deferential social logics, the Under-Treasurer was able to retain the 

fantasy of whole-of-government homogeneity and sharing his department had sold to the 

Queensland Cabinet, and was swayed by the “business leader”, neoliberal ideology promoted 

by his favoured external consultant.  

 

The “business leader” once found, ignored the CorpTech experiences and hard-fought 

successes over the previous 4 years, and promoted the even bolder idea of outsourcing 

responsibility over to a multinational corporation through Prime Contracting. Thus, by the time 

the prime contractor agreement was signed with IBM in December 2007, the SSI was severely, 

perhaps fatally, compromised by loss of corporate knowledge, contestation for control, 

unrealistic governance expectations, disempowered technical staff and, most importantly, an 

ongoing inability to deal with the deep-seated ambiguities inherent in the fundamental aims of 

the project. 

 

In the next Chapter we take up the story in December 2007 when IBM, having won the prime 

contractor tender, commenced their engagement, focused initially on Queensland Health's need 

to replace the LATTICE software which was due to lose its third-party support and maintenance 

in July 2008. Unsurprisingly, the SSI implementation problems that CorpTech had experienced 

were soon to emerge again, but this time made more complex through the ontological 

contestation with a dominant new commercial actor. 
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6 – Working with IBM – a Difficult 

Relationship  
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The unwillingness of major Queensland Government departments to compromise on their 

functional requirements of shared solutions and the inadequate remaining SSI budget, were 

supposed to be tackled by outsourcing the problems to IBM - an experienced commercial prime 

contractor. IBM's disciplined and well-established project management methods were soon to 

encounter similar social issues to those that CorpTech had experienced. Undoubtedly, IBM's 

approach aimed at success for both itself and its client. Success for IBM was essentially to 

protect its own commercial interests by delivering on the contract, realising revenue streams 

and returning profit. As we shall see, success for its client, particularly in the sense of containing 

costs and meeting timelines, was fundamentally dependent on the client’s willingness and 

ability to comply with IBM's process. There was an ontological clash between the Queensland 

Government (QG) and IBM around the meaning of “prime contractor”, which continued up to 

the Go-Live decision and beyond.  

 

This Chapter first investigates the urgent decisions made and actions taken by IBM with respect 

to Queensland Health's obsolete payroll problem. These were to be instrumental in the eventual 

outcome of the QHPS project, and indeed the overall SSI. After this, it focuses on the 

developing tripartite contestation between QH, CorpTech and IBM, fought out around “project 

scope”. As responsibility for the SSI had moved to the Department of Public Works, the Chapter 

then investigates the impact of the “make it work” instructions coming from its Director-

General, culminating in the failed attempts to “clear the air” and put the project on a firm 

footing. 

 

6.1: The Initial IBM Impetus      

 

As the new prime contractor with operational responsibility for the SSI, IBM now had to 

provide a solution for the LATTICE problem. Their winning response to CorpTech’s Invitation 

to Tender (ITO) had prescribed an ingenious, phased, approach in which the QH Payroll would 

have priority of implementation, ahead of the rest of government. The prime contract agreement 

between CorpTech, on behalf of the QG, and IBM was signed in December 2007, prompting a 

very aggressive schedule. In the limited time available to the June 30 deadline for loss of 

external support for LATTICE, QH would be provided with an “Interim Solution”, as a first 
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phase. Once the Interim Solution was completed, IBM would implement SAP/Workbrain for 

other agencies, returning to QH later to complete a comprehensive system. From an IBM 

perspective, this solution had the added benefit that it removed any ongoing competition from 

Talent2 and it maintained the exclusivity of the SAP/Workbrain software as the whole-of-

government solution. 

    

The culture and methodology that IBM brought to its engagement with CorpTech, and through 

them QH, was formidable. The contract resulting from their successful response to the ITO was 

a modified Government Information Technology Conditions (GITC) V5 contract. Within 

Schedule 1 of the contract, reference was made to Statements of Service (SOS) and Statements 

of Work (SOW). SOW 7 referred to the “LATTICE Replacement Interim Scoping and 

Planning”. Later SOW 8, which was the scope definition of the Interim Solution developed in 

SOW 7, was added to the contract. 

         

The patronymic name of IBM’s project management methodology was Ascendant and, as Chris 

Prebble, IBM’s project manager in the 2007/8 period explained to the Inquiry, the methodology 

was adapted for a particular project, in that “you retain bits that are relevant and add value to 

the project and you discard the ones that clearly aren’t going to do that [in order] to optimise 

the project life cycle” (TSID68, p.5). In the case of the Interim Solution (SOW 7), this meant 

saving time by not undertaking some of the detailed requirements-gathering, because it was to 

be built on “a base that was the Department of Housing payroll system”, the first installation of 

the whole-of-government SAP payroll system installed in 2006. Importantly, the installer in 

this case had been Accenture, not IBM, and, as we saw earlier (p.143), the experience had been 

described by Under-Treasurer Bradley as “very challenging”. 

      

The actual process adopted by IBM in this case was essentially a “waterfall” model, although 

the company was aware, at that time, of alternative approaches, such as its Rational Unified 

Process (RUP), which encompassed a more iterative approach to requirements-gathering and 

indeed the potential inclusion of flexible “agile methods” (p.18). R. Dennis Gibbs, writing on 

IBM project management approaches at that time, identified three basic tenets of the Waterfall 

model: 
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• You cannot effectively create or build anything until you know the 

requirements. 

• Development should not begin until the requirements have been 

completely collected and frozen, because you don't want to have to redo 

work that has been completed. 

• You cannot begin work on a subsequent phase of the project until the 

preceding phase is complete (Gibbs 2007, p.62). 

     

Gibbs (2007, p.64) suggests that the Waterfall Model (see Figure 6.1) had the advantage of 

being “intuitively obvious ... an easy process to learn ... easy to determine staffing needs ... 

[and] ... easy to schedule”. 

 

Figure 6.1 - Waterfall Model  

 

Source: Gibbs (2007, p.63). 

 

IBM's choice of this approach can be understood, given: the critically short time available to 

solve the LATTICE support problem; the fact that the “interim” project was supposed to be 

“simply” building on the extant Department of Housing code base; and the need to protect the 

company's “at risk” revenue stream by meeting the time and budget contractual conditions that 
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its client had insisted on. CorpTech had contracted them to deliver a “no frills” interim solution 

at a breakneck pace. Clearly, the first task was to define the scope of the work. At that point, 

effort could be assessed and costed, and resources planned. 

      

Fundamental to this process was the need for the client to enunciate and fix their requirements, 

and thus enable the scope to be defined. The elapsed times for “signing off” the requirements 

by the client were similarly scoped, so that the client was presented with an ongoing, and 

seemingly endless, series of decisions to make with the “clock running”. Once the client “signed 

off” anything, any further variation to the agreed scope was potentially at an additional financial 

and time cost to the client. An excerpt from Chris Prebble’s statement to the Inquiry gives a 

flavour of the intensity and urgency of the “sign off” process, noting that this example occurred 

during the traditional Christmas 2007 holiday period:     

The Scope Document was required to be submitted by close of business on 24 

December 2007, according to SOW 7 along with the other technical 

deliverables. To the best of my recollection it was submitted on 24 December 

2007 in accordance with the timetable in SOW 7 through Steve Mitchell of 

CorpTech and Damon Atzeni of QH for review (TSID69, p.7). 

      

The draft of SOW 8, the plan to implement the interim solution, was also required to be 

delivered by 24 December 2007, under SOW 7. To allow more time for the team to focus on 

the Scope Document and the technical deliverables, Paul Hickey sought under CRNOOl (signed 

on 21 December 2007) to extend the time for delivery of draft SOW 8 to 8 January 2008. The 

IBM Interim solution depended absolutely on the various QG stakeholders’ ability and 

willingness to comply with the engagement process to which CorpTech had signed up. In both 

respects they failed. As an experienced prime contractor, IBM, arguably, could have identified 

the State’s incapacity to provide their requirements much earlier and tried to enforce an 

alternative strategy that involved Talent2. This however was never done, although they were 

able to negotiate with Talent2 a 3-month extension to the June 30 2008, de-support deadline. 
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6.2: Contestation for Control 

 

A tripartite contestation for control between QH, CorpTech and IBM continued for two years 

after the contract signing in December 2007 and set the context in which the go live decision 

was made. To investigate the contestation further, it is useful to introduce several key actors 

from QH involved in IBM’s Interim Solution. Their statements and testimony to the Inquiry 

point to both an ongoing level of frustration with CorpTech and the SSI and their attempts to 

regain control of the LATTICE replacement project. 

      

Michael Kalimnios held a senior executive role within QH, as Deputy Director General 

(Corporate Services), from 2005 until his termination in mid-2010. In this role, he was the 

senior executive responsible for all aspects of QH’s payroll and, in particular, the replacement 

of the existing LATTICE system within QH. He chaired the Program Board that oversaw the 

Project Directorate and accepted its go live decision in 2010. Kalimnios’ span of authority 

included the QH Enterprise Systems Transition (QHEST) team, which performed the role of an 

“information technology program management office” (QC 2013b, p.94). The Interim Payroll 

was one of its projects, carried out by the QH Implementation of Continuity (QHIC) team. 

QHEST was led from 2006 to March 2008 by Nigel Hey as Director. He was replaced at that 

stage by Anthony Price, who remained in the role till June 2010. Michael Kalimnios’ 

organisation also included the internal QH Shared Services Partner (QHSSP), who 

operationally paid Health staff. 

      

Damon Atzeni was the Human Resource Business Integration Manager for QHEST, working 

for Nigel Hey. He had been closely identified with QH since 1996, when he was employed as 

“a Clinical Nurse Consultant, within the Moreton Bay Nursing Care Unit” (TSID1, p.1). 

Subsequently, he had moved into hospital administration in “rostering and project 

management” at the Princess Alexandra Hospital in Brisbane. With the transfer of payroll 

functions to CorpTech in 2005/06, as part of the SSI, Damon also moved to CorpTech, as the 

“Queensland Health Client Representative, providing project support in an administrative role” 

(TSID1, p.1). He left CorpTech and returned to QH in 2007 to take up the new role with 

QHEST. 
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Clearly, his professional training and employment background suggested that Atzeni identified 

first and foremost as a health professional, rather than an advocate for whole-of-government 

efficiencies through the SSI. By the time of his return, he was, at best, lukewarm about the 

prospect of CorpTech and IBM rolling out the SAP/ Workbrain system to QH. In his witness 

statement to the Inquiry he wrote:     

Given the problems in Housing, I expected much greater problems for the same 

type of solution in Queensland Health ... I was concerned how this solution 

would work with Queensland Health, and indeed, I was quite skeptical (sic)... 

I was concerned, given the relative simplicity of Department of Housing, how 

much more expensive this would be in Queensland Health and, in particular, 

how long Queensland Health would have to wait for it to be implemented. The 

result was that I personally was apprehensive about the same process being 

attempted at Queensland Health (TSID1, p.2-3). 

 

He was not slow in sharing his concerns with people further up the QH hierarchy. As early as 

mid-February 2007, ten months before the prime contractor agreement was signed with IBM, 

Atzeni was escalating his concerns, and proposing change, to his manager, Nigel Hey, and then, 

via Michael Kalimnios, onto the Under-Treasurer Geoffrey Bradley, through the then Director 

General of Queensland Health, Uschi Schreiber. As at February 2007, the scheduled “Go Live” 

date for the new QH payroll system was planned for October 2008, three months after Talent2 

support terminated. With the help of Damon Atzeni, Nigel Hey produced a briefing note to 

Michael Kalimnios on February 15, 2007 (TSID 1, p.11), which prompted correspondence from 

the Director General of Health to the Under-Treasurer, dated 26th February 2007. The 

LATTICE problem was deemed “unacceptable”, which legitimated the briefing note to call for 

"a significant departure from existing implementation arrangements ... changes to the 

governance relationships between Queensland Health, QHSSP, CorpTech and the Shared 

Services Agency (SSA)". 

      

The brief offered two options to accelerate the LATTICE replacement. The first proposed:

  

• [that] agency specific functionality for SAP HR [be] developed in 

house (health) with support from CorpTech/SSS ... 
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• [the] recall of QH and QHSSP staff from CorpTech, SSS and SSA ... 

benefits realisation responsibility of Agency ... 

• [that the] relationship with CorpTech, SSA [be] streamlined ... 

• [the] improved control over the implementation. [my emphasis] 

     

The alternative option required Queensland Health to:  

• invest in Corptech to bring resourcing levels up ...  

• tighten controls and communication ...[resulting in] no real 

improvement in implementation control ...  

• [and] agency specific components will probably be excluded. [my 

emphasis]. 

      

The brief also noted that, earlier in February, the “ED SSP [Paul Monaghan - Executive Director 

of Shared Services Partner (QH)] [had] ... proposed that QH take responsibility for its own 

implementation efforts on 2/2/07.” It provides clear evidence of an unresolved contestation for 

control. It proposes compliance with government policy by being “committed to the Shared 

Service Initiative partnering arrangements with CorpTech and the SSA”, while, at the same 

time, allowing “QH and QHSSP to maintain a very high level of control over the development 

of the Standard Offering”. The basis of complaint was still not the Government’s intent, but, 

rather, CorpTech’s failing implementation. The document has the sub-text that CorpTech staff 

are outsiders and that QH should be allowed to manage its own business.   

   

 

The Keliher Review (2007) had started on September 2006 and its Report was published in 

March 2007. At the time of the Atzeni/Hey brief in April 2007, speculation about the future of 

the SSI was rife. As Atzeni stated (TSID1, p.4): 

... I and others perceived that following a review of the Shared Services 

Initiative, that Initiative may be coming to an end, at least as concerned 

Queensland Health. If that happened, there would be a significant further delay 

in the rollout of any systems for HR, so the feeling in Queensland Health was, 

we should go it alone and seek an implementation partner with knowledge of 

the systems, particularly Workbrain. 

     

Somewhere around the 24 April 2007, word came back down the line to Nigel Hey and Damon 

Atzeni that Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley “had rejected the request by Mr Kalimnios, as set 

out in Ms Schreiber's letter, to move QH forward (ahead of Education and other departments) 
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in the implementation” (TSID1, p.6). Both options had been rejected. Following the news, 

Damon Atzeni commented in an email to Nigel Hey that “politically Gerard has made a good 

move, but I hope he has loosened the hold so that we can cover our Agency risk of no payroll” 

(TSID1, p.58). He suggested in his witness statement that what he had meant by this was that, 

while understanding the rejection of their recommendation as the Under-Treasurer “keeping the 

peace with the other Departments”, he remained “concerned at the risks” (TSID1, p.6). 

      

This was to be the first of several failed attempts by QH, over the next three years to “Go Live”, 

to wrest control of the QH payroll project from CorpTech. From April 2007 to September 2007, 

when asked to assist in the evaluation of competing prime contractor tenders, Atzeni maintained 

that he: 

was not aware of the intention of CorpTech to move to a prime contractor 

model. [and that his] general view [was] that the Shared Services Initiative was 

not proceeding, or not proceeding in any prompt or meaningful way, from a 

Queensland Health perspective (TSID1, p.7). 

      

The decision to engage IBM in a prime contractor role was not viewed negatively by Atzeni 

and Hey. As Hey explained in his statement:     

I don’t recall having any specific concerns about the selection of IBM as the 

Prime Contractor. There had been issues with Accenture and the general 

feeling was “Phew, we’ve got a new organisation who can actually move ahead 

and get things done” (TSID70, p.4). 

      

He went on to explain that the real problem in the period immediately following the signing of 

the prime contractor agreement in December 2007 was getting CorpTech to agree to “direct 

engagement” between IBM and QH stakeholders. The battle for control continued. Nigel Hey 

left QH in March 2008. His replacement, Anthony Price, who had been approached by Michael 

Kalimnios, commenced in April. Price was to be assisted by Terry Burns, who had recently left 

CorpTech. 

 

As we saw earlier in this Chapter, the IBM solution contracted with CorpTech could only have 

possibly succeeded in solving the LATTICE problem if there was full adherence to the sign-off 

schedule and cooperation among all parties in defining the scope. The critical role of working 
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with IBM to “identify Queensland Health’s business requirements for the HR payroll solution” 

fell in December 2007 to Damon Atzeni, as Human Resource Business Integration Manager 

(TSID3, p.31). Unfortunately, as we have seen, by this time Damon was disaffected with 

CorpTech, having worked to wrest control from them for at least the previous 11 months. The 

Inquiry found, on his own admission, that:       

Mr Atzeni was negligent in discharging his responsibilities of ensuring the 

business requirements of QH had been communicated to IBM such as would 

result in a functional payroll system, and to correct any material erroneous 

view which IBM held about those matters (QC 2013b, p.105). 

 

Damon Atzeni and his team represented QH in two series of IBM consultation workshops, 

which started soon after the contract signing in December 2007. The first series focused on the 

whole-of-government requirements, while the second was specifically centred on the QH 

Interim Solution. Given that the exercise to develop an Interim Solution in approximately six 

months, to ensure that more than 80,000 QH staff would continue to get paid, was critical, 

Atzeni’s personal involvement was somewhat perfunctory and half-hearted. He attended the 

workshops “only at the beginning”, although he did instruct his team members to attend 

(TSID3, p.46). The IBM delivery machine however was up and running, attempting, in the two-

week period between the 3 and 18 December 2007, to identify, with Atzeni’s QHEST team, a 

minimum set of developments and changes to the Department of Housing baseline payroll that 

would be able to overcome the LATTICE problem. Things did not go well. The QHEST 

representatives complained that the IBM: 

facilitators were fairly aggressive or fairly pushy about what was going to be 

delivered and questions that flowed outside of that approach or that 

functionality was (sic) put to the side ….  that Queensland Health's 

requirements weren't being listened to and that [, what was] … actually needed 

[was] something that was going to work for [them] and allow [them] to 

function until [they] actually got a whole of government solution (TSID3, 48). 

 

 

On the 11th December 2007, six days after the prime contract agreement was signed, Atzeni 

emailed Chris Prebble, the IBM Project Director: 

The HR Branch escalated a number of concerns yesterday not least of which 

was the attitude of the IBM consultants, but more importantly I do not have 

much confidence that they understand the needs and risks of QH. I believe we 
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definitely need to push for a review of the total scope before the design phase 

is initiated (TSID71, p.1). 

 

This ongoing contestation was a clash between IBM’s attempt to define and control a project 

which would succeed in narrowly fulfilling its contract and QH middle management’s 

continued efforts to wrestle control from its “incompetent” other in government, CorpTech. 

The prime contractor agreement, signed off by Under-Treasurer Bradley from Treasury, 

incorporated, in SOW 7, the creation of an Interim Solution defining “critical Agency [Health] 

requirements”. Significantly, the scope was to be agreed not by QH but by CorpTech's Solution 

Design Authority (SDA) under the stewardship of Terry Burns. (QC 2013b, p.100-101). From 

a CorpTech perspective, the absence of any formal QH “ownership” of the project was 

consistent with its continuing support for the whole-of-government SSI. SOW 7 required that: 

The LATTICE Replacement interim solution … should be viewed as part of 

the WoG implementation program and for Queensland Health part of a phased 

implementation of the final solution. The contractor will prioritise activities to 

ensure that this key piece of work executed will be leveraged and will not be 

duplicated unless necessary. Using this approach the contractor will ensure that 

the work delivered is a sub-set of what is required for WoG rollout to 

Queensland Health in later releases wherever possible and practical (QC 

2013b, p.102). 

 

The logic of homogeneity and efficiency through whole-of-government shared services, 

enshrined as Government policy, was still at the fore, and still being passively resisted by 

agencies, and especially by Damon Atzeni from QH. However, the conjunction of IBM’s desire 

to fulfil its contract, CorpTech’s need to continue the Shared Service Initiative and the spectre 

of an unsupported LATTICE payroll had won the day over Damon Atzeni’s suggestion to 

review the “total scope”. In cross examination, at the Inquiry, on 16 May 2013, Mr Doyle QC, 

representing IBM, questioned Atzeni’s view that IBM had failed to understand QH’s 

requirements. Turning the argument around, he suggested that Atzeni had either “fundamentally 

failed” in his responsibility to provide IBM with the necessary understanding of QH’s “needs 

and risks” or had “after the 12th or the 13th [of December 2007] … greater confidence that 

whatever the initial concerns had been, IBM did have that understanding” (TSID3, p.73). 

Unsurprisingly, Atzeni chose the latter option. 

 

IBM was initially contractually committed (under SOW 7) to determine the scope of the Interim 

Solution by the 24th December 2007. SOW 8A was agreed to provide an extra 2 working weeks 



 

 

170 

for the milestone, up until 18th January 2008. On the 24 December, IBM presented a 

preliminary version of the QHIC scope definition. The agreed Interim Solution scope document 

(SOW 8) was unchanged from the first draft since, as at 8 January, IBM “had not received 

comment from the customer [through Atzeni] regarding it” (QC 2013b, p.103). This version 

was signed and delivered by IBM on the 18 January, incorporated into the contract and signed 

off by the new CorpTech Executive Director, Barbara Perrott, on the 22nd January. 

 

Clearly, the process to determine the scope of the Interim Solution had been rushed, and very 

likely had not had the full benefit of Atzeni team’s assistance and knowledge in agreeing a 

workable minimum requirement. The detailed scope of the Interim Solution, although signed 

off by both parties, was by no means settled. At a significant meeting attended by IBM, QH, 

QHEST and the SDA on the 17 January 2008, a new version of the Scope Definition was agreed, 

which left several open issues unresolved. This version, with minor revisions, was subsequently 

endorsed by the State around the 25 February. However, these unresolved open issues were to 

prove “a Trojan horse” in the ongoing contestation between QH and the CorpTech/IBM 

initiative. 

 

The “open Issues” were listed in the QHIC Scope Definition and included two significant areas 

relating to “concurrent employment” and the requirement for an interface between the Interim 

Payroll and the existing Finance and Materials Management Information System (FAMMIS). 

While the precise nature of the “open” technical requirements identified in the 17 January and 

subsequent meetings is not relevant to the argument, the extent and method by which the new 

Interim payroll would interface with the existing Financial and Materials Management 

Information System (FAMMIS) became an ongoing source of contestation. SOW 8 had 

described, somewhat ambiguously, the respective responsibilities of IBM, QH and QHEST. 

Significantly, questions over functionality and associated responsibilities were to remain 

unresolved and contested for over a year, passing the renegotiated September 2008 deadline for 

the loss of commercial LATTICE support. Remarkably, elements of the scope of “minimum 

requirements” remained unresolved right up to the Go-Live decision in 2010. 

 

 

Driven by the urgency of the LATTICE problem, the QG had signed up for a minimal Interim 
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payroll system for QH. The baseline specification for this system had been rushed into place in 

approximately one month over the 2007-2008 Christmas/New Year holiday period. The 

government signatory to the specification was new to the position and dependent on the advice 

from CorpTech’s Solution Design Authority75 that the “critical requirements" for an Interim 

Solution had been captured (QC 2013b, p.100). At the same time, Damon Atzeni, disaffected 

by his poor opinion of CorpTech’s competency had his call for a reset ignored and, on his own 

later admission, failed to provide IBM with the information it needed. Incredibly, Michael 

Kalimnios, the Deputy Director-General of QH, two levels up the hierarchy, wrote later in his 

statement to the Inquiry that “my view, and the view of my colleagues, was that Queensland 

Health's requirements had been adequately defined in SOW 8” (TSID37, p.5). When questioned 

about this statement at the Inquiry, Kalimnios agreed that he had no direct knowledge of these 

issues and that his “role was to take advice from others and make assessments about that advice” 

(TSID38, p.106).76 He suggested that his advice was coming principally from Anthony Price, 

the Director of QHEST, and, after April 2008, Damon Atzeni’s boss. Consistent with Atzeni’s 

withdrawal of his assertion that IBM failed to understand QH’s business needs, it is likely that 

the limitations of QHEST’s involvement in the IBM requirements-gathering exercise during 

December 2007 were not made apparent to Kalimnios and a further example of managing and 

nuancing information up the hierarchy. 

 

IBM’s formal change management process could now frame every issue as a potential change 

to the agreed scope at the QG’s cost. In his statement to the Inquiry, William Doak, the IBM 

Program Director from July 2008 to May 2010, listed 46 Change Requests to SOW 8, approved 

by CorpTech between 18 June 2008 and 25 February 2010. Of these, 32 incurred increased 

costs to the QG, amounting to a total of nearly $18.8M (TSID25, p.40-44). The original “fixed 

price” of the system was $6.2M. 

 

The arguments on scope continued throughout 2008 and the relationship between the State and 

IBM deteriorated. IBM issued a Delay Notice on 8 August 2008, notifying the State that 

deadlines would not be met and offering reasons, including the ongoing debates on the interface 

with the existing Financial and Materials Management Information System FAMMIS, 

                                                 
75 Terry Burns had leadership "oversight" of the SDA (QC 2013b, p.36). 
76 In claiming this, he demonstrated a similar hierarchical logic to that observed in Chapter 3 (p.110). 
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contested views on roles and responsibilities and process issues between the parties (QC 2013b, 

p.108). “A delay notice” is generally the first step in both a formal request for more time and a 

financial claim. The State responded robustly in September, denying that any of the delays were 

of its own making. The ensuing discussions, conducted on the State’s side by CorpTech contract 

manager Christopher Bird, explicitly raised the position that Queensland Health had lost all 

confidence in IBM’s ability to deliver a working system at all (QC 2013b, p.108). 

  

IBM then offered to run a demonstration test payroll to restore confidence, the success of which 

was legalistically incorporated in Change 129 as a “condition precedent” for the continuation 

of the contract. If IBM failed to pass the test, it would be in default of the entire contract ab 

initio. Change 129 specified 30 November 2008 as the date by which the tests were to be passed. 

A further three changes were subsequently agreed, extending the completion date to 23 

December 2008. The precise details of this Payroll Performance Testing are not relevant to the 

argument, beyond describing it as a one-off process to show that a fully-populated payroll could 

both be run within the time window available, and successfully accommodate QH’s complex 

award system. Despite time extensions, IBM failed the first of the two criteria, leaving the QG 

with an opportunity to withdraw, or at very least completely “reset” the project. In what 

Chesterman (QC 2013b, p.129) described as an “inexplicable” “grave-error of the State”, this 

was an opportunity that the QG chose to reject. 

 

6.3: “Change 184” – the Attempt to Clear the Air 

 

Rather than abandon or reset the project the Government chose to enter negotiation with IBM 

for a further change. This became Change 184, which took until late June 2009 to finalise, and 

came at an additional cost of $9M. The Interim payroll was now to be up and running by 6 

November of that year. Change 184 was described by the Commission’s expert on systems 

integration and project management, David Manfield, as a “cleansing change” (TSID41, p.51) 

and by Christopher Bird as a rewriting of history (TSID79, p.88).  Manfield’s suggestion that 

the “cleansing” aimed to “clear the fear”, suggests the very high level of anxiety, distrust and 

othering which had developed by this point at the operational level below Doak and Grierson; 

that which had been missed or misunderstood in the original rush to requirements-gathering 
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could now be included, and IBM would have the opportunity to “re-baseline” the project for 

success, in a no fault, "all is forgiven" way. Unfortunately Change 184, as Chesterman found:  

seem[ed] to have to have been the result of commercial negotiations and not 

any rigorous or detailed analysis by either party of the extent to which 

previously defined obligations were being departed from (QC 2013b, p.107). 

 

He added: 

[t]he real problem with it was …  that those who negotiated and agreed it did 

not give it sufficient time or thought, and failed to give any proper attention to 

whether it would indeed achieve the ends they required of it, principally, a 

functional payroll system. It did not achieve its objective (QC 2013b, p.132). 

 

Indeed, the negotiation about Change 184 seemed to have been held between William Doak 

and Paul Ray (Commercial Manager - CorpTech Account), from IBM, and Christopher Bird 

(Contracts Manager, Vendor Management, SPO), from CorpTech (TSID80), with no role for 

those engaged in implementation. As John Gower, IBM QHIC Project Director at the time of 

negotiations, testified: 

I was not involved in the contractual negotiations being undertaken by Mr 

Doak and Paul Ray, including in relation to CR 184 and other CRs being 

prepared. At times I had a role in communicating project delivery issues so that 

these could be addressed in the negotiations. However, Mr Doak made it clear 

to me that my focus should be project delivery and not contractual matters 

(TSID28, p.3). 

 

This was not the necessary project “reset”, but a contract discussion to protect interests into the 

future. The agreed wording of Change 184 was comforting. The Interim Payroll would go live 

on November 29 after the formal acceptance of the Solution, given when all “all go-live 

requirements, including the correction of outstanding issues that prevent Queensland Health 

employees being paid correctly within the agreed processing window, [had] been achieved” 

(QC 2013b, p.109). The agreement went on to introduce a new approach, establishing an 

equivalence logic which bridged their contested claims. “Any workarounds or issues that have 

been agreed to remain unresolved prior to go-live will be agreed subject to a comprehensive 

management plan being presented for their satisfactory resolution” (QC 2013b, p.109) [my 

emphasis]. Contestation could then be allowed to go on through the functioning of an agreed 

comprehensive management plan, even after “Go Live”.  
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6.4: Breaking Up Versus ‘Making It Work’ with IBM 

 

The failure by IBM to meet the condition precedent as mutually agreed in Change 129 offered 

a way out of the contract for the Queensland Government. Why then did the QG not use it to 

call a halt? A first factor was the state of the relationship between CorpTech and IBM at that 

time. In July 2008, following the transfer of the SSI to the Department of Public Works, the 

CorpTech Program Director of the Strategic Program Office (SPO), John Beeston, signed a 

formal brief to the Director-General Mal Grierson, recommending that concerns about IBM’s 

performance be brought to the attention of its senior management, and that an independent 

formal quality review be instituted. This action began a series of attempts by CorpTech 

management to formalise their growing concerns with IBM’s performance. IBM’s issuance of 

a Delay Notice on 8 August 2008, discussed previously, led Barbara Perrott, as Executive 

Director of CorpTech, to seek legal advice from John Swinson of the firm Mallesons Stephen 

Jaques. Swinson advised that failure to formally issue a breach notice to IBM would reduce the 

QG’s leverage and that a formal review of their performance should be undertaken to establish 

material breaches and to canvass genuine alternatives (QC 2013b, p.130). A draft “Notice of 

Breach”, in relation to IBM’s inability to meet the Go Live date of 18 November 2008, was 

drawn up by John Swinson, but not subsequently issued. 

 

The rejection of John Swinson’s advice reflected a continuing pattern of reluctance from above 

to engage with IBM at a formal legal level. The draft breach notice was rejected by James 

Brown, then head of CorpTech’s Solution Design Authority (SDA). Malcolm Campbell, 

responsible for vendor management within the CorpTech Strategic Program Office (SPO) 

recalled: 

Mr Brown saying the document was "volcanic" and that his view was that the 

Government did not wish to be engaged in a long legal battle with IBM. Both 

Mr Chris Bird and myself outlined to Mr Brown that a Contract Breach was a 

normal and powerful contract management tool (TSID62, p.14). 

 

Brown’s insight, or perhaps intuition, was correct. On 11 September 2008, Barbara Perrott 

informed the Executive Steering Committee that no breach notice would be served, since 
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Director-General Mal Grierson disagreed with Swinson’s legal advice and wanted a different 

approach. He personally would be visiting the USA with Minister Robert Schwarten in the near 

future and so he would discuss the matter with senior IBM management (QC 2013b, p.130). In 

testimony to the Inquiry, Mal Grierson recalled that: 

I didn't want a breach notice or I didn't want to drop into a legal mode at that 

stage; I wanted to just see how we could go, finish our due diligence, make 

sure the scope is … [Inquiry] was there any other reason why you stayed Ms 

Perrott's hand in terms of issuing a notice of breach? --- [Grierson] No. Well, 

the only reason was I was the director-general, I had been given this system to 

implement, my minister and I, and I had to make a decision on the best way to 

try and get this thing implemented (TSID63, pp.108-9). 

 

Grierson held that, if only he could escalate the problem to IBM management senior enough, 

in the US, the corporate entity would make IBM Australia see the error of its ways and lift its 

game. He assumed a senior IBM hierarchy, at his “level”, would be open to an appeal for 

reasonableness. Getting people at his level to see reason would avoid unnecessary 

embarrassment to both himself and his political master.  

 

In September 2008, Mal Grierson and Robert Schwarten, the Minister for Public Works, visited 

IBM facilities in Austin Texas and Washington DC. The visit, primarily a business and briefing 

trip to review IBM’s latest security and citizen-orientated innovations77, also included Lachlan 

Bloomfield, the IBM “Public Sector Lead, Queensland”, responsible for business development 

and project delivery (TSID63, p.107; TSID5, p.2). Bloomfield had been instrumental in 

securing the Prime Contractor Agreement in 2007. Under cross examination in the Inquiry, it 

became clear that the discussion with an IBM vice-president, whose name Grierson could not 

remember, had been superficial: 

So Washington, where it was the vice-president of IBM that met with us, a … 

the conversation would be along the lines, as I have said, "This is happening 

in Queensland," which they knew about, of course having been briefed, "we're 

unhappy about it. Please make sure that if there's anything you can do to help 

us, you do it." It was simply like that (TSID63, p.107) [my emphasis]. 

 

                                                 
77 The trip at a cost to the Department of $40,207 was to "accompany the Minister to various business meetings 

and visit various ICT projects/facilities/briefing centres …" (Queensland DPW 2009). 
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Director-General Mal Grierson sent the instruction down the line in August 2008 that CorpTech 

should not take Mallesons’ advice to issue a Breach Notice. Later in December 2008, following 

Grierson’s US trip, the view became that the QG should wait and see “how IBM performed”. 

This set the environment for the Release Steering Committee not to invoke the Condition 

Precedent clause in Change 129, which would have allowed them to “reset the project”. 

 

The situation did not improve and the SPO team of John Beeston, John Campbell and 

Christopher Bird, aided by John Swinson, continued in the first months of 2009 to attempt to 

persuade Malcolm Grierson to issue a breach notice.  Beeston’s arguments focused on their 

continuing dependence on the LATTICE product, now without external Talent2 support for 

more than 4 months, and the fact that failure to issue the breach notice might be seen legally as 

a tacit acceptance that time delays were no longer as important (QC 2013b, p.131). The January 

brief to Mal Grierson was left unsigned and failed to reach him.78 A further meeting in January 

between Christopher Bird, Malcolm Campbell, John Swinson and John Backhouse, Department 

of Public Works in-house counsel, resulted in the law firm Mallesons preparing a modified draft 

notice, which was made available in March 2009.  

 

IBM were aware of this action and, on January 29 2009, a meeting took place including SPO 

representatives, Terry Burns, now representing QH, Swinson, Backhouse and William Doak 

from IBM. The meeting was robust, with various participants having different recollections on 

a continuum from IBM threatening to withdraw from the contract, to IBM warning that progress 

would indeed be slowed if their resources had to be used defending a QG assertion of a breach. 

At this point, contestation between IBM and the QG (as represented by the Department for 

Public Works) was at a new peak. Mallesons provided the new Breach Notice for Christopher 

Bird to send to James Brown and Malcolm Grierson.  

 

                                                 
78 An unsigned draft was found as part of the Inquiry's discovery process. At the first stage in a 4-stage sign-off 

process to get the brief to Mal Grierson, James Brown, Beeston's immediate superior, had no recollection of it at 

the Inquiry (QC 2013b, p.131). 
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This approach was once again rejected by DPW senior management.  Christopher Bird''s 

witness statement to the Inquiry gives an idea of how fractured the thinking in the 

CorpTech/DPW hierarchy had become: 

Around the same time, Malcolm Campbell and I had a conversation with James 

Brown in which we told Mr Brown that the breach notice was almost ready. 

Mr Brown, however, said to Mr Campbell and I that, "We're not going to go 

down that route.  There has been too much water under the bridge" and, [to] 

"continue negotiating an extension of time and setting up a new change request 

to go forward." I asked Mr Brown what we were to do with the preparation of 

the breach notice and he told me to cease and the Project Board had agreed to 

pay IBM an additional $5 million dollars (TSID62, p.11). 

 

During this period from mid-2008, there was increased contestation between QH and CorpTech 

and DPW on a second front. QH continued lobbying for direct control over its payroll system 

and independence from the SSI. As we saw earlier, QH’s claim to proceed independently of the 

SSI had been firmly rejected by Under-Treasurer Bradley back in April 2007. Once again, QH 

pushed for independence from the SSI and CorpTech, tasked with its implementation. In early 

September 2008, Michael Kalimnios took the opportunity to lobby the new Director-General 

of Health, Michael Reid, about the LATTICE support issue and IBM’s delay notice. His 

briefing note, written by Terry Burns, recommended in part that “QH separate itself from the 

CorpTech-driven WOG [whole-of-government] program immediately and engage directly with 

contract companies in order to evaluate alternatives expeditiously”. These efforts were 

frustrated when a few days later Reid spoke with Grierson, who remained “unpersuaded” and 

suggested that Reid tell Kalimnios to “get on and make it work with both CorpTech and IBM” 

(QC 2013b, p.133). 

 

At this stage, it is important to note the separation between Grierson’s personal and political 

positions on the subject of QH’s desire for independence from the SSI. As he explained at the 

Inquiry: 

Personally, and this is just a personal comment, I didn't care whether Health 

dealt direct (sic) with IBM. That would have been a blessing for me because 

CorpTech - there was no value to us in being in the middle of this thing. I mean, 

I got no joy out of meeting with Bill Doak and others to discuss their problems. 

It would have been - I was the person who tried to get that Health Department 

to have their own program governance, to manage their own project, set up 

their own committees to govern this thing and so, I mean, it's ludicrous to think 
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that I would have wanted to maintain Health in this CorpTech tri-parter (sic) 

[tri-partnership] (TSID64, p.16). 

 

Nevertheless, a government policy was just that, and, in this case, enshrined by a contract with 

IBM. As Grierson explained repeatedly to the Inquiry, “if you [QH] wish to get out of it, do 

what any other department would do; go get your minister, go back to cabinet to change it." It 

seems here that, although he was the most senior public servant responsible for the whole-of-

government SSI, the fundamental issues that QH were experiencing, and which he empathised 

with, were not his problem. The conflict between collegiate whole-of-government thinking and 

the social logics of chief executive departmental purview, glossed over in the original business 

case, was still, five years later, stopping the QG from focusing on its real problems. 

 

In mid-September 2008, Michael Kalimnios successfully lobbied Barbara Perrott to be allowed 

to operate QH’s “own instance” of the new SAP/Workbrain system, arguing that “possessing a 

degree of autonomy over the decisions required to meet tight timeframes is paramount”. This 

meant that QH, while nominally having the “same” software, would have a separate copy which 

it could modify under its own direction and to its own needs. Perrott was able to justify the 

decision with Kalimnios’ fantasmatic promise that the split with a unified whole-of-government 

system was only temporary, and that its wholeness would be restored “at some suitable time in 

the future” (QC 2013b, p.134). 

 

To summarise the situation in January 2009, there were four competing regimes in a contest for 

hegemonic control over the QHPS project. Three were within the QG and the fourth, IBM, 

clearly outside. The dominant government regime was that around Director-General Mal 

Grierson, representing his minister, Robert Schwarten. He was closely supported by senior 

management in DPW, including Natalie MacDonald, his deputy, and from CorpTech, by 

Barbara Perrott (after Feb 2009 replaced by Margaret Berenyi) and James Brown. Their position 

was essentially that the QG policy of shared, whole-of-government systems was sacrosanct, 

failure to “nail down” the scope was the problem and IBM, as Prime Contractor, unquestionably 

had the skill to complete a working payroll for QH, overcoming protestations from QH and 

elements within CorpTech intent on getting the lawyers involved. 
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The second QG group consisted of the leader of the SPO, John Beeston, together with 

Christopher Bird and contract manager Malcolm Campbell who, assisted by Mallesons’ John 

Swinson, believed that IBM should be formally held to the contract of which they were 

manifestly in breach. As Campbell suggested, they perceived that the dominant group “wished 

to avoid conflict with IBM” and that “accordingly …[their] … ability to enforce the terms and 

conditions of the contract was weakened” (QC 2013b, p.132).  

 

The third group, in QH and led by Michael Kalimnios, was driven by a view that CorpTech was 

essentially incompetent and that only they, through their direct control, could lead QH away 

from the disaster of a completely failed LATTICE system. Kalimnios was warily supported by 

his Director-General, Michael Reid, who felt that the QHPS was not a project to which he 

“could make a useful contribution other than support the people who were there to do the job” 

and that “it was not a matter which he would consider briefing the Minister for Health on in 

any detail” (QC 2013b, p.134) and (TSID72, p.58). Kalimnios was however firmly supported 

by Tony Price, Damon Atzeni and contractor Terry Burns, all reporting to him.  

 

The fourth regime attempting to gain control over the project was the prime contractor, IBM 

itself. Their cast of players consisted of project managers, technical and administrative staff, 

under the entrepreneurial leadership of William Doak. They pushed on with the project 

regardless, unified in their business ideology, and agreed change/project management process, 

which, as previously noted, brought them an extra $18.8M, a 400 percent increase for the 

delivery of just the Interim Payroll solution for Health. 

 

As might be expected on the government side, Mal Grierson’s regime continued to hold sway. 

John Beeston, a contractor for CorpTech, was let go in March 2009. Beeston and IBM's Doak 

had been in open conflict for months, with Doak suggesting to both Barbara Perrott and Mal 

Grierson that Beeston should be removed. At the Inquiry, Peter Flanagan QC (acting for the 

Commission) asked Doak: 

Did you also say to him [Grierson] in relation to Mr Beeston, "This 

fellow is slowing things down. Do you think you could ... get rid of him, he's 

causing interference and slowing everything down"? --- I couldn't vouch for 

the words but I can for the sentiment, yes (TSID74, p.19). 
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Despite Grierson’s continuing exhortations to “make it work”, resources were finite.  James 

Brown briefed him on the perilous financial position of the SSI project and its impact on future 

work. The estimated total final cost to complete the entire whole-of-government program was 

now approximately twice that originally estimated in the winning IBM proposal, and far in 

excess of the allocated budget. The Global Financial Crisis was underway and an election was 

imminent.  At a meeting held with Premier Anna Bligh and Minister Schwarten on January 27, 

2009, it was clear to Mal Grierson that no extra money would be made available for the SSI 

(TSID77, p.11). The decision was effectively made to limit IBM’s overall involvement in the 

SSI only to the completion of the Interim payroll in order to alleviate that risk of LATTICE 

failing.79 Shortly afterwards, Grierson meeting with IBM senior-partner, Peter Munro and 

William Doak “explained to them that it was going to be put on hold and we now expected IBM 

to get all their best resources on board, focused on Health and deliver Health” (TSID64, p.17). 

This deferential logic, underpinned by an unswerving belief in IBM’s global capability is still 

very evident in Grierson’s statement. 

 

6.5 Analysis and Discussion 

 

The aim of this section is to analyse the complex and still unresolved contestation emanating 

from fundamental ontological differences which occurred during the whole of 2008. Focusing 

first on the relationship between IBM and the QG; the former played the role of a commercially 

aggressive project contractor, rather than the prime contractor “friend” that the QG needed, and 

originally thought they were buying. IBM's behaviour can be explained, in part, by their need 

to protect the "at risk" income linked to achieving shared deadlines and milestones which the 

State had insisted on and which, paradoxically, the State itself was unable to meet. The interim 

solution to the LATTICE problem, promoted by IBM, exposed the contestation for control 

between CorpTech and QH and the complex ontological clashes between levels of the 

bureaucracy, public sector agencies protecting their “sovereignty” and the commercial interests 

of a powerful multinational corporation. 

                                                 
79

 This position was only formally endorsed by the CBRC nearly 8 months later, on 21 September 2009. 
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The Interim Solution had taken on the role of a “floating signifier” in that its meaning was 

construed differently by each party. For IBM, it was part of the successful rhetoric that won the 

prime contractor tender. For the CorpTech senior management, it was a way of preserving the 

SSI ideology, in response to the LATTICE problem. For QH it gave them a possible way to 

regain control of their ICT in the face of the hegemonic authority of a government policy 

enjoyed by CorpTech.  For CorpTech, QH and IBM, the different meanings of “Interim 

Solution” were partially fixed by what Laclau and Mouffe refer to as “master-signifier[s]” 

(Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p.xi). The master-signifiers operating here were respectively: 

"whole-of-government", representing the central agencies' belief in standardised efficiency; 

"functional sovereignty", as QH's right to manage its own affairs; and "market capitalism" as 

IBM's raison d'être. 

 

The ongoing position held by QH was that it reserved the right to leave open a definition of an 

“Interim Solution” that fulfilled its business needs, as and when it was able to enunciate them. 

The Inquiry report observed that: 

The State ... seems to have thought that IBM, having agreed to deliver a payroll 

solution, would be obliged to deliver one that paid staff and did so accurately, 

even if all QH’s requirements had not been communicated and found their way 

into the various scoping documents (QC 2013b, p.110). 

 

IBM resolutely maintained its position that it simply “relied upon there having been 

completeness in the communication to it of QH business requirements” (QC 2013b, p.110) and 

that, moreover, following the endorsement of SOW 8 by CorpTech’s Barbara Perrott on 22 

January 2008, “… open issues … when resolved may … at the discretion of the Contractor 

…necessitate a change to this SOW (8) under the agreed change control process” (QC 2013b, 

p.104). The subtext of this statement is that the resolution of open issues could be subject to 

extra cost. 

 

The Commission’s criticism of IBM’s position with respect to scope is revealing in several 

ways: 
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IBM was content for scope to remain vague and to deal with that lack of clarity 

by relying upon and encouraging the State to vary the contract and its scope 

and to charge the State for those changes. IBM chose to leave scope uncertain 

and to “protect” it because it suited its short-term commercial interests to do 

so (QC 2013b, p.111). 

 

It first underscores the vulnerability of the State, due to the ongoing contestation for control 

between Queensland Health and CorpTech. This vulnerability was not related to an imbalance 

of resources between a large multinational corporation and some underfunded public sector 

organisation.  Both IBM and the QG had significant financial resources at their disposal and 

were, as the Commissioner found, “two commercially sophisticated entities” (QC 2013b, 171). 

The problem on the government side was its inability to resolve the ontological clash playing 

out between Treasury/CorpTech, QH and IBM. This contestation went beyond simply a clash 

of interests to one of different realities observed above, as the Treasury/CorpTech saw 

government a as an holistic enterprise, QH's saw itself as an independent medical health 

provider, while IBM saw the engagement as a business opportunity. Second, it reflects a degree 

of naïvety present in the QG, although the idea that a successful US multinational corporation, 

in this situation, would seek primarily to act in the interests of its shareholders, would have 

come as no surprise to at least some public servants. Back in 2007, Darrin Bond's advice, with 

respect to precisely this scenario, had been ignored by the Under-Treasurer (see Chapter 5, 

p.153). 

 

We see in QH's repeated attempts to regain control of their payroll project clear evidence of the 

“othering” process in government. CorpTech are seen by Queensland Health as simply not 

sharing QH's knowledge, culture and risks. CorpTech come to represent an enemy, or in 

Lacanian terms the "thief of [their] enjoyment" (see p69). While, in part, this can be explained 

as “territorial protection” by individuals, it also points to the failure of the Queensland 

Government (Chapter 4, p 135) to make any real attempt, through changes in legislation or 

otherwise,  to socialise the idea of shared enterprise; preferring to gloss over social issues with 

“whole-of-government” rhetoric. Atzeni's role, in this respect, is crucial. Why did he, as the 

Commission found (see p168), fail to communicate QH's business requirements to IBM? This 

action would appear to serve no-one. Moving beyond a Rhodes style explanation based on a 

rational exchange model of actions (see p43), Discourse Theory suggests that such a 

"transgressive" action might better be explained by the unconscious emotional payoff 
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(jouissance) gained by rejecting the "other", in this case, CorpTech's agent, IBM (Glynos 2000, 

2003, 2008), even though it appears to be against Atzeni's own self-interest. 

 

After the transfer of the SSI to DPW in July 2008, Mal Grierson's role in directing the State's 

strategy in dealing with IBM became central. Rejecting legal and technical advice he aimed to 

get people at his level in IBM to see reason and direct their staff to fix the problems. His 

fantasmatic belief in a kind of organisational aristocratic honour between one’s peers which 

could be called upon to resolve such problems relates to the concept of "leaderism" discussed 

in Chapter 5 (p.155). More senior leaders in IBM would have the required "character" and 

authority to intercede, if a request was made by one of their ilk. Grierson responded to the 

question about his motives for countermanding the decisions of procurement, project 

management and legal experts closest to the day to day realities of the problem, with the answer 

that he was “the Director-General”, and that he and his Minister had “been given” the job of 

implementing the SSI, and therefore the responsibility for such a decision.  

 

An executive in a leadership position making such decisions, who is ontologically separated 

from the “detail” and expert assessment, and motivated by intuition and concerns for political 

reputation, is at a heightened risk of making a poor decision; and clearly acting against the 

bureaucratic principle of subsidiarity discussed previously (p.92). The senior US-based IBM 

executives with whom the Director-General wished to commune, had no such desire. They 

remained very happy to leave the battle command with the on-ground program director, 

William Doak, an expert negotiator. Here, the difference between IBM’s management culture, 

which in many ways was also hierarchical and bureaucratic, and that of the QG is striking. It 

supports a major claim here that, despite access to expert legal and procurement resources, 

leaderism, present in government decision-making, can lead to a particular vulnerability in 

dealing with commercial suppliers. 

 

A second logic observable in Mal Grierson’s statement and testimony at the Inquiry was the 

strength of his neoliberal belief in IBM’s indubitable capacity to solve the QG’s problems. He 

repeatedly suggested that IBM was simply not providing its best resources for the job: 
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the expectation I had was that IBM would put in an A team, a team with all the 

expertise to be able to do this, and if that had been the case, we shouldn't have 

been having these problems where I would be receiving concerns and 

complaints from people like a deputy director-general of Education and a 

deputy director-general of Health about their performance (THSID MG1, 

p.79). 

 

Through direct, ongoing, contact with Grierson, William Doak had demonstrated his skills as a 

relationship manager in recognising the Director-General's motivations and promoting an 

equivalence logic of shared aims, between himself and Grierson. In doing this he used the 

rhetoric that they were both leaders with mutual understanding and experience in the world of 

complex IT projects. Both their organisations were losing money, but together they had to 

deliver the end result of a “system in a time frame that was reasonable to meet the requirements 

of Queensland Health”. (TSID76, pp.80-81) The shared “other” in this case were those in QH 

who were preventing the project fixing the scope, and pedantic types (such as John Beeston) 

who insisted on getting legal, potentially damaging all their reputations and slowing down the 

path to success. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The period in the QHPS story from the signing of the Prime Contractor agreement between 

IBM and CorpTech in December 2007 to the failed attempt (Change 184) to reset the 

relationship with IBM in June 2009 was marked by ongoing tripartite contestation between 

CorpTech/DPW, QH and IBM. These contestations were principally around the meaning and 

content of “an interim solution”, IBM’s role as a “prime contractor” and CorpTech’s right and 

competency to manage the replacement of LATTICE on QH’s behalf. Change 184 also saw the 

introduction of the “comprehensive management plan” as a fantasmatic signifier that allowed 

the project to move on despite contestation and provides a key to understanding why the project 

would eventually spiral into chaos. 

 

During this period, Mal Grierson, as Director-General of DPW, exercised his hierarchical 

authority, against legal and technical advice, to avoid issuing a formal breach notice to IBM, 

preferring to impose a dominant discourse of “make it happen”. He appeared to be motivated 
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by three powerful logics; his unshakeable belief in the global capacity of IBM to deliver the 

required outcome, a leaderist belief in his personal ability to relate, as a very senior executive, 

to senior executive power-brokers in IBM and in the sanctity of a Government policy on Shared 

Services, that he did not wish to challenge.  

 

The next Chapter moves the story on six months, when, in the battleground of scope definition 

and variation between IBM and the Queensland Government, IBM completes its contracted 

"system testing" and passes the new system over to Queensland Health for User Acceptance 

Testing (UAT) in January 2009. It follows the continuing contestation throughout 2009 until 

the exhausted parties aligned for one last, “Plan A or die"80 push to get a payroll for Health into 

live operation. 

  

                                                 
80 Dr David Manfield when asked to comment on why none of the parties engaged in the troubled project had 

suggested “resetting” it, observed, “I think there was a culture surrounding this project of what I call "plan A or 

die“ (TSID 41, p.49). 
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7 – Going Live – the Fiasco Gets Public 
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The Chesterman Inquiry found that the “decision to Go Live ought not to have been made when 

it was” and further that any “rational assessment” would have deferred it (QC 2013b, p.151). 

The decision by the members of both the Project Directorate and the governing Board to ignore 

the myriad defects in the new payroll system and proceed with live running was a dislocatory 

event for the Commission that defied rational explanation. The media, and no doubt the 

thousands of health staff affected, saw it as symptomatic of the incompetent and uncaring 

management of both politicians and the senior administration of their departments. And yet the 

overwhelming impression gained from reading the textual evidence from the Inquiry was that 

virtually all the public-servants involved were intelligent, hard-working, experienced, articulate 

and caring. The reader, knowing with hindsight the public outrage about to descend on them, 

might even have a little sympathy for their “going live” celebration on the rooftop of the DPW 

building with “beers, cheese platters and a barbecue” (Courier-Mail, 10/4/10), after an 

exhausting and fractious seven-year project. This Chapter provides evidence from the QHPS 

corpus for the articulation of a set of explanatory logics. 

 

In the first section, we pick up the narrative after IBM released the new payroll software to 

Queensland Health for User Acceptance Testing (UAT) in early 2009 and focus on the logics 

of information nuancing and the “Defect Management Plan”, fantasmatic logics that enabled 

the system to pass the final stage of UAT in January 2010. The next section examines the 

evidence for an equivalence logic that aligned the thinking of the true decision makers in the 

Project Directorate to go live, “othering” the external UAT manager. The final section describes 

the problems encountered after the first live payroll run and the rise of the media-stoked public 

outrage over what Premier Bligh herself labelled a "fiasco". 

 

7.1 User Acceptance Testing 

 

IBM had adopted a waterfall development model, which, despite ongoing contestation, they 

pursued doggedly throughout 2008 and 2009. Initially overlapping, but separate from, the 

arrangements for Change 184, the final stage of testing, User Acceptance Testing (UAT), took 

place in four phases between January and December 2009 and then until late January 2010 

(TSID24, p.3). QH outsourced the task of UAT management to KJ Ross and Associates 
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(KJRA), a Queensland based ICT testing and quality assurance company who led teams of users 

from QH. Brett Cowan, who the KJRA Test Manager for UAT Phases 3 and 4 explained at the 

Inquiry that the purpose of UAT was: 

(t)o see that the business can use the system as defined, so it's truly just about: 

this thing is going to go live tomorrow or the next week or in a month and we 

better make sure that our people are trained ... we better make sure that the 

printer is in the right place, we better make sure that the other systems which 

... provide input actually provide input in the correct way or take output in the 

correct way (TSID24, p.6). 

 

Unsurprisingly, the UAT process did not go well. The Commission’s ICT expert, David 

Manfield, suggested, on reading Cowan’s final UAT report, that “[he hadn’t] seen such an 

unequivocal sign of distress in a project” (TSID41, p.51). 

 

The formal measure of success and failure in UAT is the presence of “defects” that are 

discovered by testers, logged and quantified. Shane Parkinson, who was provided by IBM as 

an expert witness on software quality and testing, defined a “functional defect” as “purely that 

the system did not perform a function or operation as expected” (TSID81, p.47). Over the course 

of the four UAT phases, some 2,422 defects were recorded. The Master Test Plan and UAT 

Test plans defined severity categorisation criteria as outlined in Table 7.1. Importantly, the 

criteria for moving the project out of a UAT phase to the next phase were set out in the QHEST 

Test Plan; specifically, that in order to exit UAT “(a)ll Severity 1 and Severity 2 defects from 

UAT or concurrently executed test phases have been resolved”.  
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Table 7.1 - An abridged version of Defect Severity Categories 

 

Severity Description 

1 - Showstopper The entire application, component or function will not work, and no bypass 

is available. 

 Testing cannot proceed. Major impact to testing schedule. 

2 – Major Major component or function will not work. 

 Testing is severely impacted but can proceed. 

 Payroll results are incorrect. 

 Major impact to testing schedule. 

3 – Minor A minor portion of the application, component or function will not work, but 

a workaround is available. 

 Testing is impacted, but can proceed. 

 Minor impact to testing schedule. 

4 - Cosmetic Cosmetic or minimal impact. 

 

Source: QC (2013b, p.115) 

Over time, the numbers and classification of defects changed as defects were fixed. A 

classification team, with representation from IBM, the QH Enterprise Systems Transition 

(QHEST) team, CorpTech, and the UAT team, decided on classification and reclassification. 

While the more severe categories were proportionately fewer in number, there were still 

significant numbers of major (or worse) defects. The Inquiry found that, in the fourth and final 

round of UAT, “a large number of defects were identified: some 805 major defects, 14 

“showstoppers” and 1007 in all” (QC 2013b, p.114). 

 

Notwithstanding the debate between ICT experts from both sides on the significance of these 

numbers, clearly something was very wrong. The explanatory argument IBM ran in its 

submission to the Inquiry on the 24 June 2013, which was subsequently rejected by the 

Commissioner, is very telling. Shane Parkinson offered a range of possible root causes of 

functional defects: 
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1. Incorrect coding; 

2. Requirements errors which include missed or poorly expressed 

requirements; 

3. Environment issues including configurations; 

4. Test errors due to an incorrectly written test scripts; and 

5. The test data is wrong (TSID82, p.3). 

 

The IBM submission to the Inquiry essentially argued that the large number of UAT defects 

could not reasonably lead to the conclusion that the coding (item 1), and its subsequent unit and 

system testing (which was the responsibility of IBM), were necessarily faulty. The other causes 

of functional defects were all fundamentally the responsibility of the QG. The continuing clash 

between IBM and the QG, over the meaning of “prime contractor” was still being played out in 

June 2013. 

 

Mal Grierson’s approach was still to cut through, avoid getting bogged down in a legal dispute 

and “make it work”. With James Brown as an intermediary, Swinson’s continuing advice to 

issue a Breach Notice to IBM was rejected and John Beeston’s influence in the SPO removed. 

Grierson was instrumental in “get[ting the] Health Department to have their own program 

governance” (TSID64, p.16), probably, partly as a sop to Michael Kalimnios’ continuing push 

for independence from the SSI. On the 2 April 2009, a newly established QHIC (Interim Payroll 

Solution) Project Board met for the first time chaired by Michael Kalimnios. The board 

members at that time included Adrian Shea, Executive Director of (QH) Corporate Services, as 

Deputy Chair, William Doak and John Gower of IBM, Margaret Berenyi (Executive Director 

of CorpTech) and James Brown. By June, a reconstituted Project Directorate, advising the 

Board, was in place. It was responsible for the management of the project and the IBM contract. 

Most importantly, this was to be the body making the recommendation whether to Go Live to 

the Board. It was chaired by James Brown and included, at various times: from CorpTech, 

Amanda Doughty, Pierre Pienaar, Jane Stewart, Malcolm Campbell and Philip Hood; from QH, 

Tony Price, Janette Jones and Naomi du Plessis; and from IBM, Paul Hickey, John Gower, 

William Doak and Mark Dymock. Brett Cowan’s attendance was at the invitation of the 

Directorate. He described himself as “having a voice on the table every now and then” (TSID24, 

p.28). 
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The situation that resulted from these new governance arrangements can be summarised as: 

1) Kalimnios from QH, as the most senior public servant below the Director-

General level, was left with overall operational responsibility (in fact, he and 

his deputy, Adrian Shea were immediate casualties post Go Live); 

 

2) Mal Grierson’s influence was strategically placed, with James Brown as chair 

of the Directorate and member of the Board, together with Margaret Berenyi; 

 

3) No executives from DPW, other than those from CorpTech, were members of 

the Board or Directorate; and 

 

4) William Doak was positioned to influence directly both the Directorate and the 

Board. While sharing Grierson’s agenda “to make it work”, he was clearly able 

to promote an agenda favourable to IBM. 

 

The most immediate problem for the Interim Payroll project during 2009 was that it was 

manifestly failing all phases of UAT. An attitude developed within the oversight of the new 

governance arrangements of what David Manfield described as a “wholesale treatment of entry 

and exit conditions” (Manfield 2013). Both entry and exit criteria for UAT, set in advance, were 

ignored, and the thresholds lowered in the name of “progressing” the project (QC 2013b, p.117). 

The defects in the functional usability of the system, discovered in the UAT testing regardless 

of their root cause or contractual responsibility to fix, were inconvenient.  

 

The Inquiry report references several examples where the project was allowed to progress from 

one phase to another, without fulfilling the criteria set out in the test plan (QC 2013b, p.117). 

Two incidents particularly demonstrate the extent to which Grierson’s “make it work, despite 

the naysayers”, view was visible during this period. The first comes from a quite remarkable 

decision found in a set of minutes from the Project Board meeting of 12 May 2009. Despite 

Margaret Berenyi’s opinion that this decision and the language used to describe defects was 

unchanged at levels below the Board (TSID75, p.23), the volume of negative findings and 

arguments about the categorisation of defects had clearly become a problem. The minutes 

record that: 

It was agreed by the Board to disregard all current language – eg severities, 

defects, buckets, etc. Issues relating to the project will now be referred to as a 

Go-Live problem or resolution is not necessary prior to Go-Live. The Project 
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Directorate are to define what at this stage is a Go-Live problem and what is 

not. Michael [Kalimnios] stated that the Project Directorate should be 

informing the Board what the requirements for go live are (QC 2013b, p.118) 

[my emphasis]. 

 

The complexity of the real problems had become annoying, and the findings of Brett Cowan, 

as UAT leader, had become a roadblock to progress. William Doak now entered into open 

contestation with Cowan, as he had previously with John Beeston. Cowan explained the nature 

of this very public disagreement at the Inquiry: 

What I discovered through the course of this program was that the tactic, if I 

may use the term, that was used to debunk the testing .... was very much one 

of, "You need to be able to prove that, you cannot say that until you can prove 

that."  Ultimately, the UAT is a pointer, it's an indicator, it's nothing more than 

that, so to start discussing, "Is this one defect truly a defect or not," in the 

context of this ... [will] not be particularly relevant … 

[Inquiry] When you mention "the tactic", about whom were you referring? ---  

Bill Doak was a keen spammer, if you will ... at every night at 9 pm, I would 

get on the system, pull out ... all of the stats from the day and create a status 

report. Every evening I'd send out a status report, and there were numerous 

occasions where I'd come back in the morning where Mr Doak had spammed 

the entire distribution, which was 70, 80 people including board members, 

everyone, saying, "These numbers are crazy, this is ridiculous, you shouldn't 

be doing this," et cetera (TSID24, p.10). 

 

In cross-examination by Mr Doyle QC, Doak explained his motivation for responding in such 

a way to Cowan’s UAT update summaries: 

If we're going to quote defects then we need to qualify them and this, again, 

was my point to Mr Cowan in terms of the report he produces. We need to 

understand how many related to business process, how many are related to a 

different result than what was expected and there are a lot of reasons for that 

and how many means the system has a bug and I think the inference was that 

these were bugs and that that was absolutely not the case; couldn't be the case 

(TSID27, p.67). 

 

Cowan maintained that UAT was about finding out whether the system was going to work in 

practice, regardless of the cause of, or the responsibility for, defects. Doak’s simply said that 

the number of defects was not IBM’s fault, in the sense that that they did not relate to coding 

errors (bugs) in what IBM has delivered. The aggregate numbers made IBM look bad. While 
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the fact that the test system was not paying the QH staff correctly was unfortunate, it was not 

necessarily IBM’s problem. IBM’s responsibility was to deliver what has been asked for, not 

to pay QH staff.  

 

A very significant example of purposefully nuancing UAT information came at the very end of 

2009, when, in order to clear the way for the DGL, the board formally lessened the criteria for 

successfully exiting the UAT phase. Cowan’s Final UAT Report on the 27 January 2010, 

reported 26 known Severity 1 and Severity 2 defects unresolved.  As discussed previously, the 

requirement for the project to exit UAT was that “(a)ll Severity 1 and Severity 2 defects from 

UAT or concurrently executed test phases have been resolved” (QC 2013b, p.117). Following 

a Delay Notice, issued by IBM, advising that a December 18, 2009 date was not achievable, 

because the “no Severity 2” requirement could not be met in time, Change 208 was created. 

Change 208 was raised by Paul Ray (CorpTech) on 22 December 2009 and approved by Natalie 

MacDonald (DPW) on 24 December 2012. The contents were endorsed by the QHIC Project 

Directorate (TSID23, p.6).  The previous exit criteria were replaced by “no Severity 1 defects 

and a comprehensive management plan for Severity 2, 3 and 4 defects” (QC 2013b, p.117) [my 

emphasis]. Together with the downgrading of Severity 1 defects to Severity 2, this meant that 

UAT could be deemed to have been passed. 

 

In his witness statement to the Inquiry, Cowan wrote “I expressed my disagreement to the 

modifications to the UAT Exit Criteria, but was explicitly directed to support the change. Had 

it been my choice, I would not have made that change.” (TSID23, p.6). He elaborated later, 

giving evidence at the Inquiry: 

[Inquiry] Can you tell me in what forum you expressed that disagreement? 

Was that ---?--- [Cowan] That was definitely in the project directorate. 

[Inquiry] In the project directorate meeting?---Yes. 

... 

[Inquiry] And when you say you were explicitly directed to support the change, 

is that something that came from the directorate as a whole or ---?--- [Cowan] 

Yes. 
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--- one person?--- No, from the directorate as a whole. Basically the directorate 

made a decision, you voice your disagreement with it, but if the decision is the 

decision, then you go with that (TSID24, p.32). 

 

The change of exit criteria formalised in Change 208 raised the significance of a “Defect 

Management Plan” (DMP) and, importantly, the responsibilities associated with it.  Janette 

Jones was a member of the Project Directorate, as Director of Payroll and Establishment in the 

QH Shared Services Partner (QHSSP) and, hence, directly responsible for the majority of the 

DMP’s post-Go Live operational workarounds.  Her later testimony at the Inquiry revealed 

frustration at the lack of goodwill between Cowan’s UAT team and IBM, which manifested, at 

one point, in two competing versions of the DMP being circulated to the Project Directorate 

(TSID35, p.11). Janette Jones clearly came down on the side of IBM being allowed to do its 

job without the UAT overstepping its authority: 

[Inquiry] Ultimately, the source of the defect identification is the KJ Ross 

testing.  Is that correct?  At this point in time KJ Ross is ---?--- [Jones] No. 

--- conducting UAT testing?--- [Jones] They were, absolutely, and they were 

able, as with all test teams, to raise a defect. I would not agree that it was their 

responsibility to identify defects, quantify them or any such thing. We had a 

defect management group and a working group that did that. … 

[Inquiry] But it was his job, wasn't it, to test and notify, and he did it on a daily 

basis, those defects which he found as a result of doing his job?--- [Jones] I 

can't comment on what his job was. He certainly did not report to me and I did 

not engage him so I don't know what brief he was given regarding his job, but 

UAT is about running agreed test case scenarios across it and reporting 

unexpected results or test case failures.  I don't know that I can agree that it 

was his job or the purpose of UAT to find, identify or quantify defects.  

[Inquiry] One would have thought that that is the very thing a tester is to do 

and if a tester doesn't identify defects, he's miscarried in his or her function?-

-- [Jones]  The word "defect" was very problematic. There was a whole group 

dealing with defects (TSID36, p.12). 

 

7.2 The Decision to Go Live 

 

Before investigating the decision to go live further, it is important to review the status of 

LATTICE at the beginning of 2010. Operational responsibility for LATTICE’s performance 

rested mainly with two members of the Project Directorate, the Deputy Executive Director of 

CorpTech, Philip Hood, for the technical side, and Janette Jones, for the payroll output. The 
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simple fact was that, 15 months after the cessation of external support for LATTICE by Talent2, 

the legacy system was still successfully paying the 78,000 QH staff every fortnight. When asked 

about this at the Inquiry, Philip Hood explained that: 

When it became obvious that Talent2 were not going to continue support 

[2007], a project called PJ 30 was established. PJ 30 stands for "post June 30", 

the date of the end of support, and CorpTech established the processes 

necessary to support the software once ... the support ceased in what, at that 

stage, was June 2008 and subsequently became a date three months later 

(TSID34, p.31). 

 

PJ 30 was set up as an internal team of CorpTech staff under Roland Smith. The application 

software code, essential in maintaining the system, was provided under an escrow81 agreement 

with Talent2, who also provided training to the PJ 30 team “in an understanding of the 

development environment and the necessary activities” (TSID34, p.32). Technical staff with a 

level of experience with LATTICE were sourced from within the QG, along with one person 

from Talent2 itself. When asked about the difficulties the team might have encountered in the 

period to 2010, and their fears of a system failure, Hood responded: 

LATTICE is a very complicated and very large payroll solution. We did 

experience challenges at times in operating it, both from a point of view of 

technical but also Queensland Health in operating the payroll, and I wasn't in 

Queensland Health at that time. There are always technical challenges with 

large, complicated applications. I don't specifically recall any specific 

instances but there were technical problems, we did have issues with hardware 

and the like, but it was still operating effectively as Queensland Health's 

payroll solution at that time (TSID34, p.32) [my emphasis]. 

 

Even more remarkable was his response when asked: 

[Inquiry] Did that [loss of Talent2 support], in your mind at least, given your 

position as the deputy executive director of CorpTech, cause you to think that 

the LATTICE payroll system at Queensland Health would fail?--- No, no. I was 

comfortable with the processes that we had put in place.  I was confident in the 

team. (TSID34, p.34). 

 

                                                 
81 An escrow agreement generally requires the supplier to provide a copy of the software code to an independent 

third-party agent. This protects the software licensee’s ability to access the software for maintenance purposes in 

the event of the supplier being unwilling or unable to maintain the code. 
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Philip Hood’s confidence in his team’s ability to keep the legacy system working should not 

however diminish the extensive work and growing difficulties involved in operating LATTICE 

that Janette Jones and her team were experiencing. Even working well, the LATTICE/ESP 

(rostering system) required considerable manual intervention and many workarounds. Unlike 

the new system, it lacked automated retrospectivity, which meant that roster and other 

corrections entered after the initial pay date, needed to be manually calculated and entered into 

the system. Jones estimated that “[o]n any given fortnight there would be a 20 per cent re-work 

of prior periods, so 20 per cent of the staff had something adjusted” (TSID35, p.3). On top of 

this ongoing extensive workload, she described her lack of confidence in LATTICE operating 

properly: 

Every time a go-live came and went we all asked "Are we going to make it?". 

We had priority 1 LATTICE failures, we had interface failures, we had ESP 

[the rostering system] grinding to a halt (TSID35, p.7).  

   

Nevertheless, like Philip Hood, she admitted in the Inquiry that the legacy system could have 

continued to operate: “… so I had considered, 'Could LATTICE go six more months?' and 

obviously I felt that it could have …” (TSID36, p.30) [my emphasis]. 

 

A contrary view, also promoted by Jones and Hood, that a total collapse of the legacy system 

was likely was widespread amongst the QHIC Project Board and the Project Directorate. As 

Michael Kalimnios, Chair of the Board, wrote in his statement to the Inquiry: 

I was advised that there was a very real and imminent risk of LATTICE, the 

existing payroll system, collapsing. That is, in practical terms, I understood 

that should LATTICE collapse a payroll of 78,000 people may not be paid in 

a given fortnight. In particular, I was told by Philip Hood, Deputy Executive 

Director, CorpTech, and Janette Jones, that remaining with LATTICE was not 

an option, due to the instability of the system (TSID37, p.11). 

 

Anthony Price, the Director of QHEST, explained that the decision to go live, “was not made 

at a single point in time … the go-live decision was a structured decision process” (TSID50, 

p.24). Indeed, as Margaret Berenyi detailed in a statement to the Inquiry, the Project Board and 

Project Directorate engaged in a complex structure of decision gates and briefings over the 

period from January through March 2010 (TSID75, pp.33-45). Ms Paula Dann (an IBM 

implementation manager) presented a series of Gate Decision Reports to the Project Board 
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during this period for each of four Gates: 1 - Approval to proceed with Technical Cutover82; 2 

- Approval to proceed into Business Cutover; 3 - Approval to proceed with Business Go-Live 

Simulation 2; and eventually on 12 March 2010; 4 - Approval to proceed with the Final 

Business Go-Live. The first approval for Business Go-Live occurred at a Project Board Meeting 

on the 24 February 2010. Significantly, at this meeting, the final KJ Ross UAT Report was 

tabled, along with a management response to its findings. The board had allowed the project to 

exit UAT4, in December 2009, clearing the way for the Interim Payroll to Go Live. Brett 

Cowan’s final UAT report provided a last opportunity for any real alternative to going live to 

be heard by the Board. 

 

Aside from tabling the known 26 Severity 1 and 2 defects (albeit dealt with via a Defect 

Management Plan), Cowan’s report addressed the risks associated with going live. He 

recommended two alternative options (QC 2013b, pp.115-16). His first option was to delay the 

Go Live, so that an independent vendor, “specialising in Payroll Systems” could execute a “full 

System and Integration Test”. Such an approach would provide the QG with a “true measure of 

the quality of the system”, thus minimising the “risk of system issues in production”. He 

acknowledged that the delays associated with this approach would be problematic.  

 

His second option, for the project to proceed to live running, entailed very high risk. While the 

known issues discovered through UAT indicated that there would be “many issues in 

production”, the extent to which undiscovered (and therefore unmitigated) issues would impact 

the payroll was obviously unknown. Cowan explained repeatedly to the Inquiry that UATs are 

not designed to:  

reveal defects and particularly not functional nor integration defects, ones 

which ought to have been revealed at earlier stages of testing (TSID23, p.3) … 

[or] to be fully comprehensive. That fully comprehensive is what you expect 

to see in a system integration test (TSID24, p.22). 

 

The question over the adequacy, or otherwise, of the system integration testing undertaken by 

IBM became a further contentious issue. IBM consistently maintained that rigorous 

                                                 
82 “Cutover” refers to the transition from one project phase to another; in this case testing to live running. 
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developmental testing of the system, which it had been contracted to develop, had taken place 

and moreover had been signed off by the QG. 

 

The board decided to take Option 2 and Go Live. It did so largely on the advice of the Project 

Directorate, and particularly the views expressed in the management response to Cowan’s final 

report, which are discussed below. In her first witness statement to the Inquiry, Margaret 

Berenyi, while acknowledging the business continuity risk of continuing to use LATTICE, 

expresses the view that the “loss of vendor support for LATTICE” did not motivate the decision 

to go live, since “CorpTech had the skills in-house” to support it (TSID75, p.48). While, as seen 

previously, her assessment of CorpTech’s capability accords with Philip Hood and Janette 

Jones later testimony to the Inquiry, her board colleagues, Kalimnios, Shea and Price, and her 

bosses, MacDonald and Grierson, all testified that the belief in the imminent collapse of 

LATTICE and the nightmarish scenario of being unable to pay Health staff was an 

overwhelming motivation for decisions (TSID37, p.11; TSID83, p.7; TSID50, p.24; TSID40, 

pp.32-33; TSID64, p.70). 

 

The Project Board’s decision was further motivated by the QHIC Final Risk Assessment Report 

delivered by Terry Burns, as Quality Assurance Advisor, on 1 March 2010. While 

acknowledging a “residual risk that the cumulative effective of high levels of defects occurring 

in each successive pay run ... could lead to an unsustainable operational condition”, he none the 

less recommended Option 2 on balance. A major factor in this recommendation was that “the 

software in this system [LATTICE/ESP] [was] no longer supported and there [was] an extreme 

risk of system failure occurring in the future” (QC 2013b, pp.145) [original emphasis]. 

 

Given the recommendations coming from the Project Directorate, the Project Board’s decision 

to go live was largely mechanical. They merely checked that aspects of the project had the 

appropriate “green” light and that the decision-making apparatus and their dependence on 

advice from the Project Directorate were appropriately documented. The more important 

questions were, why did the Project Directorate provide the unequivocal recommendation to 

the board; and why does it appear that the risk of the catastrophic failure of the incumbent 

LATTICE system was overstated? 
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In the four months to the final go live decision on the 14 March 2010, the Project Directorate 

was chaired by James Brown (CorpTech/DPW). Other central members were: from QH, 

Anthony Price (occasional chair) and Janette Jones; from CorpTech/DPW, Philip Hood, Jane 

Stewart and Malcolm Campbell; and from IBM, William Doak, John Gower and Mark 

Dymock. Terry Burns, who up until July 2009 (TSID75, p.12) had chaired the Project 

Directorate, remained as an independent Quality Assurance advisor, employed by QH. Amanda 

Doughty and Naomi du Plessis, both contractors from the management consulting firm Charter 

Mason, were also peripheral members, who appear to have left by January 2010. Pierre Pienaar 

from CorpTech, who managed the integration between the Finance and Human Resources 

business functions and the SAP implementation team, was also a peripheral member. 

 

The Management Response to Brett Cowan’s final UAT report, recommending Option 2, Go 

Live, had been created by Anthony Price, Janette Jones, Jane Stewart and IBM Test Manager, 

Mark Dymock. This consensus decision between QH, CorpTech and IBM indicates an 

alignment of positions, in an equivalential chain, between three groups, with these individuals 

as their representatives. It is important to explore the evidence for how this alignment occurred. 

 

First, considering IBM, their position was the most straightforward. Their united aim was to 

complete their responsibilities under the contract and achieve payment. This required the 

system to Go Live. The reality was that, while IBM clearly wanted a successful outcome to the 

Interim Payroll project for QH, they did not consider themselves responsible, as Prime 

Contractor, for the failure of the QG to properly present their minimal requirements as required 

under the contract or prepare the organisational transition to the new system. In taking the 

decision to go live, IBM’s risks were not the same as QH’s. This is clear from a remarkably 

candid exchange between Mr Traves QC (representing Kalimnios and O’Shea) and William 

Doak, at the Inquiry: 

“The QHIC project directorate agreed that the go live approach has a high 

risk profile?” [Traves quoting from a Project Directorate brief to the Board] -

-- 

[Doak] Yes. 
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[Traves] What was your position in respect of that on the board?--- 

[Doak] I Agreed.     

[Traves] And then to come back, I suppose, to satisfy my curiosity, Mr Doak, 

in view of the questions you've been asked, IBM knew at the time or thought at 

the time that it was high risk? --- 

[Doak] From a system perspective, we were ready to go live and that was 

proven. We had had minor issues after go live, the sort of issues you would 

expect in terms of the [settling in] process. From IBM's contractual obligations 

perspective, we were satisfied that we were ready. We'd been ready a number 

of times before and I think that was proven, you know, the issues of people 

getting paid didn't arise largely from any system issues (TSID27, p.99) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

 

The major concern that informed Philip Hood’s and Janette Jones’ position was not, primarily, 

that the obsolete LATTICE system would irretrievably collapse, but that, if it did, CorpTech 

and QH, and their respective teams, would be held directly responsible. As suggested above, 

this distinction was not apparent in the testimony of Michael Kalimnios, Adrian Shea, Mal 

Grierson, Natalie MacDonald et al. At the Inquiry, Philip Hood maintained that having “vendor 

support” was “best practice” for a system such as LATTICE, in that the vendor, as the developer 

(or the developer’s proxy), should have the best knowledge of how the system works (TSID34, 

p.33). Explaining further, he said “if we [the PJ 30 Team] reached or experienced issues that 

we could not deal with ... we didn't really have anywhere to go83” (TSID34, p.34). Hood 

repeatedly described the major risk of undiluted accountability for CorpTech and QH in the 

event of a catastrophic failure: 

My concern at that stage, and still remains, that there is a shift of risk from - 

there's a shift of risk and the risk sharing diminishes because Talent2 would 

not be supporting the product, and if it failed the responsibility to rectify any 

problems would have been those of CorpTech or the state.… It was certainly 

… my line of argument that the group that I looked after would have 

responsibility for supporting that, and obviously we would be seeking to move 

to a vendor-supported solution, you know, as soon as was available to move 

the risk, to reduce the risk we carry (TSID34, pp.51-52) [my emphasis]. 

 

                                                 
83 In this case, as Janette Jones suggested, Talent2 did, at least for a time, offer “extended priority 1 so if it stopped, 

they would come and help us” (TSID36, p.29). 
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Janette Jones expressed a similar view in evidence to the Inquiry: 

The CorpTech support team under Philip Hood did a fantastic job to provide 

the mitigation to LATTICE being unsupported but at the end of the day, it was 

unsupported. Best efforts of government were not going to cut it when it came 

to, "What would you do if you couldn't pay people?" and no-one could answer 

that, and the risk sat within government and as you can see by the payroll go 

live, ... it will be payroll [Jones’ team] that is the focus and the blame or the 

perceived fault body, so Queensland Health not being able to pay its 

employees, completely unacceptable and possible, so wherever it's possible, 

it's unacceptable (TSID36, p.38) [my emphasis]. 

 

Clearly, regardless of the type of support, the responsibility of a government to pay its health 

workers would always rest with it. Such risks are inalienable. However, the idea that the 

Government could ever be held directly responsible, without sharing responsibility with a third 

party, was too risky. While continuing to use the obsolete LATTICE software through the 

provision of in-house support was no doubt far from optimal, the desire to “share the risk” with 

IBM was overwhelming, even if their replacement solution was known to be inadequate. 

 

Jones, representing the operational QH payroll view, saw an even greater set of business risks 

associated with the continuing use of LATTICE; concerns that did not figure in Brett Cowan’s 

final UAT Report. She wrote in her statement: 

The UAT manager was completely focused on his task. He was never brought 

into the confidence of the group managing the overarching problem. All 

members of the Project Directorate and the Board knew that they needed to 

make a decision to go live or accept that we may not be able to go live for six, 

12, 24 months. It was not one or two weeks (TSID35, p.8). 

 

The principal reason for this situation was that, elsewhere in QH, administrative changes were 

continuing unabated, requiring payroll modifications that could only feasibly be accommodated 

with the new system. Janette Jones would be responsible for incorporating a new round of 

industrial Enterprise Bargain Agreements (EBAs), a new central annual leave scheme, 

legislative changes and an organisational restructure within QH itself, all within the QH payroll. 

The logistics of these changes implied limited windows of opportunity to implement the new 

software viz. 6, 12 or 24 months out. She shared her real fear that the whole process would have 

to “start again” from scratch (TSID36, p.30). Given the seriousness of the QG’s situation, it is 
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significant that no one asked if the most senior Health and DPW executives could have accepted 

and explained to the Minister delays to these administrative changes in order to properly assure 

themselves that the payroll would work. This option seems to have not been considered, even 

though Health’s Deputy Director-General chaired the Project Board. Margaret Berenyi, then 

Executive Director of CorpTech, and a member of the Project Board, was certainly aware of 

the logistical restrictions associated with administrative changes, but perhaps even more so of 

the $1M per month additional costs that any delay would incur. 

 

The QH members of the Project Directorate with the closest operational contact with the process 

of paying QH staff - Philip Hood, Jane Stewart and Janette Jones - were clearly of the opinion 

that the system should Go Live. They were aware of the risks. The accountability and 

administrative issues discussed above, while compelling, were not simply driving them to 

knowingly choose a path to failure. Several factors enabled them to bet on themselves. First, all 

three had an impressive track record of resilience, adaptability and creativity in the face of 

serious challenges. Hood and Stewart had been supporting and tolerating an obsolete, 

“unsupported”, LATTICE system for years. As Janette Jones told the Inquiry: 

We were constantly patching bits of it, trying to do workarounds, trying to put 

in plans that managed things that couldn't be done … running a pay and sending 

people home to have tea or see their kids and come back and finish it and we'll 

be here till midnight (TSID36, p.29), 

   

They had developed work-arounds to the known problems in the new system and it had been 

seen to work well enough to proceed. Given the complex nature of the QH payroll process, 

dealing with problems was the norm, and they were good at it. Jane Stewart suggested in her 

statement to the Inquiry that: 

I was well aware that this was an Interim Solution and that LATTICE, after ten 

years of use, still had a large number of known issues and workarounds due to 

the complexity of Queensland Health. This informed my expectation that there 

would be some defects and workarounds at the time of Go Live (TSID56, p.5). 

 

I expected issues in the first three pays, and the number of incidents being 

logged was not unexpected for such a large and complex payroll solution. ... 

What I did not expect is the impact that non-system issues84 would have on the 

                                                 
84 In her witness statement Stewart refers to a “reactive” environment “affected by pressure applied by media, 

union and political attention” (TSID56, p.9) taking the attention of the payroll technical staff away from fixing the 
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credibility of the Go Live and employee pay outcomes. … These factors led to 

a further unexpected deterioration in the quality of pay, and generally 

exacerbated the chaos. … This reactive environment, which was affected by 

pressure applied by media, union and political attention, meant that the kind of 

normal pay issues that would happen on a fortnightly basis under LATTICE 

were being escalated and attributed to faults with the new system. It also had 

the effect of slowing down the rate at which actual defects with the new system 

were able to be addressed (TSID56, p.9) [my emphasis]. 

 

Present here is the logic of resilience, workarounds and “make-do”, followed daily by those 

involved in actually paying the QH staff and who were instrumental in the decision to go live. 

Their fragile working environment and the considerable burden of personal responsibility they 

had experienced was largely ignored by senior QH executives. In her statement to the Inquiry, 

Janette Jones explained: 

I provided briefings through to the Deputy Director-General and the Director-

General of Queensland Health (Mr Reid). I provided these managers with 

information about the risk to the LATTICE environment. I sent such briefings 

up about once a year (TSID35, p.11). 

 

The operational management were willing to bet on their various teams’ ability to cope with 

expected problems. They were to be proven wrong. 

 

7.3 Go-Live – the aftermath 

 

The first live payroll run occurred at midday on Sunday 21 March 2010. In the words of Jane 

Stewart who had the direct responsibility for supporting the QHPS, it was "considered a 

success" (TSID56, p.7). Unsurprisingly, as with any new system of this complexity, the pay 

cycle did reveal several issues, particularly in the integration of the SAP payroll engine and the 

Workbrain rostering system. The part of the pay cycle that provided QH workers with payslips 

and electronic funds transfer to their bank accounts took place on the following Wednesday (24 

March 2010). From this date the situation rapidly deteriorated. By Thursday the major 

Queensland daily newspaper, the Courier-Mail, ran a story titled "Queensland Health 

apologises to staff after new payroll mix-up". QH Deputy Director-General, Michael Kalimnios 

was quoted as apologising to QH staff after "some employees had been paid incorrectly" adding 

                                                 
pay problems. 
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that "corporate services staff were working “around the clock'' to address the problem" 

(Courier-Mail, 25/3/10). 

 

The second fortnightly payroll-run was commenced on Sunday 4 April, with pay transactions 

flowing through to QH workers by mid-week. In her statement to the Inquiry, Jane Stewart 

described the deteriorating performance of the system and the emergence of new integration 

issues as the software began to handle retrospective changes required from the first payroll run. 

As at the 8 April she reported 332 pay incidents logged with the CorpTech service desk by QH 

staff (TSID56, p.8). The situation rapidly became a public relations nightmare. The media 

painted the Queensland Government bureaucrats responsible as incompetent and uncaring. Two 

incidents during this period were particularly important in promoting this image. CorpTech 

hosted a Go-Live celebration party on the afternoon of Tuesday March 30, 2010 on the rooftop 

of the Department of Public Works in George St, Brisbane. A Courier-Mail article of April 10, 

2010 titled "Bosses held party while Queensland Health staff went without pay" described how:  

Senior executives and bureaucrats involved in the $40 million project were 

treated to beers, cheese platters and a barbecue just days after the troubled 

payroll system went live; [the event having taken place] ...  despite warnings 

"it would be inappropriate" given at least 3800 hospital workers had not been 

paid or had been short-changed by the payroll system (Courier-Mail, 10/4/10). 

 

The article quoted Premier Anna Bligh describing the event as "inappropriate", launching an 

inquiry into the "entire payroll system" and promising that "heads would roll if there was 

enough evidence to prove the fiasco happened as a result of negligence". Only three weeks had 

passed since the QHPS went live and it had already been branded a "fiasco" by the Premier. 

 

The second public relations "own goal" scored at this time was the revelation, again by the 

Courier-Mail, that, earlier in the week, an internal email had been sent out by Dr David Alcorn, 

the Executive Director of the Royal Brisbane and Women's Hospital, providing phone numbers 

of charities for staff "who may have missed out on pay" (Courier-Mail, 10/4/10) (TSID35, 

p.10). In her evidence to the Inquiry, Janette Jones described how this advice, provided as a tag 

line in the executive's email, was reported by the media: 

The content of the email was not reported. The foot of the email was reported 

in the Courier-Mail, across Australia, on the Today Show, everywhere. So it 

was not about people being paid. It turned into a social judgment or a 

perception of the value Queensland Health had for its staff at that point. It 
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really stopped being about payroll. It was about how staff felt valued within 

Queensland Health.  (TSID36, p.25) [my emphasis]. 

 

The third payroll-run commenced on Sunday 18 April 2010, later in the afternoon, to give the 

Shared Services Partner (SSP) payroll staff as much time as possible for error correction before 

the run started. This was necessary because of an increasing amount of processing, including 

retrospective processing, required of the system (TSID56, p.8). New issues with Workbrain 

were arising. On Tuesday 20 April 2010, a critical issue arose that threatened to prevent 

payment to all staff. QHSSP and two CorpTech SAP experts worked through the night to get 

the system to complete the run. Previous chapters noted the important role that fear of a 

complete failure to pay staff played in the State’s decision-making. During the third payroll run 

this outcome was narrowly averted and the stress level on operational support staff was extreme. 

 

The problems experienced were by no means simply as a result of coding errors in the system 

as delivered by IBM. That such errors did exist was undeniable. However, when taken together 

with confusing new rostering and timesheet practices introduced at the same time as Go-Live 

by QH, directives by senior Health executives to "pay staff what they believe they were owed 

without payroll evidence" (TSID56, p.9) and contradictory directions on complaint handling, 

the scene was set for pandemonium. 

 

As Janette Jones described in her testimony: 

people who had a payroll problem were being told to ring payroll at the same 

time as payroll staff were told they were not to answer the phone. So a further 

decision was then taken that we'd hire temporary agency staff to answer the 

phone and take a message. This added to the confusion, the loss of control and 

the inability to respond to people's concerns. We now had people trying to 

contact payroll, contacting somebody who didn't even work in Queensland 

Health and didn't know Queensland Health let alone payroll taking a message, 

telling the payroll officer, who, by this time is still trying to deal with other 

matters, and having to ring them back and them getting abused because it took 

so long, or they couldn't answer. So the whole response at that point was 

ridiculous and not in the control of any plan (TSID36, p.27). 

 

Around 19 April, Mr Michael Walsh, whose substantive position was as QH's Deputy Director- 

General Health Planning and Infrastructure, was appointed as the Executive Program Director 

of a newly established Payroll Stabilisation Project (PSP). The Health Minister, Paul Lucas, 

used the opportunity for an unsuccessful attempt to stem the rush of negative media. The 
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Courier-Mail of April 19, 2010 led with the headline "Mr Fixit battles for answers". The article 

went on: 

He's billed as the "Mr Fixit" of the Queensland Health payroll bungle. Yet the 

man, introduced as a "highly regarded public servant" by Health Minister Paul 

Lucas, battled to provide even basic details of progress to fix the failed system. 

Michael Walsh was asked four times for his assessment of this week's pay 

cycle, but each time side-stepped the questions. It will be cold comfort for the 

Government, as the health scandal goes from bad to worse. Premier Anna Bligh 

was forced to cancel her trade trip to Latin America, in a clear sign the 

Government was concerned about the scandal. ... Mr Walsh, a deputy director-

general of Queensland Health's planning division, was introduced as the new 

chief "head kicker" to fix the pay scandal. 

 

On Monday 12 April 2010, following the second pay run, Ken Smith from the Department of 

Premier and Cabinet (DPC) had commissioned an independent review of the payroll 

implementation by KPMG. The terms of reference focused on reviewing the "Readiness for 

Payroll 3 and 4", undertaking a full Post Implementation Review of the implementation and 

advising on the implications for the ongoing rollout of this Whole-of-Government system to 

other departments. The urgency of the first part of the Review is evident in that an update was 

to be provided to DPC on Thursday 15 April, three days later (KPMG 2012, p.19). The fact that 

KPMG was independently engaged, at this very late stage, by DPC can be read as the Premier's 

Department distancing itself from both QH and DPW and displaying a lack of trust in the 

operational management.  

 

When KPMG's critical report was released to the public on 9 May 2010, Premier Bligh 

supported Health Minister Paul Lucas as having done "everything humanly possible", while the 

Minister himself blamed his own department for not providing him with adequate information 

as to the extent of the problem. The Courier-Mail reported him as saying: “Clearly what was 

provided to us in the early days wasn't good enough, … That was why KPMG was brought in 

to provide an external set of eyes in relation to it” (Courier-Mail, 10/5/10). 

 

Over a three-week period from 12 April 2010, the KPMG consultants met with the PSP Team 

and other “stakeholder groups, including unions, the Department of Public Works (including 

CorpTech) and the Department of Premier and Cabinet”. Significantly, they did not meet 

directly with the Prime Contractor IBM (KPMG 2012, p.5). Operationally IBM, at this stage, 
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seemed to be out of the picture.85 Executive Director of the PSP, Michael Walsh described the 

relationship with IBM in his statement to the Inquiry:        

I do not recall having any direct contact with IBM on any matters relating to 

the payroll system … The strategy I had adopted was to rely on CorpTech to 

deal with IBM as CorpTech had an established relationship. This allowed the 

PSP to focus on solving the process and system issues without having to 

negotiate directly with IBM (TSID84, p.8). 

     

The report detailed a number of recommendations for Pay Cycle 3 and 4 and beyond around 

project management, the payroll system itself, payroll business processes and communications 

with stakeholders. It recommended managing the overwhelming number of issues through “key 

workstreams”, consolidation of the five separate system issue logs being used, reworking 

business processes, employing more staff, capturing better metrics and integrating the 

communication processes (particularly with the regions) into the PSP team. All these 

suggestions were welcomed and quickly adopted by QH (KPMG 2012, p.3).  

 

Following public release of the report, the media outrage however was relentless. The Courier-

Mail headline of 10 May 2010 roared, “Payroll report from auditor KPMG reveals turmoil”. 

Each of the recommendations was reported as an accusation: 

The report, released yesterday, painted a damning picture of a department 

unable to organise itself to even understand the extent of the payroll debacle 

which led to tens of thousands of workers being underpaid, overpaid or not 

paid at all. ... [It] found that Queensland Health initially put together a project 

team that lacked accountability. It said it failed to define clear roles, 

responsibilities, outcomes and even prioritise the existing 35,000 problems. ... 

[It found] no central body overseeing the crisis … [, that] the project team 

failed to properly deal with key issues as they developed … [and] wasn't 

reporting the issues effectively to stakeholders.  The report also found the 

project team's meetings desperately needed "management". 

 

The media pressure continued throughout May, with the Courier-Mail (20/5/10) reporting 

increasing action from the Queensland Nurses Union as the anger and frustration of its members 

increased: 

Prince Charles Hospital nurses have organised a lunch-time protest meeting 

today to highlight the continuing issues to Queensland Health director-general 

                                                 
85

 Communication with IBM was taking place on an administrative and legal level, as will be discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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Mick Reid, who has agreed to attend. Queensland Nurses Union assistant 

secretary Beth Mohle said members were becoming more incensed the longer 

the payroll problems continued. … "They're sick and tired of it." 

 

The article headline, “Health pay shambles claims scalp”, referred to the fact that Janette Jones 

had been moved out of her role as Director of Payroll and Establishment on the 18 May. It went 

on to report the Australian Medical Association’s State President, Mason Stevenson, as 

suggesting that “the issue had created a 'crisis of confidence' in Deputy Premier Paul Lucas's 

ability to manage the health portfolio.” 

 

IBM’s role finally emerged in the media in mid-June when the Courier-Mail ran a story 

headlined “Bora Bora holiday from pay hell”. The article reported that while “hundreds of staff 

were left without wages ... Bill Doak honeymooned on the idyllic tropical island after fulfilling 

conditions set down in his State Government contract to supervise the first three pay runs” 

(Courier-Mail, 17/6/10). The article quoted Doak as claiming the project had been an 

“outstanding success” and that any problems were the responsibility of Queensland Health. 

This statement, if indeed accurately reported, was remarkably ill-timed, when, as we will see 

in the next chapter, the QG was concurrently considering terminating its contract with IBM and 

suing for damages. It does however reiterate the position with respect to its role as “prime 

contractor” that IBM had taken prior to Go-Live - and which it successfully maintained 

throughout the Inquiry and subsequent legal actions up to 2016. 

 

In the midst of the continuing media outrage, the Queensland Auditor General’s Report to 

Parliament No.7 for 2010, Information systems governance and control, including the 

Queensland Health Implementation of Continuity Project was tabled in Parliament on 29 June 

2010 (Queensland Auditor-General 2010). This review, one of a scheduled series of finance 

and compliance audits planned for 2010 was eagerly awaited by all actors in the QHPS story 

and was important in three major ways. First, its findings of inadequacies in the implementation 

added yet more fuel to the fire of public outrage. Second, amongst its predictable findings that 

things could have been done better, some observations pointed back to the structural issues of 

ministerial/departmental independence and responsibility discussed in Chapter 4. Finally, it 

appeared to give IBM a powerful weapon, recognised by both sides, in an emerging legal battle. 

The third aspect will be taken up in the next Chapter. 
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The report’s key findings included: overly complex awards; the lack of clarity in the governance 

structure, leading to role confusion; inadequate documentation of business requirements; lack 

of periodic review; testing inadequacies; absence of testing of new business processes; and the 

non-availability of business continuity plans. Mick Reid fired Deputy Director-General Michael 

Kalimnios and Corporate Services Executive Director Adrian Shea the night before the report’s 

release and the Courier-Mail went into overdrive with an article headlined “State knew of 

Queensland Health payroll system risk; two bureaucrats axed”. The article levelled most of its 

attack on Health Minister and Deputy-Premier Paul Lucas, quoting Queensland Public Sector 

Union General Secretary Alex Scott’s suggestion that the report revealed an “unprecedented 

failure of public administration in Queensland” for which politicians should be held to account 

and Lucas sidelined. Premier Anna Bligh claimed, “absolute confidence” in her Deputy, who 

had already expressed his “absolute responsibility to fix the system” and intention to remain on 

to do so (Courier-Mail, 29/6/10). 

 

On the subject of the lack of alignment of the Shared Service Initiative with the Financial 

Accountability Act 200986, the report recommended that: 

The roles and responsibilities of departmental Accountable Officers involved 

in the Shared Service Initiative be reviewed so that the ultimate responsibility 

of departmental Accountable Officers for all expenditure by their departments 

is reinforced. The agreed responsibilities should be clarified in either the 

Financial Accountability Act 2009 or in the Financial and Performance 

Management Standard 2009 (Queensland Auditor-General 2010, p.5) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

Essentially, the audit found that the formally defined departmental responsibilities of Directors-

General were inconsistent with the shared accountability structures for shared services. In this 

recommendation, the Auditor-General opted to stress the traditional departmental sovereignty. 

  

The Stabilisation Project continued until 1 July 2010, when it was parlayed into a new form as 

the "Payroll Improvement Program", which itself went on until April 2011. While these 

programs, and subsequent ones, were ultimately successful in stabilising and improving the 

QHPS, a measure of the financial impact of remediation is suggested by the escalating number 

of payroll staff required. At the start of his tenure in April 2010, Michael Walsh reported that 

the number of payroll staff was approximately 650, up from the 550 of LATTICE times. At the 

                                                 
86

 This act superseded the previous Financial Administration and Audit Act 1977 as discussed in Chapter 4. 
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time of his departure in December 2010 he estimated that the number had grown to 900 

(TSID84, p.7). At the time of the later 2012 KPMG report, commissioned by the incoming 

Newman Government, the number had increased to 1,010 FTE (KPMG 2012, p.13). 

 

7.4 Analysis and Discussion 

 

During the four UAT phases, the ontological gap between QG’s and IBM’s understanding of 

what defines a “prime contractor” was once again at the heart of their conflict as the UAT team 

and IBM argued over what constituted a defect and moreover whose responsibility it was to fix 

it. The situation was formally resolved by lowering the standards for exiting the testing phase 

by introducing the comforting fantasmatic of a "comprehensive management plan87" for all the 

non-Severity 1 defects, while simultaneously downgrading Severity 1 defects; a clear example 

of information nuancing. 

 

Once UAT was completed, the go live decision was the responsibility of the new governance 

regime, which had been instituted in mid-2009 by Grierson and Berenyi.  The actual final 

decision lay effectively with the Project Directorate, which, through its chair, James Brown, 

made the recommendation to the overseeing Board for endorsement. The Board was distanced 

from the operational detail, focused on the administrative process and claimed later to have 

almost total dependence on the advice of the Directorate. The Project Directorate represented 

the interests of principal actors from four sub-groups: DPW Senior Management (James 

Brown); CorpTech technical payroll management (Philip Hood, Jane Stewart); QH payroll 

management (Janette Jones, Anthony Price); and IBM (William Doak, John Gower and Mark 

Dymock). As we have seen, all four subgroups supported Grierson’s “make it happen” signifier, 

but for quite different reasons.  

 

The “make it happen” message from above was strengthened in the period immediately prior 

to the decision, when an understanding was given to Project Board members “that the minister 

had directed that whatever had to be done to send this live had to be done. It was to go live” 

                                                 
87 A parallel can be drawn with the use of the "change management" signifier in the original business case for the 

SSI (p141). 
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(TSID36, p.32). In her testimony to the Inquiry, Janette Jones could not recall who was the first 

person to tell her so. Subsequently, she confirmed, with “more senior” people on the board, 

James Brown, Anthony Price and Adrian Shea, that her recollection had been correct (TSID36, 

p.32). Significantly, she recalled that such an explicit directive had “caught … everybody by 

surprise”, since the Board’s approach to making decisions to progress had hitherto always 

included another “gate” to pass through. She could not recall whether the “minister” in question 

was the then Minister for Health, Paul Lucas, or the Minister for DPW, Robert Schwarten. 

Which, or even if, minister(s) made such a directive is not significant to the argument here. 

More importantly, as she indicated in testimony, Jones was comforted in her decision by the 

idea that: 

“We've done everything we can.  It's as close as we're ever going to get it 

without 

restarting again and the minister wants it to go live."  I suppose in my mind 

you would expect government understood and had your back (TSID36, p.33). 

 

In Discourse Theory terms, a hegemonic regime had been established through an equivalence 

logic that linked the disparate aims of IBM, QH and CorpTech together around a signifier of 

“Go Live”. This regime rationalised going live in an environment where literally hundreds of 

functional defects were being reported by Brett Cowan by questioning and attacking his role, 

authority and competence. Gradually, he was positioned in the role of the excluded “other”, 

whose reports and behaviour presented a threat to be repelled in every way, which certainly 

included promoting the fantasmatic of the complete collapse of LATTICE. The very high stakes 

bet (for QH, not IBM) promoted to the Board by Jones, Hood and Doak, born out of years of 

conflict and tireless effort, was finally placed.  

 

Conclusions 

 

After nearly a year of fractious User Acceptance Testing, marked by ongoing contestation 

between IBM and the testing team, the Project Directorate allowed the project to successfully 

complete testing in December 2009, leaving the way open to progress to live running. After 

what appeared initially as a relatively successful launch of the new payroll system the situation 

rapidly descended into chaos over the first three payroll runs. As many health workers were 



 

 

213 

either not paid, or wrongly paid, complaints escalated and QH staff lost confidence in both the 

new system and the payroll team running it. As news leaked out to the media, the situation 

became a political crisis with industrial action and the public lambasting of cabinet ministers, 

who were forced to respond. In the public furore, both the QG and IBM set up strategies to 

protect their interests. The Payroll Stabilisation Project and the Payroll Improvement Project, 

under the direction of Michael Walsh, tackled the business and process problems associated 

with the new system, while CorpTech continued to support the ICT, liaising with IBM and its 

contractors. 

 

From a PDT perspective we have seen evidence for information nuancing and the fantasmatic 

support of defect management plans and workarounds smoothing the way to a go live decision 

in an environment of continuing contestation between the UAT team and IBM. The final 

decision to go live saw the creation of an equivalence logic between IBM, payroll management, 

CorpTech and Ministers, aligned against the lone voice of the "othered" KJ Ross UAT manager, 

Brett Cowan. 

 

The next chapter investigates how the Queensland Government turned to seeking legal 

recompense from IBM, who they blamed for a failure to fulfil their prime contractor role. It 

focuses on the dislocatory moment in the story when, against the considerable legal and 

technical advice of his supporting experts, the Director-General of DPW, Mal Grierson, 

unilaterally relinquished the State's claim against IBM. 
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8 –Taking Back Control in House – Letting 

IBM Off the Hook 
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On August 19 2010 a crucial face-to-face meeting took place between Mal Grierson and Natalie 

MacDonald, William Doak and IBM Sector Leader, Public Sector ANZ and General Business 

ANZ, Sarah Adam-Gedge. At this meeting, the Inquiry found that Malcolm Grierson effectively 

and inexplicably relinquished the Queensland Government's position against expert legal and 

management advice, and seemingly contrary to the negotiating terms agreed to by the 

Queensland Cabinet. They further noted that the QG’s solicitors had advised the Government 

that compensatory damages could have been as high as $88M (QC 2013b, p.216). A more 

accurate estimate was not available because the State had, at the time of settlement, ignored 

advice from their external lawyers to establish a proper estimate of potential claim (QC 2013b, 

p.183). The Inquiry found, "the State released those rights without ever having obtained an 

assessment of their value. They were potentially worth tens of millions of dollars" (QC 2013b, 

p.211). Nevertheless, the Grierson settlement was approved by Ministers Schwarten and Lucas 

on, or about, the 19 September 2010 (QC 2013b, p.194) and subsequently executed as a formal 

Supplemental Agreement on the 22 September 2010.88 The settlement had the effect of ending 

the dispute over the QHPS, removing IBM from the picture and transitioning ongoing 

responsibility for the management and support of the software back to CorpTech. A major 

significance of this settlement was that it relieved IBM of the risk of any future legal action for 

compensation being brought against them by the Queensland Government.89 

 

The aim of the current Chapter is to provide a retroductive explanation of why this happened. I 

will argue that, in contrast to the ontological position of his expert support team, Grierson acted 

from the political ontology of various members of the Queensland cabinet; his actions 

determined by powerful leaderist logics, service to his Minister, a deference to IBM as a large 

multi-national corporation and an "othering" of the QG’s own technical and especially legal 

"experts". His action, which provides the third dislocatory moment in this QHPS account, is 

seen as a dislocation in the discursive representation of those experts supporting him.90 His 

action appears to them (and the Inquiry) as inexplicable, beyond suggesting he was "out-

negotiated".  

 

                                                 
88

 This agreement was supplemental to the original December 2007 agreement which appointed IBM as prime 

contractor for "the Shared Services Solutions Program for the Queensland Government". 
89

 A subsequent action brought by the government of Premier Campbell Newman in 2013 failed in major part due 

to the 2010 settlement which IBM argued released it from all ongoing damages claims. 
90

 A more detailed explanation of this idea can be found in Glynos and Howarth (2007, p.14). 
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The rest of this Chapter is divided into three sections. The first section examines the role of 

experts from CorpTech management, KPMG, the Crown Solicitor, Mallesons and Clayton Utz 

in bringing about the final decision of the State to cut ties with IBM in July 2010. Then, I 

examine the sequence of events that led to the execution of the Settlement on 22nd September 

2010, concentrating particularly on the role of the Director-General of DPW, Mal Grierson. 

The final section then analyses the settlement discourse, focusing on Grierson's action in 

making a deal with IBM, seemingly counter to the agreed and Cabinet-sanctioned strategy and 

such that, as the Inquiry found, the "State's position did not improve"(QC 2013b, p.210). 

 

 

8.1 The Queensland Government Seeks Legal Redress 

 

The Director-General of Health, Mick Reid, was away from 19 to 28 March 2010, attending a 

conference in the United Kingdom. This meant that, at the time of the first payroll run, on 

Sunday 21 March, Queensland Health was led by acting Director-General, Michael Walsh. 

Mick Reid recalled in testimony to the Inquiry that he had received a text from Michael Walsh 

which “indicated that the payroll had run successfully” (TSID72, p.83). In his second statement 

he explained that he had interpreted Walsh’s text “to mean [that] the replacement payroll system 

did not ‘crash’ upon going live” (TSID87, p.2). His first real awareness of problems with the 

payroll came on his return to Brisbane on the weekend of 27-28 March 2010. He recalled that 

he was met by Adrian Shea in his office on Monday 29 March, who informed him that “there 

was an indication there that there were a couple of small problems but he [Shea] thought that 

they were resolvable”. During the first three weeks in April, in which the second and third 

payroll took place, Reid met with Kalimnios and Shea, the unions, Area Health Service CEOs 

and payroll staff. It was during this process that the extent of the problems became apparent to 

him. A summary of his concerns was captured in a detailed email to the Director-General of 

DPC, Ken Smith on 11 April 2010 (TSID86, marked MR-1). 

 

Having appointed Michael Walsh to start up the Payroll Stabilisation Project (PSP) on 19 April 

2010, and amidst the onslaught of negative publicity, focus turned towards holding IBM to 

account. On 23 April 2010 a joint one-page letter was sent to the Managing Director of IBM 

Australia, under the signatures of Natalie MacDonald, as Acting Director-General of DPW, and 

Mick Reid (TSID86, marked MR-2). The letter detailed the “Government’s acute 
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dissatisfaction” with the QHPS solution provided by IBM and declared that all outstanding 

“milestone payments” and “any retentions” due to IBM would be withheld until issues were 

resolved. 

 

While this letter was outside the ongoing contractual dialogue between CorpTech and IBM, it 

clearly set the scene for a claim of breach of contract and imminent legal conflict. The trigger 

became the next contract deliverable from IBM related to Deliverable 47, a “Handover Delivery 

Report”, due by April 30 2010, certifying that three final pay runs had been successfully run 

with no Severity 1 or 2 defects (QC 2013b, p.171). Since this was not going to be achieved and 

to avoid a breach of contract, IBM sent a Delay Notification on 27 April 2010.  IBM claimed 

that the reason for the delay related to an SAP upgrade requested by CorpTech, a view flatly 

rejected by Malcolm Campbell from CorpTech vendor management in an email the following 

day. IBM responded on 28 April 2010 with an amended Delay Notice simply reiterating that 

Project Acceptance would be delayed. 

 

The State’s response to its legal conflict with IBM at this time was formulated by various 

contractual, legal and technical experts from both within and outside the Queensland 

Government. First, the CorpTech contract management expertise residing in Malcolm 

Campbell, James Brown, Margaret Berenyi and later John Beeston91 was extensive. Alongside 

this group, over the next five months to the September settlement were William Backhouse, 

Executive Director Legal Services in the Department of Public Works and from Crown Law, 

Michael Boughey. The State also had the external services of legal firms, Mallesons Stephen 

Jaques and Clayton Utz through Jeremy Charlston. KPMG was also retained to provide ICT 

consulting expertise. 

 

On 29 April 2010, James Brown wrote to Mallesons requesting advice, first, on the State’s right 

to make good Reid and MacDonald’s threat to stop payment on 30 April 2010 and, second, on 

its position in asserting a breach of contract on the grounds of the payroll being unfit for 

purpose. Mallesons responded very quickly over the first week of May in several separate 

advice notes. In summary, it advised that the State would not be in breach of its contract with 

IBM if it stopped the 30 April payment and that, in failing to meet the Milestone 47 deadline 

                                                 
91

 John Beeston, who, as we saw in Chapter 5, had his contract terminated in late March 2009 was subsequently 

re-employed as Acting-Director, Procurement from 26 June 2010 until 8 October 2010. 
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on that day, “IBM was likely to be in material breach”. This being the case, the State was in a 

strong position to issue a “Notice to Show Cause why it should not terminate the contract”. 

Mallesons noted however that: 

the State did not wish to terminate the contract, but rather, wanted IBM to 

remedy defects, continue to provide warranty support and do additional work 

on the payroll system [and that in] light of this, Mallesons recommended that 

the State issue a Notice to Remedy rather than a Notice to Show Cause (QC 

2013b, pp.174-5). 

 

The State was further advised that, if IBM had committed a material breach, it was entitled to 

claim damages in “mitigating … or dealing with consequences that arose due to the breach”. 

To this end, the State should ensure that it kept good records of all associated costs including 

labour costs, costs associated with incorrect payments and costs incurred to repair the software. 

The mission criticality of the system would increase the value of the damages, notwithstanding 

that the contract had a liability cap of $88M. 

 

The day after the Courier-Mail published its “Payroll report reveals turmoil” headline on 10 

May 2010, Natalie MacDonald and Malcolm Grierson endorsed a recommendation, drawn up 

by James Brown, and passed up the line through Margaret Berenyi, to act on the Mallesons’ 

advice and issue IBM with a Notice to Remedy. The Notice was sent the following day (12 

May 2010) to Lochlan Bloomfield at IBM. At this stage, there was clearly alignment between 

CorpTech, Mallesons and Mal Grierson. 

 

IBM’s response one week later, on 19 May 2010, was illuminating and heralded the beginning 

of a shrewd and ultimately successful strategy. Two responses from IBM were received that 

day; one from Lochlan Bloomfield, who made the original sale to the QG and now performed 

the role of Commercial and Public Sector Lead, IBM Global Business Services in Queensland, 

and the second from William Doak. The difference in tone and intent was striking, although 

they complemented each other perfectly. Bloomfield’s letter was authoritative, legalistic and 

uncompromising: 

IBM denies that it is in breach of the Contract as alleged in the letter and Notice 

or otherwise. Generally, IBM notes that in relation to every aspect of the 

project, IBM and the Customer have conducted detailed discussions and 

resolved issues on an ongoing basis through authorized representatives ... Each 

of the matters raised has already been resolved by agreement between the 

parties, or was in the process of resolution before the letter and Notice were 
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sent. Further, as a general point, IBM’s position is that the majority of the 

issues experienced ... are due to problems with the Customer’s data and/or 

payroll processing. ... 

There are significant omissions and inaccuracies in the Notice (QC 2013b, 

p.176). 

 

The letter maintains the IBM position as the prime contractor; they have delivered an ICT 

system to mutually-agreed specification, albeit with a small number of minor defects and that 

the problems the QG were experiencing were its own fault. 

 

While not particularly friendly, the tone of William Doak’s letter to Margaret Berenyi, by 

comparison, is conciliatory and offered a way forward. Labelled “Without Prejudice”, the letter 

went on: 

Dear Margaret 

 ... 

I refer to Lochlan Bloomfield’s letter of today’s date in response to your letter 

of 12 May and the enclosed Notice to Remedy. IBM provides the following 

proposal for consideration ... to facilitate an outcome that IBM considers in the 

best interest of all parties concerned, that is, the successful provision of the 

LATTICE Replacement by IBM including all Deliverables in a timeframe 

which is mutually acceptable (QC 2013b, p.177). 

 

Doak’s letter then proposed a series of new deliverables and milestones leading up to a new 

Acceptance Date of September 30, 2010. Significantly, this proposal attempted to foreclose any 

future actions by QG which might damage IBM’s reputation: 

This proposal is presented on a without prejudice basis and without any 

admission of liability by IBM, in the interests of fully resolving the outstanding 

issues between the parties ...  It is confidential, and conditional on the 

Customer’s withdrawal of the allegations made in the letter of 12 May 2010 

and withdrawal of the Notice to Remedy. IBM requires a response ... by 21 

May 2010 ... (QC 2013b, p.177) [my emphasis]. 

 

The subtext here is clear: “you are in the wrong and we are a powerful multi-national 

corporation that will successfully protect its interests. However, we can avoid a damaging legal 

war by you backing down with honour and allowing us to work with you to achieve a mutually 

beneficial outcome”. This dual track style of negotiation by IBM continued up until Settlement 

and, eventually, had the effect of exploiting the ontological gap between Mal Grierson and his 
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subordinates and advisors, which left the decision makers vulnerable and isolated from the 

Government’s expertise. 

 

James Brown immediately went back to Mallesons for their advice, which came by email on 

20 May 2010. In summary, Mallesons’ advice was that Doak’s “without prejudice” offer should 

not be accepted, particularly as the letter appeared to concede that IBM was in material breach 

and that those breaches claimed by the State had been after Change 184, which had removed 

any previous liability on which the IBM argument depended. Progressing with the “Notice to 

Remedy” approach would, at the very least, reserve the State’s right to claim damages if 

remedies were not forthcoming. 

 

Once again, the State followed the expert legal advice and wrote to IBM on 27 May rejecting 

Doak’s proposal, holding IBM to the contract and requesting a work-schedule detailing how 

IBM was going to remedy the defects. Unsurprisingly, Bloomfield responded for IBM on 1 

June 2010 refuting the State’s assertions and reiterating that “IBM’s position remains that a 

working rostering and payroll solution has been delivered to the State” (QC 2013b, p.177). 

 

And so, the battle lines had been drawn, such that on June 17 2010, as the Courier-Mail 

lambasted William Doak for his “Bora Bora holiday from pay hell”, Mallesons delivered its 

considered opinions and options for the State’s next step. The Mallesons advice foresaw four 

possibilities for the State: 

1) issuing a Show Cause Notice and terminating the contract; 

2) suspending the contract; 

3) negotiating a settlement with IBM; and 

4) continuing with the contract (QC 2013b, p.178). 

 

Given that the current impasse was founded on the contested meaning of the term “prime 

contractor” that had been present from the original 2007 negotiations, option 4 was not realistic. 

Option 2 simply extended the conflict and would add more complications during the suspension 

period.  Realistically, the decision was between taking the path of contract termination, or 

negotiating a settlement which avoided termination. 

 

Regardless of the path taken, negotiations would be necessary to allow a smooth transition to 

allow CorpTech to take over responsibility for support and maintenance of the software, with 
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no worsening of the performance of the, now live, payroll system. In later testimony to the 

Inquiry, Mal Grierson, the then Premier, Anna Bligh, her Health Minister, Paul Lucas, and 

DPW Minister, Robert Schwarten, all stressed the primacy of this requirement92 (TSID65, p.14; 

TSID77, p.30; TSID90, pp.30-31; TSID55, pp.68-69). In choosing between option 1 and 3, a 

prime consideration was predicting how IBM would react to each option, particularly how they 

would influence their subcontractors, both individuals and companies, whose services 

CorpTech would need to retain. 

 

At this stage, on 23 June 2010, another source of legal expertise, Michael Boughey from Crown 

Law, provided advice in relation to the State’s rights under the contract in the event of 

termination. Of central importance to the Queensland Government was continuity of access to 

the services of companies, such as Infor and Presence of IT, subcontracted to IBM as prime 

contractor. This would be required to maintain the system. In summary, the Crown Law advice 

was that Schedule 43 of the 2007 contract required IBM, in the event of termination, to provide: 

reasonable termination or expiration assistance requested by the Customer, … 

the services provided ... under the contract immediately prior to the date of 

termination, at the same service levels that applied before the date of 

termination of the contract, for up to six months ... and that … IBM [was 

obliged] to endeavour to assign sub-contracts or otherwise enable the State to 

have access to services being provided by sub-contractors or other third parties 

(QC 2013b, p.178). 

 

This would have come as very welcome news to James Brown, although it was subsequently 

dismissed by Mal Grierson. In testimony to the Inquiry, he explained concern about: 

the legal rights we had with their contractors. They [IBM] could say legally, 

"We're not going to hinder you talking to Infor”, but that's different to us 

getting access to the Infor consultants (TSID65, p.24). 

 

On 28 June 2010, the day before the negative Auditor-General’s report was to be tabled in 

Parliament, Mallesons provided further advice, now recommending that the State issue IBM 

with an immediate “Show cause why the State should not exercise right of termination”. This 

was accompanied by a letter prepared by Mallesons proposing “without prejudice” to initiate 

discussions with IBM aimed at negotiating terms of a final settlement (QC 2013b, p.179). The 

                                                 
92

 This was understandable given the continuing level of public outrage and the genuine concern expressed for the 

difficulties experienced by QH staff. 
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logic behind this approach was that, by simply entering into negotiations, IBM would inevitably 

require the State “to waive all of its existing rights and remedies as a condition of any 

agreement” (QC 2013b, p.179). Moving to negotiation prior to issuing the Show Cause notice 

might complicate and weaken the State’s ongoing ability to terminate and claim damages. By 

issuing the Show Cause notice, the State could immediately move to termination if negotiations 

were unsuccessful. 

 

Once again, the expert advice coming from Mallesons and Crown Law was heeded and, on the 

day that the Auditor-General’s report was tabled in Parliament, Mal Grierson sent a notice to 

Lochlan Bloomfield “call[ing] upon IBM to show cause in writing within seven days ‘why the 

Customer should not terminate the Customer Contract’” (QC 2013b, p.180). Politically, this 

gave the Government the opportunity to respond to the negative media emanating from the 

Auditor-General’s report by linking the Report to the Show Cause notice. In their press release 

of 29 June 2010 (TSID89, pp.41-42) headed “Government to implement all seven of the Auditor 

General's recommendations”, Premier Bligh and Robert Schwarten promised that the 

Government would take “decisive action”, including “issu[ing] a Show Cause Notice to IBM 

and reserv[ing] its right to withhold final payment and seek damages”. Later in the press release, 

the Premier was quoted as saying “We have sought Crown Law advice in relation to options 

for terminating the payroll contract with IBM and it's only fair that we seek to reserve our legal 

rights”. Her commitment to reserve “legal rights” was to become particularly important over 

the following months and a focus of the 2013 Inquiry. 

 

The response to the Show Cause Notice was sent a week later, on 6 July 2010, by IBM, through 

its solicitors, Blake Dawson. While the response rehearsed the arguments in Bloomfield’s and 

Doak’s earlier letters, they now explicitly referred to the findings of the Auditor-General’s 

Report to support the view that “difficulties which have arisen with this implementation were 

caused by the State” (QC 2013b, p.181). I will argue later in the Chapter that this claim, though 

ultimately legally irrelevant, due to the inadmissibility of this type of report as evidence93, 

resonated with the fantasmatic logic influencing the Director-General’s actions. 
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 The view of both DPW in-house counsel, John Backhouse and the Commissioner was that the opinions 

expressed in the Auditor-General’s report were hearsay and as such would be inadmissible (QC 2013b, p.183, 

p.197). 
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Following the Show Cause Notice, Doak requested a meeting with Grierson, ostensibly to 

introduce him to Doak’s replacement as IBM Project Director, Kevin Killey, who would lead 

IBM’s future negotiations. Doak and Killey subsequently met with Grierson on July 5 2010. In 

response to Doak’s statement that IBM wanted, “to continue its ‘contractual relationship’ with 

the State ... to honour its warranty obligations …[desired] a commercial resolution to be 

achieved privately and hoped the parties would not blame each other publicly”, Grierson, at this 

stage, remained non-committal. He told them that “he was not authorised to negotiate a 

settlement” and that “decisions on how to deal with the dispute were being made by the Premier 

and Mr Lucas” (QC 2013b, p.181). Even though Grierson was somewhat aloof at this meeting, 

it was important as a precursor to the critical meeting later in August for Doak to stay on 

message that IBM could still offer a mutually beneficial resolution to the payroll problems and 

that this could be achieved with neither political or commercial embarrassment for both parties 

through face-to-face negotiations with Grierson, presumably without the presence of lawyers. 

 

In invoking the Show Cause Notice the State’s strategy had been to enter into Termination 

negotiations with IBM as soon as possible from a position of strength. This being the case, on 

1 July 2010, Mallesons advised the State to prepare a negotiating strategy. As per its options 

paper of 28 June 2010, it suggested proceeding with its third recommendation to “[e]ngage the 

services of a professional commercial negotiator to advise and lead these negotiations” (QC 

2013b, p.179). So, on 12 July, William Backhouse, the Executive Director of Legal Services in 

DPW, on at the request of James Brown, contacted Jeremy Charlston from Clayton Utz to 

negotiate the settlement terms with IBM on behalf of the State. Reading the various statements 

and transcripts around the retaining of Charlston, the researcher can form the opinion that James 

Brown, who instigated the idea (QC 2013b, p.181) of retaining Charlston, was acting with a 

degree of circumspection with respect to Mal Grierson’s ability to successfully negotiate with 

IBM. Unfortunately, his concerns were to prove remarkably accurate.   

 

Unpacking James Brown’s actions around the negotiation strategy is important in the sense that 

it gives an example of the circuitous paths that even senior members of a public service 

hierarchy may need to take, to provide expertise to inform their superiors’ decisions and actions. 

James Brown himself was a very experienced ICT executive, having, amongst other things, 
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worked as CIO of the Brisbane City Council94 for five years until 2001. In his testimony to the 

Inquiry, he was asked on several occasions to reflect on his motivations for retaining Jeremy 

Charlston from Clayton Utz. 

 

Having acknowledged that William Doak had an independent level of face-to face access to 

Mal Grierson, Brown was asked: 

[Inquiry] Given your knowledge of the ability of Mr Doak to contact and deal 

with Mr Grierson, was there any part of you engaging Clayton Utz that sought 

to remove at least at the first instance this commercial negotiation occurring 

face-to-face between director-general and IBM representatives? 

[Brown] No, that's not my first thought. My first thought was to ensure that the 

state was adequately represented.  It wasn't the proposition to replace Mr 

Grierson in the negotiations, or am I misunderstanding? ... 

 

Peter Flanagan QC, Counsel Assisting the Commission went on: 

[Inquiry] Was it any part of your intention in engaging Clayton Utz for the 

commercial negotiation to seek to control meetings between Mr Grierson and 

IBM that occurred outside the way you thought the negotiations should be 

conducted? 

[Brown] No, I didn't seek to control. 

[Inquiry] You might not like my use of words? 

[Brown] Yes. 

[Inquiry] What I'm actually asking you is your motivation in engaging Clayton 

Utz, and I want you to tell us every part of your motivation? 

[Brown] Yeah. I believe that Mr Doak to be a skilled and experienced 

negotiator and, you know, it is my view that he is quite skilled and an expert 

in that area and he probably does it every day of the week where government 

and myself included would be lucky to undertake a negotiation of this size and 

scope once or twice in your career in the public sector. So my motivation was 

to ensure that to at least present a solid negotiation with IBM, that we brought 

expertise and skills onboard to ensure that we could best advantage the state 

during those negotiations (TSID16, p.87).  
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 Brisbane City Council is one of the largest local governments in Australia. In FY 2003-4 it reported 

approximately $10.8B in equity (Brisbane City Council 2005, p.9). 
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Later, when examining details of the face-to-face meeting that took place between Grierson and 

IBM on August 19, 2010, Flanagan returned to Brown’s reasons for retaining Clayton Utz. 

 

[Inquiry] Your fears that you had identified earlier and the reason why you 

engaged Clayton Utz as commercial negotiators, the reason you set up a 

protocol, the reason that you sought to have Mr Charlston present when the 

director-general met with IBM was because you feared that if he had a face-

to-face meeting with Mr Doak, he would be out-negotiated. Yes? 

[Brown] That was my concern, yes. 

[Inquiry] Yes.  That was also your belief, was it not? 

[Brown] Yes. 

[Inquiry] And that belief was based on the fact that you had seen and witnessed 

Mr Doak out-manoeuvre and out-negotiate Mr Grierson in the course of the 

management of the contract of 5 December? 

[Brown] Not only Mr Grierson but – yes. 

[Inquiry] All right, thank you.  Indeed with Mr Doak's experience, he was a 

very skilled program director, was he not? 

[Brown] He was a formidable negotiator, yes, in my opinion (TSID16, p.104). 

 

While we will return to the details of the August 19 negotiation in the next section, it is useful 

to compare Brown’s observations with Grierson’s testimony about the same issue. Peter 

Flanagan asked: 

[Inquiry] All right. Did Mr Brown ever express to you a concern that he had, 

which he's expressed to this commission, that he knew of your previous 

dealings with Mr Doak, and what he was trying to protect the state of 

Queensland from at least was a negotiated process that did not involve 

lawyers, that is, a negotiated process simply between yourself and Mr Doak? 

[Grierson] No, he never mentioned that to me that I can recall, and I didn't have 

a relationship with Mr Doak that should have caused Mr Brown that concern 

either. 

 

[Inquiry] … I'm actually talking about something more fundamental [than the 

relationship], and the concern is this: that Mr Doak was a more experienced, 

and shall I say savvy, commercial negotiator than yourself, and I say that with 

respect? 



 

 

227 

[Grierson] I accept your respect. Well, the first place is: I wouldn't think James 

Brown would know what my background was in negotiation, that's the first 

thing. The second thing is that from 1980 I had been negotiating with computer 

companies or major builders on behalf of the state of Queensland, so there's 

30-odd years so James probably did not even know about. To be perfectly 

honest, I don't know what Bill Doak's background is in negotiation either95 so 

how James Brown could make that assessment is beyond me (TSID65, 45-46). 

 

Earlier, Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley rejected Darrin Bond’s expert and prescient warnings 

on the hazards of outsourcing to a prime contractor. Similar hierarchical decision-making and 

leaderism logics were present in the frustration of James Brown’s attempt to protect the State 

by managing upward. 

 

As the State moved cautiously towards terminating the contract with IBM in such a way as to 

preserve its right to seek compensation, legal advice from a number of experts stressed the 

importance of quantifying the possible damages claim, before finalising a negotiating position. 

On 19 July 2010, Mallesons provided a Damages Option Paper, suggesting that: 

 

More work needs to be done to determine the likely value of any claim against 

IBM and the prospects of success of each claim. We believe that it is worth 

doing such work, as (based on the information that we have) it is not unlikely 

that the State has a significant claim for damages against IBM. … The State 

should take care when negotiating any settlement with IBM that it fully 

understands the actual existing and potential future claims against IBM, and 

the likely quantum of such claims (QC 2013b, p.183). 

 

Soon afterwards, on 20 July 2010, William Backhouse provided a supporting in-house opinion, 

recommending that the “State undertake the suggested analysis of its damages and their amount 

before adopting a negotiation position” (QC 2013b, p.183). This view was also recommended 

by Michael Boughey from Crown Law. As we shall see in the next section, the State, through 

Mal Grierson’s intervention, effectively settled the dispute without heeding this expert legal 

advice, for instance, by not knowing the possible quantum of damages before ceding its rights 

                                                 
95

 In 1998 Computerworld NZ wrote of Bill Doak “age 37, former Telecom international manager ... probably 

doesn’t need to work. After all, he’s involved in several successful businesses, including an alternative Cook Strait 

ferry service and ownership of Paraparaumu airport. He’s also on National Business Review’s rich list with an 

estimated worth of $10 million. … Doak got his high-flying start when in the early 1990s Telecom dropped its bid 

for the job of modernising part of Vietnam’s telephone system — the American owners of Telecom were worried 

about breaking US law by trading with a country still regarded as the enemy. Doak pressed on and won the bid 

himself” (Jackson 1998). 
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to them. 

 

Mal Grierson correctly argued, in his meeting with Doak and Killey earlier in July, that a 

decision on the State’s negotiating position would fall to the Premier, specifically the Cabinet 

Budget Review Committee (CBRC) through his Minister, Robert Schwarten. A CBRC 

submission was prepared by DPW recommending an “orderly transition out of the contract”, 

which would allow “the State the best opportunity to put in place alternative support 

arrangements to ensure that the rostering and payroll solution is not exposed to unnecessary 

risk” (QC 2013b, p.184).  It favoured a strategy of negotiation with IBM, rather than going 

directly to termination and litigation. By protocol, submissions of this nature would be sent to 

the Department of Premier and Cabinet before the CBRC met, so that the Premier could be 

briefed independently by her own department. In this case, the Director-General of DPC, Ken 

Smith, called for independent commentary from KPMG on the business risk of the options put 

forward by DPW.  

 

The previous week there had been a demonstration by “[h]undreds of angry Queensland nurses 

… outside Queensland parliament on July 14 to protest against the ongoing pay debacle … 

[yelling] … ‘no pay, no work’ … ‘Show us the money’ and ‘Lucas, can you pay your 

mortgage?’” (greenleft 2010). Understandably, in this political climate, Smith’s instruction to 

KPMG was to focus on the risk of the payroll problems getting worse in the event of the Cabinet 

Committee endorsing the recommendations in the submission. In meetings with Margaret 

Berenyi, James Brown, Philip Hood and Jane Stewart over the next few days, KPMG formed a 

view that “in the event that IBM was removed and refused to support the system, CorpTech 

needed to guarantee the services of “8 ‘critical resources’ from the 30 resources IBM had on 

the project” [my emphasis] (QC 2013b, p.184). It advised that the transition arrangements had 

to be managed, and so KPMG supported negotiation with IBM to this effect. If such 

negotiations were not successful, the State should consider termination after one month. 

However, it should not do so before it “had a level of comfort” that it could “effectively manage 

the transition”.  

 

The CBRC submission was updated to incorporate the KPMG observations about the State’s 

ongoing dependency on IBM subcontractors and posited a nightmare scenario whereby the 

Payroll system would be unsupportable. It quoted Mallesons as suggesting that the likely 

outcome of the State terminating the contract would be that IBM would “walk off the job”. The 
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Inquiry found no evidence of this advice from Mallesons, beyond the reporting of a veiled threat 

from William Doak back in 2009 that, in the event of a legal dispute, IBM might be forced to 

redeploy staff working on the project to focus on the dispute (QC 2013b, p.184, 204). 

 

Similarly, the submission made the claim that, notwithstanding the legal requirement on IBM 

to assist the State and provide access to contracted resources in the event of termination, a 

legally contested termination, rather than an “orderly” one, might provoke IBM into exercising 

a covert negative influence on the continuing services of the critical subcontractors. Again, the 

Inquiry found that there was no evidence to support this assertion. 

 

The submission brazenly flagged that “taking this [preferred] course of action means the State 

giving up an undefined set of potential legal claims against IBM which in the case of a damages 

claim cannot be fully quantified at this time”.  It suggested that the risk of taking this option, 

without a reliable estimate of potential damages “needs to be balanced against the option of 

litigation where IBM has access to all project documentation and the Auditor-General’s report 

to Parliament No.7 of 2010, which it will use to vigorously mount a legal defence (QC 2013b, 

p.184).” The State had by then received advice from William Backhouse on 20 July 2010 that 

the Auditor-General’s report would be inadmissible in evidence (QC 2013b, p.183). The 

Inquiry was critical of the State’s seemingly naïve acceptance of IBM’s ability to sue, and the 

failure of “legal advisors (and senior officials)” to “quell irrational or emotional responses to 

[possible IBM] aggression” (QC 2013b, p.198). 

 

The submission was signed off by Minister Schwarten on 21 July 2010, and presented to the 

CBRC, at its meeting, on the next day. Unsurprisingly, the CBRC decided to adopt the DPW’s 

preferred option of settlement rather than immediate termination and litigation. It delegated Mal 

Grierson with the authority to negotiate on the State’s behalf. Judiciously however, they did not 

give DPW “carte blanche” in the negotiations, limiting Grierson to a set of “contract negotiation 

parameters”, which incorporated a series of “preferred” and “acceptable” outcomes. With 

respect to the State’s retention of rights to sue IBM for damages, the preferred position was that 

the State retain all rights while the acceptable position was that it might offer a “qualified 

release” particularly in relation to the possibility that the project might have to be abandoned 

altogether (QC 2013b, p.185). 
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Evidence that the Premier and her colleagues in the CBRC were apparently “gamed” by the 

DPW submission can be found in their testimony at the Inquiry. They expressed a common 

view that an approach in which the State exercised its rights to seek compensation through the 

courts entailed a high risk of an alienated IBM withdrawing its support (and that of its 

contractors) and, consequently, the State being unable to properly pay its Health workers. 

Robert Schwarten said in his witness statement: 

I believed that removing IBM and its experienced contractors from the project 

presented a real risk and a risk that was not worth taking. The advice I received 

from Mr Grierson and KPMG in July 2010 was that there was an unsustainable 

risk in going down the path of litigation with IBM and the entire payroll system 

was in danger of collapsing. Based on this advice, I believed the State to be 

reliant on IBM to finish the implementation (TSID53, p.8). 

 

When asked at the Inquiry whether she believed that IBM would abandon the system, Anna 

Bligh replied: 

I relied on the advice that was provided to me by Mallesons, by Crown Law 

and by KPMG. That there was a risk of that and I had to make a calculation 

about whether that was a risk that the state could afford to take.  I took the view 

that anything that would further jeopardise the stabilization of the payroll 

system was a risk that was not in the public interest and would have been 

unconscionable for me to have knowingly entered in that risk (TSID77, p.30). 

 

Paul Lucas, the Deputy-Premier at the time and a former Attorney-General, testified late in the 

Inquiry (30 May 2010). Having read the testimony of his colleagues, and therefore being aware 

of the Commission’s focus on what evidence the CBRC had relied on, his account appeared 

more circumspect. Like his colleagues, he stressed his dependence on the advice of Mal 

Grierson and other senior officials.  

 

As we have seen in both the major and minor case studies, the selective incorporation and 

nuancing of expert advice in submissions upwards was a social logic present in both 

government settings. There is a sense that the briefing was written in such a way as to simplify 

the decision-making for the Cabinet and to lead them to make “the right” decision. Why this 

CBRC submission, and others up until the Settlement, were slanted in this way will be discussed 

in the final section of this Chapter. 
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8.2 Negotiations for a Settlement Begin 

 

Armed with his delegated powers from the Cabinet Budget Review Committee, Mal Grierson 

was eventually to arrange a meeting on 19 August, where, accompanied by his deputy Natalie 

MacDonald, he met with William Doak and Sarah Adam-Gedge from IBM. At this meeting the 

Inquiry found that Grierson: 

agreed ... that the State would not act upon the Notice to Show Cause it had 

issued, would not terminate the contract and would not pursue a claim for 

damages. Mr Grierson negotiated a settlement outside the protocols for 

negotiation which had been set in order to protect the State’s rights (QC 2013b, 

p.211). 

 

This decision resembles previous key dislocatory moments such as the decision by Gerard 

Bradley to outsource to a prime contractor (Chapter 5) and the decision by the Project 

Directorate to “Go Live” (Chapter 7). Effectively, Grierson scrapped the QG’s whole 

negotiating position. His action appeared as inexplicable to those around him (and the Inquiry), 

who merely suggested that he was "out-negotiated". 

 

Having been retained earlier in July “to assist in negotiating the terms of any settlement between 

the parties” (TSID91, p.1), Jeremy Charlston, of Clayton Utz, proposed a “negotiating process” 

in the last week of July 2010, whereby “Settlement Term Sheets” would be passed between the 

parties to provide an incremental record of proposed and agreed terms. Significantly, this 

process was to be carried out, in the first instance, lawyer to lawyer. By August 3, 2010, these 

protocols were agreed between the parties (QC 2013b, p.195). True to previous form however, 

William Doak sought direct negotiations with the QG in the “absence of legal representatives” 

through a letter to Malcolm Grierson on 29 July 2010. On the advice of Natalie MacDonald and 

Margaret Berenyi, Mal Grierson wrote back rejecting the proposal in favour of the process 

being established between Clayton Utz and IBM’s legal representatives, Blake Dawson. The 

first Settlement Sheet was sent by Clayton Utz on August 4 2010 and contained an unspecified 

claim for damages.96 A substantive response from IBM to the Settlement Sheet was not received 

                                                 
96

 An earlier draft proposing an initial claim for $12m had been modified, on Mal Grierson’s request to remove 

any quantified amount. 
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by Clayton Utz until Friday 13 August 2010. The formal IBM response continued the 

uncompromising tone: 

IBM maintained that it had not breached the contract, had no liability to the 

State. … alleged that it had incurred significant cost as a result of the State’s 

actions. … alleged that it had suffered significant damage to its reputation 

through the State’s actions and public statements criticising IBM and its 

personnel. ... reserved the right to recover from the State all of its loss and 

damage. ... as part of any settlement, it required a full release from the State 

from all current or future liability, actions, claims and demands whether known 

or unknown which the State had … (QC 2013b, p.186). 

 

Time was on IBM’s side, since the two-month term of the State’s Notice to Show Cause issued 

on 29 June 2010 effectively weakened the ability of the State to terminate the agreement after 

20 August 2010 (QC 2013b, p.187). Similarly, the CBRC had required a six-week negotiation 

window from 22 July 2010 (TSID65, 47), which meant that Grierson would need to prepare a 

submission back to the CBRC around 26 August 2010. On 16 August 2010, James Brown, 

Margaret Berenyi, Natalie MacDonald, William Backhouse and Jeremy Charlston met with 

Mal Grierson to discuss these issues. James Brown’s discussion paper noted that “IBM [was] 

aware of the timing issue … and [that] its response may be a tactic to seek to neutralise the 

notice”. It continued “[t]ime is IBM’s strongest negotiation lever, whilst termination of the 

contract for default is the State’s” (QC 2013b, p.187). The situation with which those meeting 

were confronted was complex, with no obvious optimal position. The decision really came 

down to a choice between going quickly back to the CBRC to seek permission to terminate the 

contract, or for the State to meet with IBM to seek an acceptable settlement with the clock 

ticking on the State’s ability to terminate. The chance of success of the latter option was 

considered “low”. Nevertheless, Grierson decided on the second option and it was agreed that 

Grierson and Jeremy Charlston would meet with IBM, table an adjusted Terms Sheet, still 

within the acceptable CBRC parameters, and give IBM 24 hours to respond (QC 2013b, p.187). 

At this stage, difficult as the situation was, Grierson appeared to be still aligned with his expert 

legal and technical advisers.  

 

In preparation for the meeting, Clayton Utz prepared a final offer Terms Sheet to be tabled.  

With respect to damages: 
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the State proposed to settle the claim by retaining most of the outstanding 

payments to IBM. The State was prepared to release IBM from liability for an 

agreed list of obligations relating to problems (including, in particular, 

rectifying outstanding defects). Such a release would be contingent on due 

implementation by IBM of the settlement terms (QC 2013b, p.189). 

 

On Tuesday August 17, 2010, Grierson telephoned Kevin Killey at IBM to request a meeting 

for the next day. IBM appears to have seen this as a sign of the State’s weakening position, 

noting, somewhat triumphantly, in an email to Grierson later the same day, that his meeting 

request had come as “an expedient change from the States’ (sic) settlement process”. The 

Inquiry discovered an internal email written by Killey, shortly after the call, describing the 

conversation and proposing that IBM delay the meeting till Thursday August 19 as “we don’t 

need to appear too eager” (QC 2013b, p.188). The State hurriedly repudiated the suggestion 

that it had moved away from the settlement process, but repeated the offer to meet with IBM. 

IBM accepted the offer and an appointment was set for a meeting at 11.00am on Thursday 19 

August 2010. 

 

Sometime between the strategy meeting on the 16 August 2010 and his meeting with IBM on 

August 19, Mal Grierson decided that he would attend the latter without the legal representation 

of Jeremy Charlston, contrary to the apparent agreed strategy. Charlston received a message 

from Grierson’s personal assistant that he would not be required to attend the meeting with 

IBM. When James Brown became aware that Grierson was planning to attend without expert 

legal representation, sometime early in the morning of the 19 August (TSID17, p.4), he 

attempted to mitigate the risk that Grierson and MacDonald would be out-negotiated by sending 

an email to MacDonald advising Grierson to ring Charlston before the meeting with IBM. The 

email suggested that the meeting be “without prejudice” and: 

strongly advised that no additional commentary on the contract or process be 

discussed as this may compromise the state's legal and negotiating position, 

particularly in relation to preservation of state's legal rights as a result of IBM's 

material breaches (TSID16, p.103). 

 

When questioned about his decision to exclude Charlston, Grierson seemed to indicate that, 

despite the understandings reached at the strategy meeting on 16 August 2010, it had never 

really been his intention to include Charlston at the meeting. He suggested that the things he 
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wanted to discuss with IBM, such issues as "why are you not cooperating, what's going on, 

what's your agenda here?", did not need Clayton Utz, and, moreover, opening the door to 

Jeremy Charlston would lead to others, like Brown, Backhouse, Crown Law and Blake Dawson, 

wanting to be present (TSID65, p.53). This intention, albeit recalled by Grierson three years 

after the event, seems remarkably at odds with the strategy to use the meeting to forcefully 

present the State’s final offer, as agreed three days earlier.  

 

Grierson did however ring Charlston immediately prior to his meeting with IBM at 11.00am. 

Continuing his attempts at upwardly managing risk97, James Brown had liaised with Charlston 

in the background, providing him with a draft “running sheet” for the meeting, which Charlston 

had “marked up with some suggested changes”. During their exchanges that morning, 

Charlston’s file note records that Grierson was meeting with William Doak “and his boss” 

(TSID91, p.7). The significance of this will be discussed in the next section. Both Charlston 

and Grierson agreed in their testimony that the telephone exchange was cursory. Charlston 

stated in his witness statement: 

Mr Grierson indicated to me that he was about to meet with senior people from 

IBM to have a chat about the status of the negotiation process and other 

business. Mr Grierson said that he would indicate to IBM that he was 

disappointed with progress to date. I advised Mr Grierson to indicate to IBM 

at the outset that the discussions were "without prejudice", and were for the 

purpose of better understanding IBM's broad intent in relation to the current 

dispute and other contracts that were on foot with the State (TSID91, p.7) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

The last observation by Charlston referring to other IBM contracts with the State provides a 

further hint about Grierson’s approach to the meeting. In testimony responding to the related 

reference to “other business” in Charlston’s file note of the conversation, Grierson speculated 

that it might suggest he did not “expect IBM to be too hostile because [he knew] that they [were] 

certainly hoping to do other business with the Queensland [Government]” (TSID65, p.54). And 

so, the scene was set. William Doak was finally getting his face-to-face discussion without 

lawyers present. Mal Grierson was getting the opportunity to again shame senior IBM people 

                                                 
97

 Following the release of the Inquiry Report in July 2013, James Brown was asked to show cause why he should 

not be disciplined. He was subsequently fired in November and brought an action of “wrongful dismissal” against 

the QG. He finally accepted an offer to settle the suit in June 2014 (Courier-Mail, 8/11/13, 14/6/14). 
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with his disappointment with their dishonourable behaviour, and to remind them of its potential 

effect on future business with Queensland. 

 

The account of what happened at the meeting, supported by the Commission of Inquiry, was 

strongly contested by Mal Grierson in his testimony. The only real extant documentary evidence 

for the outcomes was provided by Jeremy Charlston, who, as was his practice, made a file note 

of the telephone conversation he had with James Brown, following a briefing the latter had with 

Natalie MacDonald and Mal Grierson after their meeting with IBM.  

 

The Inquiry Report stated that it had “no doubt that [Jeremy Charlston’s file note] correctly 

records what Mr Brown told Mr Charlston just after his meeting with Mr Grierson and Ms 

MacDonald” (QC 2013b, p.190).  The file note stated that a two-and-a-half-hour meeting had 

taken place between Grierson, MacDonald and IBM from 11.00am. Following that meeting, 

they had instructed Brown on the outcome of the meeting and what he should now do. The file 

note records: 

…  

The DG spoke to Ken Smith (Premiers) following the meeting with IBM. They 

have determined that the State has no interest in termination of the contract 

with IBM. The State wants IBM to finish the contract. 

There is not enough confidence in Corptech (sic) to support the system. IBM 

emphasised this view to the DG [Grierson]. 

IBM told the DG that IBM would sue the State and those threats were taken 

seriously by the DG. 

…  

James will draft the key principles overnight and send them to me [Charlston] 

and Swinson [Mallesons] to review for any additions by 10am tomorrow. 

The key principles are as follows: … 

B. All notices by IBM and the State are to be removed from the table. 

C. A line is ruled under the disputes. JCC [Charlston] said that from the 

State’s perspective this is better positioned as electing to affirm the Contract. 

D. The State will pay IBM $1.7 million under SOW50. 

E. The State will also pay $1.85 million under SOW8. However, this will be 
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paid in tranches around IBM’s delivery of defect fixes. 

F. There will be no damages clause. There is no security for IBM’s 

performance, except that IBM is to specify how many fixes it can perform 

per month. 

... 

H. It is agreed that IBM can perform new work [for the Queensland 

Government] 

... 

K. The terms of settlement are confidential. They cannot be discussed with 

anyone except James Brown and Margaret Berenyi. John Beeston does not 

know about the terms and this cannot be discussed with him. 

L. The Cabinet Sub-Committee (CBRC) is to approve the revised position. 

M. These settlement terms are to be positioned as the culmination of a 

negotiation process. (QC 2013b, p.191-192) [my emphases]. 

 

By any account this was a remarkable outcome for several reasons. As we have seen, 

termination was strategically the State’s strongest position and it had been repudiated. IBM’s 

assessment of CorpTech’s capability and IBM’s threat to sue had been accepted at face value. 

In contravention of the CBRC negotiation parameters, all claims for damages (including future 

ones) had been unilaterally withdrawn. Contrary to the State’s final settlement terms offer, 

drawn up by Clayton Utz, which proposed retention of outstanding payments, further payments 

to IBM were agreed to be made. IBM would be allowed to quote and undertake new work. 

Finally, the whole deal would be represented as resulting from a business negotiation and kept 

confidential. That the settlement arrangements made on August 19 were subsequently approved 

by the CBRC suggests that the outcome was generally in accord with their thinking. They could 

have refused it outright, or sent Grierson back to the negotiating table. While evidence of the 

tenor of the CBRC's deliberation before approving the settlement is not available, the Inquiry 

did note that the brief from DPW requesting approval wrongly claims that a "comparison of the 

terms proposed for the supplemental contract against … Decision No. 3019 [Grierson's 

negotiating parameters] demonstrates that the State’s offer substantially aligns with that 

approval" (QC 2013b, p.210). The Inquiry found that this "statement substantially disregards 

the discrepancies between the parameters set by the CBRC on 22 July 2010 and the 

Supplemental Agreement". A view on the extent to which the CBRC realised, or cared about, 

the nuancing in the brief is not available in the research corpus. 
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8.3 Analysis and Discussion 

 

The actions of the Director-General of DPW, Mal Grierson, in unilaterally reaching a final 

settlement with IBM, “was not a good outcome for the State”, according to the Inquiry (QC 

2013b, p.209). His action appeared to his team of internal and external expert advisors (and the 

Inquiry) as inexplicable, beyond the idea that he was "out-negotiated". However, a deeper 

explanation can be offered through analysing relevant prevailing and common public sector 

logics present in the narrative. These, articulated together, will provide a further example of the 

way governmental praxis can contribute to the likelihood of poor administrative decision-

making associated with major, ICT enabled, collaborative projects. 

 

In earlier chapters we have observed logics of public service hierarchy, leaderism and deference 

to the private sector. These logics, sometimes in perverse combination, continue to play out in 

the trajectory of the QHPS story. They were present in the way in which the Under-Treasurer 

favoured advice from external consultants and his move towards outsourcing CorpTech’s role 

to IBM. They were present again in Mal Grierson’s unsuccessful 2008 plan to convince senior 

US-based IBM executives, commensurate with his level, to bring their subordinates in Australia 

to order, rather than pursuing the State’s contractual rights under a “condition precedent”. They 

came to the fore once again in the relationship between Grierson and Doak, which resulted in a 

settlement that the Inquiry saw as a result of Grierson being out-negotiated. In many ways, IBM 

might be considered as organisationally complicated and bureaucratic as the QG. However, 

unlike the QG, and unknown to Grierson, Bill Doak was an expert negotiator brought in by 

IBM with the authority to steer IBM successfully through the complex logics and financial 

pitfalls of Queensland Government decision making.  

 

This section looks first at aspects of leaderism, then at deference to the private sector, before 

considering how this combination was present in Mal Grierson's actions at the 19 August 

meeting. First, leaderism in a bureaucracy can support the idea that someone, like Grierson, 

who has climbed to the top of senior executive management in government, is blessed with an 

innate cultural ability to make important decisions in highly specialised areas, albeit on the 

“advice” contained in succinct, and often nuanced, briefings from their subordinates. Second, 
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such a leader is located close to central sovereign power; in the Director-General’s case, his 

Minister, the Premier and the CBRC. It is easy to see how, isolated from the day-to-day 

experiences of his department by formal bureaucratic communication logics, the leader can 

become captured by the logics of the politicians he sees as his "clients".  Finally, executive 

leadership in government can encompass the idea that the senior executive service necessarily 

has access to privileged and secret information, giving them the ability to better prioritise from 

a perspective and a level of abstraction above the more limited horizons of their subordinates, 

who deal “in the weeds”. As was observed in the minor case study, what develops is a 

governmental “class system”, whereby separate ontologies exist layer on layer, with executive 

coordinators mediating information up and down the hierarchy. The nuanced briefings, 

submissions, directives and staff-emails are the ontics of the ontological gaps. 

 

In Director-General Mal Grierson’s world, his wrong expectation was that senior IBM 

corporate management shared this class-system logic. His testimony to the Inquiry is littered 

with references to hierarchical status. When Grierson was asked at the Inquiry about his contract 

management style he said:  

The premier had obviously wanted me to do this and passed it over to us98 and 

I think there was an element in our conversations about the fact that I had a 

background in IT and therefore she wanted me to be able to deal with the IT 

players in this contract, and that's exactly what I did by escalating through to 

the senior IBM ranks our concerns, having project director Doak come on 

board, try to get this thing sorted out, so that's how I managed the contract. I 

did not - I have never read the contract, I don't think I've read any contracts in 

my department.  I did not get involved in meetings, the detailed meetings that 

you've just shown of the project boards and project committees, nor would I, 

nor would I have time to.  So that's how I managed it (TSID64, p.21) [my 

emphasis]. 

 

 Talking about his motivations for the August 19 meeting with IBM, Grierson said: 

my intention was to get some senior IBM people in, particularly someone 

senior to Doak and Killey, and basically say, "Look, you know, what's going 

on here?  Why are you people not negotiating genuinely?  You know what 

we're after.  Why is it that this is not happening?"  And basically try and see if 

there were issues that needed to be resolved as far as the process was concerned 

(TSID65, p.49). 

                                                 
98

 Referring here to the machinery of government change in July 2008, which moved responsibility for the SSI 

project to DPW from Queensland Treasury. 
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Although the meeting with IBM on August 19 was set up with Kevin Killey, it was actually 

attended by Doak and Adam-Gedge from IBM. The latter’s status99 was important to Grierson. 

I think Ms Adam-Gedge, I think that she indicated very much her role in this 

exercise and how she had the authority - I think she was number 2 in Australia 

at the time in IBM, so IBM was serious by putting one of their top people in to 

talk to me (TSID65, p.55). 

 

Since his arrival as IBM project director in 2008, William Doak had formed a special 

relationship with Grierson that had afforded Doak a level of personal access and a mutual 

recognition that they were ICT “players” who were able to appreciate the underlying political 

and business realities of the contract. The underlying ethos of this relationship held that, with 

good will, such individuals could solve problems to mutual benefit, and most of all without 

getting embroiled in the glacial pedantry of lawyers, a view to be discussed later in this Chapter. 

William Doak’s transfer and replacement by Kevin Killey in mid-2010 was problematic. When 

asked about his conversation with Kevin Killey to set up the 19 August meeting, Grierson said:  

Well, I can't recall the conversation I had with Mr Killey on the 17th, but … I 

may have said, "Where's Bill Doak," because he had been appointed to the 

middle-east.100 I may have said, "We have received their response," and ... "I 

need to talk to somebody senior" (TSID65, p.49). 

 

In Chapter 6 (p.154) the concept of "deferential" social logics was introduced, relating to 

governments’ ambiguous beliefs and behaviour towards the private sector. Primarily, 

deferential logics demonstrate a governmental manifestation of a prevailing neoliberal ideology 

stressing belief in the inherent superiority of private sector capability, while, at the same time, 

maintaining that the Public Service, alone, can comprehend the business of government. A more 

nuanced reading of deferential logics recognises the way in which external consultants and 

suppliers can be used by governments to reduce both internal and external reputational risk.  

 

                                                 
99 Sarah Adam-Gedge was the Sector-Leader, Public Sector ANZ and General Business ANZ, IBM Global 

Services at the time. 
100 While Kevin Killey had, by this time, assumed the Project Director role and was thus the new direct IBM contact for Mal 

Grierson, William Doak was still available to meet with Grierson, in Brisbane, on 19/8/10. 
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Deferential logics influenced the decision by Mal Grierson to settle with IBM in the manner he 

did. Evidence for these logics can be found in the Inquiry corpus. Prior to the 29 August 

meeting, the collective view of Grierson’s expert support team, seemingly supported by 

Grierson himself, was that the State’s strongest “negotiation lever” was termination and 

immediate negotiation, avoiding litigation if possible and preserving all, or part, of the State’s 

access to compensation. Should negotiation fail, the State would then litigate for damages. The 

motivation for Grierson’s arbitrary rejection of this strategy at the meeting and his suggestion 

that the “State had no interest in termination of the contract with IBM”101 can be found in 

Grierson’s own testimony, and the later testimony of Paul Lucas and Robert Schwarten. 

 

Mal Grierson had observed that IBM was very sensitive to any threat of legal proceedings by 

virtue of its need to protect its international reputation, and that the pressure to do this was 

coming from their US parent (TSID65, p.42). He testified: 

IBM went very negative with us as soon as the Show Cause [letter] was issued 

[29 June 2010]. They wouldn't, for example, cooperate with any change 

request. ... They ... put continual pressure on payments. The whole tone of the 

relationship changed with the Show Cause. It wasn't until the government 

made the decision on 22 July that instead as an alternative to litigation, or 

termination and then litigation, that the government made the decision of trying 

to reach a settlement, a negotiated settlement with IBM for a smooth transition 

for IBM to exit.  It was only at that point that, I guess, they started to - I won't 

say "cooperate", but some of the tension was removed (TSID65, p.43). 

 

Grierson also recalled that Bill Doak had emailed him when Paul Lucas had raised the 

possibility of legal action: 

IBM, as soon as the word "sue" had been mentioned, attributable to Minister 

Lucas, went into defence mode … they went legalistic. In my statement, there's 

an email from Bill Doak saying, "Are we going to sort this out or are we going 

to war?" They were quite upset about the word "sue" or the thought of litigation 

(TSID65, p.42).  

 

Lucas, the Deputy-Premier and Minister for Health at the time and former Attorney-General 

testified: 

                                                 
101

 This position, denied in testimony by Grierson was the finding of the Commission. (QC 2013b,p191-192) 
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from my point of view … the history of the state involved in litigation in these 

sorts of matters is they drag on and on and on and that they often do not settle 

favourably and ... the whole box and dice of who said this to what - you know, 

we had DPW and Queensland Health pointing the finger at each other, let alone 

them pointing the finger at IBM (TSID90, p.26). 

 

He continued later: 

everyone is … keen to get into suing people and they always settle, ... all of 

these witnesses have come out of the woodwork ... I’m actually not someone 

who is keen to settle, I don’t think there’s a reason to do it. I think the state 

settles too often in matters when there is a public interest in it … it all ended 

up settled because you could not rely on what particular – I’m not talking about 

(indistinct) ministers, I’m talking about public servants, you could not rely on 

them on a particular stream of evidence.  Many public servants are not skilled 

or educated in relation to the commercial realities of dealing with other 

people, someone like IBM, it is [their] bread and butter, they do it every week 

(TSID90, p.43-44) [my emphasis]. 

 

Within the testimony of Mal Grierson and his Minister, Robert Schwarten, there were also many 

references to the role and behaviour of lawyers and their advice with respect to pursuing IBM 

legally. Robert Schwarten demonstrated some very robust attitudes. When asked whether there 

had been any resistance to his proposal to negotiate at the 22 July CBRC meeting, he said: 

Well, I'm certain that Paul Lucas, being a lawyer, and no disrespect to the room 

full of lawyers that we have, was he had previously been very adamant about 

suing IBM. I guess that's what you lawyers do, you love to sue people. … As 

I recall it, Paul was prepared in the cool, hard light of day and the information 

that came to consider this, and we discussed it at some length … and ... came 

to a consensus that going down the path of suing was going down the hard path 

where hell was paved (TSID55, p.62). 

 

Later, when questioned as to whether at this meeting Schwarten knew of the “prospects of 

success of the state suing IBM”, Schwarten responded:     

Yes. Well, I read the Crown Law advice. I read Mallesons' advice and, quite 

frankly, that didn't give me a great deal of comfort because while it said the 

state had a strong case, there were a lot of ifs and buts about it. In my mind, it 

was like the two birds in the bush and the one in the hand. The two birds in the 

bush were, "Well, you know, you've got a really good case here, chase them 

down the path." … down the never, never path that may have been an option, 

but the real reality for me at the moment was that people weren't getting paid 

and the chances were - and there was every chance - that they would sue us, 
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that they would ... prolong litigation. It would have been a picnic for lawyers, 

but, unfortunately, it wouldn't have been a picnic for the people at the other 

end of the deal, those who were waiting to get their pay102 (TSID55, p.68). 

 

The Premier seemingly shared Robert Schwarten’s concern to avoid a protracted legal dispute 

with IBM. Recalling the 22 July CBRC meeting, Grierson said: 

She [Premier Anna Bligh] thought that if there was going to be a legal - if there 

was going to be litigation, if we're going down that path, the state going down 

that path, you are looking at years and years, and years - - -  (TSID65, p.33) 

 

From the perspective of the CBRC, albeit with the reluctant acquiescence of Paul Lucas, it was 

very clear to Grierson that litigation was, in Schwarten’s rhetorical turn-of-phrase, “the hard 

path where hell was paved”, and the legal experts who supported it clearly driven by their own 

interests. This collective view of the "inner-circle" of Premier Bligh, Robert Schwarten and 

Paul Lucas towards the prospect of litigation was not shared downward to the team of experts 

advising Grierson. This appears to support Rhodes and Tiernan's observation of the effects of 

the Premier relying on "a steadily diminishing circle of close advisers" in a crisis, and a growing 

distrust of outsiders which "extended to officials" (Rhodes and Tiernan 2016, pp.349-350). 

 

A second example of the role deferential logics played in the eventual settlement is evident in 

the high-level decisions made about CorpTech’s competency and their ability to maintain the 

QHPS, if IBM “walked out”. The track record of Philip Hood and his team at CorpTech was 

one of remarkable resilience. CorpTech had independently maintained the ailing LATTICE 

legacy system between September 2008 and March 2010, weathering the endless delays in the 

new system. The KPMG risk analysis, commissioned by Ken Smith in July 2010, had identified 

8 critical third-party consultants supplied by IBM who would be required for CorpTech to carry 

on, in the event of IBM walking out. On 21 July 2010, KPMG reported that “CorpTech have 

made progress in developing a strategy to manage the transition of these key resources from 

IBM thus ensuring continuity of support” (QC 2013b, p.205). The Inquiry found that “there 

was no evidence that the system would collapse if IBM left it” but rather that “the system had 

ceased to be in crisis by that point in time” (QC 2013b, p.204). When put together with the 

                                                 
102

 Here Schwarten engages in a classic case of metaphoric redescription, linking and contrasting the role of 

lawyers intent on litigation to the plight of those not being paid due to IBM’s withdrawal. The Inquiry found this 

to be a false dichotomy. (QC 2013b, 202) 
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Inquiry’s view that there was no evidence that, under any circumstances, IBM would breach 

the contract by hindering further access to the critical third-party resources, the question 

remains, why the Premier and other members of the CBRC were led to believe that termination 

represented, in Robert Schwarten’s words, “an unsustainable risk ... [with] the entire payroll 

system ... in danger of collapsing” (TSID53, p.8). 

 

One answer was that IBM capitalised on the QG’s deferential logics and told Grierson, at the 

August 19 meeting, that CorpTech was not capable of supporting the system without them. As 

seen previously (p.235), Jeremy Charlston, in his file note of his call with James Brown, 

following the latter’s briefing with Grierson and MacDonald, wrote, “There is not enough 

confidence in Corptech (sic) to support the system. IBM emphasised this view to the DG 

[Grierson]”. While Grierson contested Brown’s account, it was accepted by the Commission. 

When Paul Lucas was asked whether Grierson had passed IBM’s opinion of CorpTech’s 

capability onto him, his response was telling: 

[Inquiry] Did you hear any evidence at all that there was a lack of confidence 

in CorpTech to support the system without IBM? 

[Lucas] I don’t think Mal would have said that. 

[Inquiry] No? 

[Lucas] No.  But that doesn’t mean that I – but frankly, can I say to you I didn’t 

have a lot of confidence in any of them based upon our history (TSID90, p.33). 

 

A further example of the deferential logics related to the Auditor-General’s report presented to 

Parliament on 29 June 2010. As discussed previously (p.19), the findings of government 

mismanagement of the project were known by Grierson and Lucas to be inadmissible as 

evidence in any possible legal action, since they were founded on hearsay evidence (TSID65, 

p.39; TSID90, p.16). Nevertheless, the Inquiry found that: 

Each of the senior officials who gave evidence on this issue held the view that 

the Auditor-General’s Report would be, and could be, relied upon by IBM and 

that it materially, adversely affected the State’s position. That view was wrong 

QC, 2013 #131, p.196). 
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The Auditor-General, while required to provide an independent critique to Parliament, could 

not make any balanced assessment of responsibility, because commentary on IBM, as a private 

and commercial entity, was beyond its scope under the Auditor-General Act 2009 (Qld) (QC 

2013b, p.195). However, at an affective level, the Report felt like an “own goal” to both public 

servants and ministers, once again exposing the State’s inferior position and providing IBM 

with material that, as we have seen (p.223), it was more than willing to use. 

 

 We saw, in Chapter 7, that during the fifteen months that LATTICE was not supported by an 

external entity, the undiluted responsibility for the software functioning fell very heavily on 

CorpTech and the QH pay team. Janette Jones had forcefully expressed the idea that, with 

LATTICE being unsupported externally, “the risk sat within government” and a situation where 

public servants would be blamed if they were unable to pay people was “completely 

unacceptable”. This concern was reiterated by Philip Hood from CorpTech (p.201). A hostile 

withdrawal by IBM from the project would have left the internal support teams in a similar 

situation.  

 

The person in CorpTech “most familiar with the operation of the system, and with responsibility 

for it” was Jane Stewart (QC 2013b, p.200). Her view was that the QG would have been “in a 

better position if IBM exited and we were in control of managing the system”. She added that 

she had formed that view “very close to after go live” (TSID57, p.104). Seemingly, this view 

was rejected by her boss Philip Hood. Mal Grierson maintained in a statement to the Inquiry 

that: 

I do not recall ever speaking with her [Jane Stewart] about this matter. I was, 

however, briefed in these matters by Mr Hood, and I held his advice in high 

regard. It is my recollection that Mr Hood, Ms Berenyi, Mr James Brown and 

Ms MacDonald all believed that IBM's expertise (and that of their sub-

contractors) was needed to stabilise the system and fix outstanding problems 

(TSID92, p.11). 

 

The evidence of James Brown's attempts, through Charlston, to keep Grierson to the "contract 

negotiation parameters" (particularly in retaining retention of rights to sue) would suggest that, 

despite Brown's preference for IBM's continuing involvement, it is unlikely he would have 
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promoted a view that CorpTech was so dependent on IBM that any prospect of litigation should 

be discarded. 

 

Jeremy Charlston’s file note recorded an opinion offered by James Brown that was to prove 

highly contentious at the Inquiry. His note read “the politicians are extremely nervous and 

driven by the fact that if IBM is removed then there would be nobody to blame for the payroll 

problems [outside Government]”. Whether the politicians were motivated by this or not, clearly 

this was an issue of which some in CorpTech/DPW management were mindful. Loathe to lose 

the presence of IBM in helping to shoulder any future blame, Hood and Berenyi likely briefed 

upwards accordingly. In Inquiry testimony, ex-Premier Anna Bligh, denied that political 

considerations were present in their decision to endorse the settlement arrangements with IBM. 

She went so far as to suggest that the Cabinet went against its own political interests in not 

pursuing IBM for compensation: 

I believe that … [suing IBM] would have served the government's political 

interests better because we would have been seen to be pursuing this big global 

company and giving them a bit of stick, if you like, but as I said - so ultimately 

I feel that I took a decision that was not necessarily in my own or the 

government's political interest, but was in the interests of the system of 

improving it and getting it fixed as quickly as possible (TSID77, p.38). 

 

Christopher Hood (2002, p.17) has described the “blame game” as involving “interactions 

between two sets of actors – blamers and blamed on the one hand, and blame-shifters and 

blame-shiftees on the other”. In April 2010, when the new payroll had been live for three weeks, 

Bligh was clearly looking to shift blame when she promised that “heads would roll if there was 

enough evidence to prove the fiasco happened as a result of negligence” (Courier-Mail, 

10/4/10). Likewise, as discussed earlier, Hood and Jones were very conscious that they and 

their teams would be directly blamed for a system failure in the absence of an external supplier. 

Bligh’s statement above, arguing that concern for fixing the problem overrode political 

expediency, displayed the results of receiving briefings overstating the QG’s dependence on 

IBM. Equally, not pursuing them in the courts, can be interpreted as Bligh realising that further 

attempts to pin blame on IBM “might be confounded by [IBM’s] strategic moves” and more 

than likely “boomerang” back to the government (Hood 2002, p.29). The evidence is 

inconclusive. 
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Conclusions 

 

In April 2010, in the midst of the media outcry, the QG began to develop a strategy to hold IBM 

accountable and to seek redress and possible compensation. Mal Grierson, the Director-General 

of the DPW, brought together an impressive team of experienced internal and external technical 

and legal experts to assist. Initially, in concert with his team’s advice, Grierson went down the 

path of issuing IBM with a Notice to Remedy, and subsequently a Notice to Show Cause why 

the contract should not be terminated by reasons of IBM’s breach. 

 

As the project followed this legalistic path, IBM enacted a clever, two-voice strategy. On the 

one hand, they maintained an aggressive legal position that the contracted solution had been 

materially delivered at a good quality and that attacks on IBM’s reputation would be forcefully 

defended to the point of counter-suing for damages. At the same time, the Project-Director, 

William Doak, diligently managed his relationship with Mal Grierson. I have shown that Doak 

was able to exploit the decision-making in DPW by capitalising on Grierson’s leaderism and 

deferential logics generally present in the QG, helped, in no small measure by the “own goal” 

delivered by the Auditor-General’s report delivered to Parliament in June 2010. 

 

Driven by their concerns and intuitions regarding the legal options coming from their expert 

team, the Minister for Public Works, Robert Schwarten, and his Deputy-General, Mal Grierson, 

successfully briefed the CBRC, stressing and, in the opinion of the Commission, overstating 

the State’s dependence on IBM at that stage and the likelihood of IBM walking away from their 

contracted responsibilities if the State went down a litigious path. We see in this, once again, a 

governmental social logic of nuancing information in briefs, either to promote an agenda or 

make the decision-making further up the hierarchy “easier.” The brief favoured a path of 

negotiation with IBM, accepting that this might be at the risk of the State forgoing part or all of 

its claims for compensation. The CBRC, not surprisingly, accepted the negotiation strategy, 

seemingly influenced by deferential logics, although they did not give Grierson a “carte 

blanche” delegation to entirely negotiate away the State’s rights to compensation. 

 

We saw in James Brown’s actions repeated failed attempt to “manage-up” in order to retain the 

presence of legal representation for the State in face-to-face settlement negotiations with IBM. 
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The Inquiry found that his fears that Mal Grierson would be “out-negotiated” were well-

founded. The hierarchical praxis operating in the QG at this time, allowed expertise to be 

silenced and a very clever supplier to exploit vulnerabilities created by logics, which influenced 

thinking at the highest level of government. 

 

The risks associated with the Queensland Government attempting to bring a successful action 

against a powerful US multinational company, which in turn might successfully counter-sue 

for reputational damage and make for a difficult transfer of responsibilities to CorpTech, was 

unacceptable. Regardless of the strength of their legal position, the QG’s track record in such 

cases was not good. The realpolitik was that, notwithstanding IBM’s ongoing legal 

responsibilities in the case of termination, and even though the Inquiry found no support for the 

idea, the Queensland Government believed that IBM’s aggressive reaction to litigation would 

put QH’s ability to pay its staff further at risk. 

 

IBM had been united and unwavering in its positioning, in contrast with the divided public 

servants. Its complementary, two-edged, approach to negotiations, on the one-hand, an 

adamantine legal hard-line and, on the other, William Doak’s empathy, successfully exploited 

the combination of the social logics of leaderism and deference at play in the Cabinet, and 

provides an explanation for Grierson’s apparent capitulation of the QG position. When Mal 

Grierson met with IBM on August 19 2010, imbued with his Minister’s opinions and aware of 

William Doak’s insistence “for 12 months” that “we don't need the lawyers” (TSID65, p.46), 

the presentation of his expert support team’s “final offer” to IBM, which might lead to 

termination and legal action, was not his aim. His abandonment of the “agreed” negotiation 

strategy, and with it the State’s access to tens of millions of dollars in potential damages, 

appears more understandable. 

 

The next Chapter returns to the major research question and the overall role that ontological 

difference and contestation play in explaining the failure of the QHPS. It will consider how the 

inherent contestations and ontological conflicts present in a public service can make 

governments, when faced with a crisis, vulnerable to failure. 
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9 – Governmental Hierarchy, Leaderism and 

Deference to Business – the Poststructuralist 

Perspective 
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This chapter considers the empirical evidence presented in this thesis and asks: what can be 

learnt from the interview transcripts in Part I alongside the thousands of pages of statement and 

testimony from nearly eighty individuals associated with the QHPS story?  How might this 

corpus provide insight into similar governmental “failures” of major, technology enabled 

collaborative projects, which, as we have seen in Chapter 1, continue to recur regularly around 

the world? 

 

In Part II, I investigated three significant dislocatory moments in the QHPS story which led to 

what, at the Inquiry, project management expert, Dr Manfield, graphically referred to as a 

project “death spiral” (QC 2013b, p.91). Dislocatory moments are important because they mark 

periods of change and contestation, in which sedimented, and often hidden, social logics are 

disrupted and made visible by circumstance. The political logics of change and the fantasmatic 

logics that support or suppress them are articulated together. Why, in 2007, did the Queensland 

Government hurriedly outsource its radical organisational change project, the SSI, to a 

commercial prime contractor? Why did the Queensland Health project directorate decide to 

“Go Live” with a new system that had so many problems? Why did the Queensland 

Government make a settlement with IBM, which left the State with no claim to tens of millions 

of dollars in compensation?  

 

The first section of this Chapter will bring together the findings of the QHPS case study, while 

the remaining three sections articulate the major logics observed therein. These logics, relating 

to the slowly developing crisis are compared with the everyday “non-crisis” logics observed in 

the Part I minor case study. The purpose of this is two-fold. First, public sector logics around 

ontological hierarchical difference, contestation and constrained communication which 

contributed to the QHPS failure, are seen to share “family resemblances” with those in the Part 

I case study. Second, while acknowledging further comparative studies would be required to 

claim that the QHPS case was typical or paradigmatic in government, these shared logics are 

suggestive of vulnerabilities for other governments contemplating major collaborative ICT 

projects.  
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This makes the case that the QHPS story is “critical”, in the sense defined by Flyvbjerg (p.75). 

It also supports the claims that are made in the concluding section in response to the principal 

research question: 

What roles do ontological difference and contestation play in explaining the 

failure of large scale, technology-enabled, government projects involving 

cross-agency collaboration? 

 

9.1 Summary of QHPS Findings 

 

In Chapter 2 we observed that the label of “failure” and the related concept of “fiasco” are both 

relative. Opinions on success differ between actors at a point in time and can change over the 

lifetime of a project or retrospectively after its completion. Although the QHPS was a difficult 

and exhausting project, labelled a major failure, it had stabilised by 2013 and continues to pay 

QH staff. This outcome was mainly brought about by the tireless efforts of the operational 

payroll and ICT professionals who weathered the political storm and made the new system 

work, albeit with an extra 500 staff.  At the same time, the failure of the QHPS to meet the 

financial efficiencies promised by the Queensland Treasury to Government in 2003 under the 

whole-of-government Shared Service Initiative is unequivocal (refer to Table 9.1). In addition, 

it brought hardship to many QH staff and the resulting controversy was a significant factor in 

the demise of the Bligh Labor Government in the 2012 Queensland Election. This section will 

summarise explanations for the “failure” investigated in Part II. 
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Table 9.1 -  Estimated overall costs of the Health payroll replacement project103 

 $M $M 

Original contract price with IBM for design and implementation104 6.1  

Actual amount paid to IBM for design and implementation after variations105  37.4 

Queensland Health (internal) implementation costs including CorpTech and 

Health resources106 

 64.5 

Total project costs to 31/3/2010  101.9 

Estimated post Go-Live remediation costs from 1/7/2010 to 30/6/2017107  240.0 

 

Undoubtedly, as the Inquiry recognised, the severe problems encountered when the new QH 

payroll system was put into “live” production in March 2010 could be traced back to the policy 

decision by the Queensland Government to undertake a Shared Service Initiative in 2003. A 

strong case can be made that the eventual project, reduced to the installation of an “interim” 

payroll for Queensland Health in 2010, was destined to fail four years before the actual payroll 

project commenced in 2007. Having reviewed in Chapter 5 the dislocatory moment when the 

Under-Treasurer, Gerard Bradley, was confronted with the alarming findings of the Keliher 

Report, it is clear that the original Treasury business case, prepared with the assistance of 

PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PWC 2001), and imbued with neoliberal logics, was deeply flawed. 

The difficulties being experienced by CorpTech in attempting to implement the shared 

computer systems required by the SSI attested to the lack of meaningful legislative and senior 

executive support needed to make the profound cultural, organisational and accountability 

changes necessary.  

 

Rejecting the correct advice from the senior management of CorpTech on the need to confront 

these systemic interdepartmental issues, Under-Treasurer Bradley sought alternative advice 

from external commercial management consultants. This was a precursor to the era in which 

                                                 
103 This table includes the costs of developing and implementing the new system and excludes the "business-as-

usual" costs of operation. The cost of employing extra staff to run the new system (approximately 500 at its peak) 

is therefore not included in the figures. Note that costs here relate to the Interim QHPS only and do not include 

those associated with other aspects of the SSI. 
104 Source Inquiry Report (QC 2013b, p.232). 
105 Source Queensland Auditor-General (2010, p.27). 
106 Source Queensland Auditor-General (2010, p.27). 
107 Source KPMG (2012, p.7). Data for the 3-month period between the AG and KPMG reports is not available 

and hence the information is indicative only. 
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there was a dominant external project director, lacking experience in the Australian public 

sector, who introduced the idea of outsourcing responsibility for the initiative to a commercial 

“prime-contractor”. Again, against the prescient warnings of two of the most senior CorpTech 

executives (both of whom subsequently resigned), this course was finally taken, and an 

agreement struck with IBM in December 2007. An argument has been made here that, in taking 

these decisions, Bradley was motivated by what I refer to as deferential social logics, 

characterised by a generalised belief in the superior capability of the commercial sector and its 

usefulness in lessening direct responsibility. As will be argued in the next section, deferential 

logics are closely linked with a dominant neoliberal ideology operating within many 

bureaucratic hierarchies. 

 

In Chapter 6 we took up the story when IBM commenced its role as prime contractor and was, 

unsurprisingly, confronted with the same entrenched social contestation within the Queensland 

Government that CorpTech had experienced.  In December 2007, at the time when the prime 

contracting agreement was signed with IBM to implement the new whole-of-government 

payroll system, a very pressing issue was the imminent loss of third-party commercial support 

for the existing QH LATTICE payroll system in July 2008, six months later. Even if QH was 

to be placed at the front of the queue for the new system, six months was simply not adequate 

time to replace the old system. Dismissing an alternative workable solution, offered by the 

suppliers of LATTICE, Talent2, to upgrade the existing LATTICE software (allowing an IBM 

competitor to remain in QH), IBM came up with an ingenious, but, ultimately, unworkable, 

plan to implement a minimum interim version of the new system for QH. 

 

We saw that the plan to take a copy of the existing version of the software installed at the 

Department of Housing and minimally rework it as an interim solution for QH, within such a 

limited time frame, was predicated on the ability and willingness of all parties to follow a 

rigorous, extremely condensed and time-critical project plan based on a “waterfall” project 

management methodology. As software development expert R. D. Gibbs explained (p.161) that 

success with this approach is absolutely dependent on the ability to accurately define the 

requirements at the start of the development process and turn-around “sign-off” requests for 

authorisation from the customer in a timely fashion. The agreement to follow this path was 

signed by the new CorpTech Executive Director, Barbara Perrott, on behalf of the QG on the 
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22nd January 2008. The reality was that QH had neither the willingness, nor the organisational 

cohesiveness, to participate authentically in this process. The ontological gap between the 

whole-of-government fantasy of collaboration and the micropolitics of hierarchical and 

interdepartmental contestation was now fully exposed. At the same time, IBM had a contract 

to fulfil and a payment schedule to achieve. From IBM’s perspective, requirements had been 

gathered from Damon Atzeni and his team at the workshops in December 2007. The accuracy 

and comprehensiveness of those requirements was the responsibility of QH and, once the 

requirements were signed off, any variation requested by QH could potentially incur time and 

cost penalties. These events set the pattern for the next three years and a continuing unresolved 

tripartite battle between CorpTech, QH and IBM over what the software should do and who 

should pay. We have seen in Part II the logics at the heart of the QG’s inability to participate 

coherently or authentically in its relationship with IBM. We have observed the way in which 

“prime-contractor”, “interim-solution”, “change-management”, “comprehensive management 

plan” and the “software system” itself play the role of floating signifiers in the battle for control. 

 

IBM’s performance throughout the entire period of its involvement with the QHPS, spanning 

nine years from the commencement of its role of prime contractor until the Queensland 

Government’s legal action against it was dismissed by the Supreme Court in December 2015, 

was one of disciplined unity and consistency. With respect to its approach to the QG’s 

requirements or “scope”, we saw in Chapter 6 that the Commission criticised IBM for "being 

content for [the] scope to remain vague and to deal with that lack of clarity by relying upon and 

encouraging the State to vary the contract and its scope and to charge the State for those 

changes" (QC 2013b, p.111). The Commission suggested that IBM did this “because it suited 

its short-term commercial interests to do so.” The reference here to “short-term” relates to the 

idea that IBM might forgo future business in Queensland108 in persisting with a literal reading 

of the contract. Certainly, as we have seen (p.235), future business was a “carrot” that Mal 

Grierson periodically waved in front of IBM in 2009. No doubt IBM would have been 

extremely interested in future opportunities; however, not at an unknown cost in an environment 

of seemingly limitless scope change.  
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 In August 2013 the QG did in fact prohibit its agencies from signing new contracts with IBM. As at August 
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In contrast to IBM’s approach, the QG displayed a continuing and unabated level of disunity, 

and on occasions a surprising collective naïvety. Gerard Bradley may well have entered into a 

prime contractor agreement with the intention that the successful tenderer “take full 

responsibility for delivering the entire solution” (TSID19, p.18). However, in line with the 

waterfall model, the contract stipulated stringent responsibilities for QH to provide accurate 

requirements in a bounded and timely way, together with the formal process of costed variation. 

While it may have appeared somewhat “Shylockian” to the Commission, this form of payment 

schedule driven project management is common throughout the ICT services industry. 

Similarly, IBM’s focus on realising present value is supported by Michel Feher’s observation 

that: 

in the neoliberal world of globalized and unregulated financial markets, 

corporate governance is concerned less with optimizing returns on investment 

over time than with maximizing the distribution of dividends in the short run 

(Feher 2009, p.27). 

 

Although many individuals in the QG, such as Darrin Bond and James Brown, knew exactly 

how IBM and other large multi-national commercial ICT suppliers operated, their experience 

and knowledge was negated by the ontological gaps and decision-making logics operating 

within the QG. 

 

The responsibilities of the QG, and specifically QH, under the agreement went far beyond the 

need to accurately specify business requirements to IBM. QH was contractually responsible for 

undertaking User Acceptance Testing (UAT) for the new system, following its exit from IBM’s 

own system testing. This occurred eventually in January 2009. QH outsourced the management 

of UAT to KJ Ross and Associates (KJRA), who led teams of users from QH in the testing 

process. As we saw in Chapter 7, Brett Cowan, the KJRA Test Manager for UAT in the last 

two phases of UAT (Phases 3 and 4) became an important actor in the ongoing narrative. The 

four phases of UAT were disastrous. The reasons for this are quite obvious, since UAT was 

undertaken by payroll staff testing the actual capability of the new system to support their 

processes rather than the software’s conformity to the specifications provided by QH. A new 

set of battle lines were created between IBM and the UAT testing regime and specifically Brett 

Cowan. Although this was a new “antagonistic frontier”, the floating signifier of “prime 

contractor” was the same nodal point of contestation. As we saw in Chapter 7 (p.190), of the 
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five potential causes of “defects” discovered by the UAT team, only one of them, coding errors, 

was acknowledged by IBM to be their contractual responsibility; the rest, associated with 

requirements errors, hardware and software environment problems, poorly written test scripts 

and bad test data, they asserted, were the contractual responsibility of the QG. 

 

What happened next, in the lead-up to the unfortunate decision to go live was a textbook 

example of PDT political logics in action. The message coming down from the Ministerial and 

Director-General level was “make it happen”. To David Manfield, the final UAT results 

indicated what he described as “an unequivocal sign of distress in a project” (TSID41, p.51).  

He observed that an attitude had developed in the governance committees of a “wholesale 

treatment of entry and exit conditions” (Manfield 2013) or in PDT terms an overt and extreme 

example of the logics of information nuancing. Both entry and exit criteria for UAT, set in 

advance, were ignored, and the thresholds lowered in the name of “progressing” the project 

(QC 2013b, p.117). An equivalence chain was forming between QH, CorpTech and IBM 

around a signifier of “going live”. Although their reasons (claims) were different (p.212), the 

moment arrived in the Project Directorate when the desire to go live “quilted” these claims 

together against the common “other”, UAT manager Brett Cowan, now cast as a pedantic 

naysayer and roadblock. The Go-Live recommendation was sent from the Project Directorate 

to the QHIC Board. Buoyed by the recommendations of the final QHIC Risk Assessment 

Report provided by the ubiquitous Terry Burns, the Board approved the decision. 

 

Chapter 7 described the problems encountered and the growing public furore after the launch 

of the new payroll system in March 2010. One view of what led to Premier Bligh’s description 

of the project as “a fiasco” in April 2010 and the establishment of an emergency Payroll 

Stabilisation Project soon after, was expressed by Jane Stewart at the inquiry. She suggested 

that, while “the number of incidents being logged was not unexpected for such a large and 

complex payroll solution”, what had surprised them was “the impact that non-system issues 

would have on the credibility of the Go Live and employee pay outcomes”. These non-system 

issues had led to “a further unexpected deterioration in the quality of pay, and generally 

exacerbated the chaos”. Significantly she added:  

This reactive environment, which was affected by pressure applied by media, 

union and political attention, meant that the kind of normal pay issues that 
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would happen on a fortnightly basis under LATTICE were being escalated and 

attributed to faults with the new system. It also had the effect of slowing down 

the rate at which actual defects with the new system were able to be addressed 

(TSID56, p.9). 

 

The idea that the chaos was largely constructed by “non-system issues” (pressure from media, 

unions and politicians) is important from the perspective of showing that the technology itself 

is only one, “voiceless” actor entangled in the story’s network.109 However, the key-point here 

is not that there was chaos, but rather how and why, as a result of Mal Grierson’s attempt to 

manage a settlement with IBM in August 2010, the “State’s position did not improve” (QC 

2013b, p.210)? The Inquiry explicitly found that, having failed to implement a working payroll, 

despite being massively overspent and 18 months late, the QG, through Mal Grierson’s 

settlement arrangements with IBM, failed to make Queensland’s position any better.  Chapter 

8 centres around a critical meeting between Mal Grierson and IBM on 19 August 2010 in which 

he ignored the strategy that his legal, technical and managerial support team had previously 

agreed with him. Doak, from IBM, played on Grierson’s problematisation of the issues as 

contractual, and the Director-General’s self-concept as a leader. With this strategy, together 

with Grierson’s disdain for lawyers and deferential social logics, all of which he shared with 

his Minister, Doak was able to secure an agreement for IBM which, as we saw in Chapter 8 

(p.245), was completely in its favour and a total abnegation of the QG’s position. 

 

The empirical chapters in this work have identified many examples of logics at play; grammars 

of practice and “conditions which make the practice both possible and vulnerable” (Glynos and 

Howarth 2007, p.136). In identifying logics relevant to governments’ vulnerability to 

collaborative ICT problems, two major interrelated categories have emerged: first, those 

associated with the hierarchical bureaucratic power structures prevalent in many governments; 

and, second, those informed by the dominant neoliberal paradigm present in Western liberal 

democracies since the 1980s. At this high level, I argue that much can be explained through 

analysing the effect of the latter on the former, as the ontologically separate “levels” of the 

public sector hierarchy respond to overwhelming demands including: efficiency; smaller-

government; competition; standardisation; automation; performance measurement; and 

individual accountability for outputs. In the remainder of this Chapter, I will first consider the 
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contributing logics of neoliberalism, then how these formed detrimental patterns of thinking 

and action through their articulation with the logics of bureaucratic hierarchy. Finally, I 

consider the ICT system itself and the powerful fantasmatic logics it signifies.  

      

9.2 Neoliberalism and Deference to the Private Sector 

 

The subject of neoliberalism is a complex area of scholarship with an extensive and diverse 

literature, a review of which is outside the scope of the current work. Here, I use the term to 

capture several major ideological influences on government thinking, particularly in relation to 

aspects of New Public Management (NPM) and its valorisation of business methods, 

competition and accountability for outputs. As we have seen in Chapter 4 (p.132), these ideas 

were part of a global movement influencing government in Australia and much of the ideology 

has been internalised into the public service ethos since the 1980s.  Since the rise of 

neoliberalism in the late 1970s from a “minority” to a “majoritarian” discourse, it has since 

become, in the 21st century, “hegemonic … [and] incorporated into the common-sense way 

many of us interpret, live-in, and understand the world” (Harvey 2005, pp.2-3). 

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices 

that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 

individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 

framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and 

free trade (Harvey 2005, pp.2-3). 

 

The doctrines of public sector NPM were presented in the language of economic rationalism, a 

term superseded, with the advent of globalisation, by the more conventional term, neoliberalism 

(Hood 1995, p.94; Stokes 2014, p.211). The empirically observable components of NPM have 

been categorised into the three major themes of disaggregation, competition and incentivization 

(Dunleavy et al 2006a). These three themes also encapsulate the doctrinal analysis of NPM in 

the 1980s developed by Christopher Hood (1995) as shown in Table 9.1. 
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Table 9.1   

Classification of Hood's 7 NPM Doctrines into Themes 

Theme Doctrine 

Disaggregation Unbundling of the PS into corporatized units organized by product 

  Stress on private-sector styles of management practice 

  More emphasis on visible hands-on top management 

Competition More contract based competitive provision, with internal markets 
and term contracts 

Incentivization More stress on discipline and frugality on resource use 

  Explicit formal measurable standards and measures of performance 
and success 

  Greater emphasis on output controls 

 

I categorise the influences of NPM relevant to the current work under four major signifiers: 

deference to the private sector; efficiency through competition; accountability; and control. 

Each of these signifiers relate to logics, which, when performed in conjunction with the logics 

of bureaucratic hierarchy (below), help explain difficulties that surfaced in the QHPS story. The 

valorisation of the competitive marketplace and the restriction of government “interference” in 

that market to a necessary minimum are cornerstones of a liberal philosophy. The belief that 

private industry has both the capacity and the incentive to provide the best value for public 

money, through competitive tendering, has led to large scale outsourcing of in-house public 

services over the last forty years. The long-term effects of the ideological hegemony of the 

market fantasmatic underpins what I have referred to as deferential logics within the public 

service, as observed in Chapters 6 and 8. 

 

We saw deferential logics play out in Chapter 5 when Under-Treasurer Bradley installed an 

external commercial “business leader”, who had no experience of the Australian, let alone the 

Queensland, governments, to advise and eventually take over the SSI initiative. Subsequently, 

on this consultant’s advice, the Under-Treasurer ignored the warnings of his own in-house 

expert, Darrin Bond, and outsourced the troubled project to IBM as “prime contractor” with 

disastrous consequences. Darrin Bond had described, with great accuracy, what would happen 

if the SSI project, in an environment of dissension between departments, was outsourced: "the 

prime contractor would come in, the scope would continually vary, and the prime contractor 

would claim variance and the cost and the timeframes of the contract would blow out" (TSID9, 

p.7).  Bradley’s deference to external advice however was useful in assuaging the immediate 

political problems of how to resolve the “different, but the same” dilemma, without the need to 
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question the Government’s decision to implement Shared Services, and how to keep alive the 

idea that the SSI could keep within its dwindling budget. 

 

Later in the story, Robert Schwarten, Minister for DPW, described his reluctance to transfer the 

fractious IBM contract to his department, like “a foal would welcome a carpet snake into their 

coop” (TSID55, p.52). In taking the project on, he largely depended on the ICT contracting 

experience of his departmental Director-General, Mal Grierson. Grierson clearly maintained a 

deferential belief in IBM’s capacity to resolve the project’s problems, if they were so willing. 

The reality was that the contestation between CorpTech and QH, and the resulting inability of 

the Queensland Government to agree their collective requirements adequately and collaborate 

on an interim solution, was beyond IBM’s ability to correct. Nevertheless, Grierson continued 

to pursue a path of trying to get IBM to produce its “A team, a team with all the expertise to be 

able to do this … [believing that] ... if that had been the case, we shouldn't have been having 

these problems” (THSID MG1, p.79). This belief in the virtually limitless capability of a large 

commercial sector supplier speaks to the influence of 30 years of neoliberalism.  

 

In Mal Grierson’s case, his form of leaderism included a belief in his personal ability to 

understand the business logics of large ICT consulting firms. As Grierson explained at the 

Inquiry, he had 30 years’ experience of “negotiating with computer companies or major builders 

on behalf of the state of Queensland” (TSID65, p.46). He had been “the head of CITEC, the 

government's computer centre, all during the 80s” (TSID65, p.72-73) and, in this capacity, had 

the experience of negotiating many hardware and software contracts with ICT companies. This 

was undoubtedly the case since, in part due to the difficulties of government to attract and retain 

experienced ICT technical staff, this period saw the rise of many forms of “contracting out” to 

the private sector in Australia, the UK and the USA. This led to the domination by “systems 

integrator” firms like IBM “knitting” together technical expertise from within the customer’s 

organisation, their own employees and any number of third party contractors (Dunleavy et al 

2006b, §§2.2).  

 

This experience and belief in IBM’s absolute ability to “solve the problem” informed Grierson’s 

view that he had the understanding and leadership qualities to guide the QG out of trouble. This 
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was a view shared by his minister, Robert Schwarten. Grierson, however, framed the issue as a 

contractual ICT problem that would only be solved by a high-level, senior executive bond 

between himself, representing the customer, the Queensland Government and the highest level 

of senior IBM executive management, above the day-to-day warfare of the operational project. 

His plan was that, once that bond was made between himself and very senior IBM executives, 

candidly admitting their mutual mistakes, shared financial damage and willingness to take some 

pain, their operatives could be instructed to work together and kept in line to perform. We saw 

evidence for this in Chapters 7 and 8, with Grierson’s ineffectual appeal to more senior 

American based IBM executives and many references to the respect he was being shown 

through the intermittent appearance of executives, supposedly senior to William Doak. 

Unfortunately, as we have seen, this approach isolated Grierson from the considerable legal, 

technical and management expertise he had available to him, and made him vulnerable to IBM’s 

sophisticated “two-voice” strategy.110 

  

At the very start of the QHPS story in 2003, neoliberal ideology concealed the obvious social 

issues that were never dealt with by the Queensland Government. We saw in Chapter 4 (p.124) 

that the promise to reduce administrative operating costs by $100M per annum by FY2009-10, 

in the original business case for the SSI, was a compelling factor in its promotion to Cabinet by 

Treasury. Invoking the neoliberal signifier of “cost efficiency” in this way, was powerful 

enough to override concerns that the proposal was based on an assumption of false homogeneity 

of corporate functions and an unrealistic expectation that agencies would be willing to give up 

administrative control. Mal Grierson, as one of the Directors-General affected by the 2003 

decision, in his first witness statement to the Commission, listed his concerns at the time as: 

(a) the scope of services being covered … ; (b) the arguments I expected with 

agencies regarding costs of services ...; (c) the “one size fits all” model ; and 

(d) the resistance I expected by agencies in being forced to change long 

standing practices and transfer staff and funds to a central Shared Services 

Agency (TSID94, p.2). 

 

Neoliberalism, in the government context, acts precisely on the concept of identity, discussed 

in Chapter 2 (p.65), as “constructed within [the] tension between the differential and the 

equivalential logics” (Laclau 2005, p.70), or, as I paraphrased, the dynamic intersection of 
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sameness and uniqueness. The hegemonic regime of central agencies, the Treasury in this case, 

moves to absorb “difference” in the departments by enforcing a metonymic process of 

standardisation in the name of efficiency. The Treasury SSI business case presented a model 

for achieving efficiencies through Shared Services, based on the principles of consolidation, 

standardisation and automation. Consolidation implies increased efficiency through elimination 

of unnecessary duplication. Standardisation enforces sameness, and technology becomes the 

silent non-human actor enrolled to enable it. The rejection of the centrally mandated payroll 

system by QH was emotionally fuelled by a struggle to maintain identity against CorpTech and 

its technology, firmly positioned as the “other”. 

 

Neoliberalism promotes standardisation in the name of efficiency and “best practice”. 

Paradoxically, while this drives commonality and sharing of resources it does not promote 

collegiality; in fact, quite the opposite. Glynos and Howarth (2007, p.172) refer to the logics of 

atomisation in this context: 

logics of atomisation could be said to describe patterns of discursive 

articulation that individuate institutions and persons as independent entities, 

thus isolating them from each other, while abstracting from them their virtues, 

skills, and other attributes. They operate in such a way as to downplay the 

social or structural aspect of success and failure in the self-understanding of 

persons and institutions, leaving them to view themselves as individually 

responsible for their successes and failures. 

 

Neoliberal ideology exercised in the public sector through NPM practices uses a metonymic 

difference logic to insist that "you are all the same", while using this sameness to promote 

competition between atomised groups and individuals, through the use of comparative metrics. 

Logics of atomisation, competition and accountability are interwoven. 
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9.3 Logics of Bureaucratic Hierarchy  

 

Public services maintain a rigid, formally defined hierarchy,111 with strict financial delegations 

and roles and responsibilities defined in legislation. The evidence observed in this work is that, 

within this formal structure of hierarchical levels, significant social logics have developed 

relating to information flow, executive preference and accountability, that reflect a more 

complex decision-making process than that described in an earlier era by Weber.112 We saw 

earlier reference, by the head of an Australian Public Service, to a contemporary “imbalance 

between role, function and decision making”, which compromises the principle of subsidiarity: 

that decisions are to be made at the lowest competent level (p.92).  Ministerial and executive 

micro-management, in part enabled by “many-to-many” emails and social technologies, 

operating within ambiguous accountability logics (including the expectations of the media), 

were implicated in this imbalance. A similarly complex process of decision making was present 

in the QHPS story, with a process of formal briefing to superiors and ministers. 

 

Information nuancing up and down the hierarchy, observed throughout the corpus, is a 

rhetorical process that purposefully shapes information, communicated to a particular target 

audience, with an agenda beyond presenting a balanced and “truthful” account. Obviously, all 

information communicated is subjectively selected to some degree. However, in both public 

sector case studies, the logics of active and extensive nuancing in briefs upwards to decision-

makers, and the passing of selective information downwards to the lower ranks, was observed. 

These, in the QHPS case, contributed to its failure. 

  

Information coming down the hierarchy is nuanced, often by coordinators on behalf of their 

executives, to ensure that content is kept “at level”. Mal Grierson failed to tell his legal/technical 

support team that the Queensland Cabinet, drawing from its previous experience, did not 

believe the Queensland Government could win a court battle with IBM, or that it had little faith 

in public servants who "you could not rely on [for] a particular stream of evidence … [and] 

many [of whom] are not skilled or educated in relation to the commercial realities of dealing 
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112

 In relation to his concept of ‘hierarchical subordination’ p.94. 
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with other people ... " (TSID90, pp.43-44). As the secretary of a department, or a very senior 

bureaucrat, not sharing information relevant to others below them in the hierarchy can go 

beyond questions of security or political sensitivity. It can develop into a cultural attitude or an 

artefact (or ontic) of leaderism (see p155). This behaviour stems, in part, from having an entitled 

position at the ministerial “court”, but also from being at the top of the departmental 

hierarchy.113 This aspect of leaderism was present when Mal Grierson was asked, at the Inquiry, 

the reason why in 2008 he had rejected legal advice to issue IBM with a breach notice and 

responded that “the only reason was, I was the director-general” (p.175).  

 

Two main streams of upwards nuancing, separately and in combination, have been observed in 

the case studies. First, there is the issue of executive preference and habit. In Chapter 3 (p.109), 

Beth, the Secretary’s executive assistant, described her way of using knowledge of her 

superior's habits and preferences to "tailor" a brief. 

 

In a power hierarchy with ontologically separated “levels”, briefing can become a personalised 

service. As observed in Part I, the reading habits of the recipient must be taken into account. 

We saw in Part I that the briefing officer may well be aware that the recipient will judge any 

display of the ambiguity and complexity of an issue, beyond a concise list of options, as a 

failure, or worse, as an attempt to “share responsibility”. More important is the idea that the 

content of the brief might be slanted towards the receiving executive’s previously known views 

for fear of incurring their displeasure.  

 

In Chapter 7 we saw a more overt example of this type of upward information nuancing when 

the QHIC Board, in receipt of complex and generally negative status reports on the progress of 

UAT from the Project Directorate, requested that future reports “disregard all current language 

– e.g. severities, defects, buckets, etc” in favour of a simple binary categorisation of issues as 

“a Go-Live problem or resolution ... not necessary prior to Go-Live” (QC 2013b, p.118). The 

likely reason for this change was that the Board found the level of information they were getting 

was confusing, perhaps tiresome and, most importantly, detrimental to their aims. Regardless 

of their motives, we see, as was the case of the mandated reporting templates in Chapter 3, this 
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decision reflected the Board’s preferences for simplicity in its deliberations. The request 

demonstrated the Board's view of its role as an overseeing decision-maker, rather than a senior 

group bringing their expertise to assist with complex problems that challenged the Project 

Directorate. 

 

The second form of upward nuancing is about promoting an agenda favoured by the sender. 

We have observed this in both the major and the minor case studies. An example of the second 

kind of information nuancing upwards to senior executives from their subordinates was 

described in Chapter 3 (p.103), when Cathy, a Director in the Central Policy Support Division, 

described the need to sell the value of her projects upwards, because she knows “that an 

incoming Secretary will come in with completely different priorities” with which to make their 

mark. “Selling up” is a form of upwards nuancing of information. 

 

Flyvbjerg's formulation of upwards nuancing of information as a Principal-Agent problem of 

"deception" (p.28), in which the agent promotes her own self-interest to the detriment of the 

principal, oversimplifies the situation. First, the motivations of the Agent may be unconscious 

and the result of sedimented social logics. Second, sometimes, as we have seen in the decision 

to go live with the QH payroll, information can be manipulated seemingly in the interest of the 

Principal, as the Agent perceives it. Information can be nuanced in the name of brevity or to 

allow the Principal to understand a plausible fictionalised version of the problem, so they can 

make a decision. Bureaucratic decision making logics can lead to perverse information logics. 

 

In Chapters 7 and 8 we observe examples of the logic of “upward nuancing” directly implicated 

in the QHPS failure. Two representative examples are highlighted here. First, the senior 

executive decision makers of the QHIC (Interim Payroll Solution) Project Board, who endorsed 

the decision for the payroll to Go-Live were briefed by operational members of the Project 

Directorate (p.197) that “there was a very real and imminent risk of LATTICE, the existing 

payroll system, collapsing” (TSID37, p.11). As we saw (p.197), this was not the opinion 

actually held by these same Project Directorate members at the time. “Imminent failure” of the 

existing payroll system and the resulting nightmarish fantasmatic of being unable to pay QH 

staff, played the role of an overwhelming and plausible reason to go live. The actual reasons 
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for the recommendation, linked to accountability fatigue and “unstoppable” administrative 

changes coming on stream, would have presumably been harder to explain and less likely to 

achieve “the right result”. It can be argued that the Project Directorate was simplifying the 

issues and making the decision to go live easier for the Board, by nuancing the brief in this way, 

as an act of rhetorical redescription. In doing so, they effectively removed from consideration 

other difficult options, such as buying more time by postponing award and organisational 

changes, which the more senior executives on the Project Board could have adopted. 

 

The second example can be found in Chapter 8 in the nuancing of the DPW submission to the 

Cabinet Budget Review Committee (CBRC) on 22 July 2010. We noted that the CBRC had 

been “gamed” by the submission’s claim that, despite IBM’s legal commitments to the contrary, 

the State’s termination of the contract might cause IBM to impede the ongoing services of the 

critical subcontractors. This, in turn, could realistically result in a complete collapse of the 

software. The Inquiry found that there was no evidence to support this view. The fantasmatic 

“grip” of the idea of a catastrophic failure to pay the QH workers was in evidence as a principal 

reason for the CBRC endorsement of the submission, which paved the way to Grierson’s 

capitulation to IBM. 

Robert Schwarten, the Minister for the DPW, for example, said in his witness statement: 

I believed that removing IBM and its experienced contractors from the project 

presented a real risk and a risk that was not worth taking. The advice I received 

from Mr Grierson and KPMG in July 2010 was that there was an unsustainable 

risk in going down the path of litigation with IBM and the entire payroll system 

was in danger of collapsing. Based on this advice, I believed the State to be 

reliant on IBM to finish the implementation (TSID53, p.8). 

 

These logics of bureaucratic communication relating to the nuancing of information up and 

down the hierarchy are implicated in the QHPS failure and critical in the sense that a case exists 

for investigating their role in other similar failures. They were ontic manifestations of the 

ontological gap between levels, sustained, in part, by a logic of leaderism present in the thinking 

of Director-General Mal Grierson. 

 

Moving to the logics of accountability, I first note that individualised accountability for 

outcomes and outputs would not seem to fit easily alongside the logics of bureaucratic decision-
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making and compromised subsidiarity discussed above. As we saw in Chapter 1 (p.44), a public 

servant held personally accountable for an outcome of a decision made by an ontologically 

stratified hierarchy can be subjected to what Judith Butler referred to as a form of “ethical 

violence” (Butler 2005). As an example, we have seen in Chapter 7 (p.201) that the decision to 

go live was, at its foundation, an attempt by senior operational staff, as members of the Project 

Directorate, to alleviate the intolerable weight of the possibility that they and their teams could 

be held personally accountable for a major payroll failure, without the cover of a responsible 

third-party supplier.  

 

Managing accountability was by no means the preserve of those lower in the hierarchy. We 

have seen in chapters 5 and 6 that Under-Treasurer Bradley, the original prime-mover of the 

SSI, oversaw the transfer of full responsibility for the Shared Services Solutions Program 

(SSSP) away from him in three stages over a 15-month period (from April 2007). This was 

achieved first by contracting an external consultant, Terry Burns, to run the project as Project 

Director, then outsourcing to IBM as prime contractor to “take over responsibility for the 

implementation” (QC 2013b, p.85). The transfer of responsibility away from Treasury was 

completed with the machinery of government change in July 2008 when responsibility for the 

SSI and CorpTech was moved to DPW.114 

 

Perversely, governance structures can have the effect of dispersing and obscuring responsibility 

in response to the preoccupation with accountability for outputs in government. This can be 

seen with respect to the decision to go live in Chapter 7, where the senior decision-makers on 

the QHIC Board talked of their absolute reliance on “advice” from the Project Directorate. 

Michael Kalimnios, the chair of the QHIC Board wrote, in his witness statement, that the Board 

"relied upon and acted upon the advice of the Project Directorate in proceeding to 'Go Live, ' 

adopting the categorisation of defects as determined by the Project Directorate" (TSID37, p.9). 

While clearly, Michael Kalimnios used this way of blame-shifting the Board's responsibility 

onto management lower down the hierarchy, the Commissioner did not accept his position: 

                                                 
114

 The machinery of government change is linked to the ascendancy of Anna Bligh to the premiership from her 

role as Treasurer in September 2007. Mal Grierson suggested that she believed that the SSI had “not gone well to 

date and that it was not the core business of the Treasury Department” (TSID95, p.4). 
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The Project Board, as the superior body, must bear primary responsibility for 

the decision which was made. It may have acted on advice, and been entitled 

to do so, but that did not excuse its members from turning their own minds and 

making their own enquiries as to the bases upon which this important decision 

was to be made (QC 2013b, p.151). 

 

This was an example of a managerial "blame-deflection" strategy that "boomeranged" (Hood 

2002, p.29). 

 

The significance here is that the neoliberal focus on individual accountability, when juxtaposed 

with the logics of bureaucratic hierarchy, can put extreme and sometimes unreasonable, 

pressure on individuals and groups of public servants, which then drives responsibility shifting 

and dispersion, together with the costly and inappropriate over-use of external commercial 

consultants and suppliers. 

 

Turning briefly to the effect of the neoliberal logics of competition present in the corpus, it is 

clear that they are sedimented in practice. We observed in Chapter 3, that the Director, Cathy, 

clearly needed to compete with her colleagues for resources and attention by selling the value 

of her projects and section upwards. More significantly, in Chapter 4 (p.135), we saw that 

Queensland, like most Westminster-style jurisdictions, operates a highly competitive budget 

bidding process between departments. The idea that the SSI would change “long-standing” 

practices to share staff and resources, without considerable legal and cultural change at the 

political and senior executive level, was fanciful. 

 

Finally, in this section, I turn to the neoliberal logics of control. Writing on the subject of 

“human capital” and neoliberalism, Michel Feher (2009, p.24) argues that “the rise of human 

capital as a dominant subjective form is a defining feature of neoliberalism”. Having a self-

entrepreneurial attitude, instrumentally investing in one’s education, career and personal brand 

are characteristic of the neoliberal logic of amassing “human capital”. When these logics enter 

government, and co-exist with those of bureaucratic hierarchy, they motivate the aspiring 

bureaucrat to take control and be seen to do so. Being “in control” means knowing things, and 

certainly just enough to appear knowledgeable to one’s superiors. One aspect of being seen to 
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be in control is to be seen to be able to forsee the future115 and, thus, being seen to be 

accountable for the organisation’s future success. It means that, at the same time as being 

entrepreneurially decisive, individuals must perform as a “team-player”, in the sense that they 

must contribute to the “human capital” of the bureaucratic unit of which they are a member. 

The requisite dual role of entrepreneur and team-player once again puts identity at the dynamic 

interface between sameness and difference. Public servants are therefore also primed for action 

in the wider defence of organisational control; ready to stand-out as a champion of the self-

determination of whichever bureaucratic units they identify with, whether at a sectional, 

divisional or departmental level. Opponents, whether inside the government, like CorpTech in 

relation to Queensland Health, or outside government, such as IBM staff attempting to collect 

requirements, will be “othered” as an enemy.116  

 

Many examples of the social logics of control appear within the empirical corpus. They can be 

everyday occurrences such as when, in Part I, Beth includes partially pre-filled templates as an 

attachment to her email request, in order to control the Directors’ propensity to try to explain 

their projects and provide too much information. The Secretary had wanted her to “minimize 

interpretation and maximize relative conformity so it doesn’t look like an absolute dog’s 

breakfast” to the incoming acting secretary. They can be significant and catastrophic, as found 

in the role of Damon Atzeni in the QHPS saga. Here, Damon was tenacious in his defence of 

Queensland Health against what he considered the failings of CorpTech and the right of QH to 

administrative self-determination through “direct engagement” with IBM (p.168 ff.). The tragic 

aspect of his involvement was that, as Human Resource Business Integration Manager for 

QHEST, he had the critical responsibility of working with IBM to “identify Queensland 

Health’s business requirements for the HR payroll solution”. Disaffected with CorpTech, at the 

time of the critical requirements gathering workshops in December 2007, the Inquiry found 

Damon, on his own admission "negligent in discharging his responsibilities of ensuring the 

business requirements of QH had been communicated to IBM such as would result in a 

functional payroll system" (QC 2013b, p.105). 

 

                                                 
115

 Clearly, augury is rather a tall-order. This aspect of control, however, has seen a vast array of technologies and 

services emerge to assist the aspiring public sector entrepreneur including: economic modelling and forecasting, 

risk-management, quantitative statistical research, communications marketing and authoritative infographics. 
116

 With reference to the Lacanian idea of the "thief of their enjoyment" discussed in Chapter 2. 
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9.4 Technology Logics 

 

The root cause of problems in the QHPS were social, rather than technical. However, consistent 

with my earlier commitment to Orlikowki and Scott’s concept of sociomateriality, in which 

“the social and the material are inherently inseparable” (p.35), explanation cannot simply be 

limited to the actions of the people involved or, alternatively, the computer hardware and 

software not functioning properly. The role of ICT itself remains crucial to an explanation of 

what happened. One reading of the QHPS saga is that the material and the ideational aspects of 

the ICT simply drew so far apart that the project failed. The unlimited capability of ICT was a 

powerful fantasmatic logic which underpinned the “difference logics” enacted by Queensland 

Treasury in attempting to standardise all Departments on a new, more efficient, shared system. 

The belief that technology, as a material manifestation of science, is ever changing for the 

better, is a powerful fantasmatic logic invoked by technology manufacturers keen to update 

their products in pursuit of a continuing flow of customer revenue.  

 

Through advertising, we see brands becoming powerful signifiers which call on consumers to 

enjoy identifying with their latest products, in Lacanian terms, objets petits a. It is not 

uncommon to have lines of brand devotees lining up outside Apple stores waiting overnight for 

the shop to open in order to purchase the latest iPhone. This is not to say that brand and product 

marketing are straightforward, or to deny that product innovation, style and novelty are not 

significant factors. However, the hegemonic fantasy of technological determinism, 

underpinning the idea that humanity must simply adapt to ever-changing technology, promotes 

the almost universal belief that technological change is inevitable and always advantageous, 

and that a functioning individual in society will learn the art and eventually enjoyment of 

continuous adaptation and consumption. Conversely, not taking on this identity is viewed as 

old-fashioned, outmoded, Luddite and something for which many people might feel somewhat 

ashamed. The argument here is not that technology does not often improve in reliability and 

function, but that our acceptance of its place in every aspect of modern living has reached 

religious proportions. Often those promoting organisational change attempt to “hide” behind an 

uncritical acceptance of technological change, as ideological cover for their organisational 

ambitions. 
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When this belief in the power of technology was teamed with neoliberal fantasmatics of 

efficiency, what should have been seen as obvious problems with the SSI business case, were 

effectively overlooked by Queensland Treasury and the Cabinet. As well as being a material 

entity, the ICT system was a floating signifier that took on many different meanings to various 

groups of actors over the period of the QHPS story. We saw in Chapter 4 that it became an 

ideational “magic pudding” for Treasury, its consultants and the Keliher Report. I have referred 

to this as solving the “same, but different” requirement. The system was initially planned to be 

a single standard installation of the software across government in order to drive cost 

efficiencies, but, simultaneously, to be able to support the different and no doubt, on occasions, 

conflicting, needs expressed by each department. This assumed “magical” flexibility of 

software was used to support a difference logic to accommodate the uniqueness claims of 

departments, in an attempt to dampen down contestation over their rights to administrative self-

determination. 

 

This idea that a system can “do everything” has veracity in the sense that digital computers can 

be thought of as generalised machines capable of being programmed to perform any logical 

(including numerical) process. However, development and ongoing maintenance tasks, and 

hence costs, become exponentially greater as the complexity of the code, driven by difference, 

increases. This, together with the fact that the QHPS system was based on existing “standard” 

package software, meant that there were pragmatic limitations to the code’s capabilities. A 

useful analogy would be purchasing a large house with 10 bedrooms and asking a builder to 

convert it into 10 independently designed units with separate services. Is it possible? 

Theoretically yes, but in practice not feasible without unlimited time and money, and, in the 

end, looking like a shambles. 

 

As a contested floating signifier, the system, for CorpTech, was to be the minimalist “interim 

system” to get QH back on third party commercial support as soon as possible. It was “interim” 

because it was to be reintegrated into a more comprehensive single version across all 

departments, thus maintaining the unified whole-of-government discourse. A similar argument 

was used in Chapter 7 when CorpTech conceded to QH the ability to have its own instance117 
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 “Instance” here refers to an independently operating copy of the software. 
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of the software (p.178). For IBM, the “software” represented the functionality that it had been 

contracted to produce. As we saw in Chapter 7 (p.201), IBM distanced itself from the “failure”, 

maintaining that it had fulfilled its “contractual obligations” to deliver the system, and that “the 

issues of people getting paid didn't arise largely from any system issues”. For QH, the system 

meant the material means by which it fulfilled its responsibility to pay its more than 80,000 

staff accurately. Arguably, the ontological gap between the ideational meanings of the payroll 

as a step on the way to whole-of-government sharing, or a contractual payment milestone, and 

the material realities of paying staff had grown so wide that the situation had temporarily, at 

least, descended into chaos. The materiality of the ICT and the actual payroll practices finally 

undid the fantasy. In Lacanian terms, the Real infiltrated through the dislocations in the various 

discursive representations of important actors. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Two years after the QHPS went live, the problems were largely mitigated, and the system 

remains operational to this day. The costs however, in staffing alone, of these mitigation 

projects were enormous and the recurrent savings promised in the original business case, long 

forgone. As the Inquiry report repeatedly observed, the project had needed a fundamental 

“reset”: 

He [Grierson] ought, at the very least, to have sought to reset the Project ... 

and, if he lacked the authority to achieve that, to recommend that strongly to 

his own Minister and to the Premier as the proper course (QC 2013b, 138). 

 

Such a reset would have been costly, politically embarrassing and probably career-damaging at 

the most senior executive level. Most importantly however, it would have needed to recognise 

that the issue was not fundamentally an ICT issue, but reflected social conflict within the 

Queensland Government. 

 

Throughout the QHPS story, the QG had the financial resources, the ICT knowledge and the 

legal and commercial experience to have avoided the difficulties it found itself in with IBM. 

The problem, and the central finding of this work with respect to the principal research question, 

is that the social logics of bureaucracy and competing ontologies, together with the dominant 

neoliberal logics operating in the Queensland Government, largely prevented these 
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considerable capabilities from having effect. What is most striking in the QHPS case is the 

evidence for systemic ontological gaps between hierarchical actors in the story similar to that 

observed in Part I and which therefore suggest the Queensland case is “critical”. These were 

not the one-off perverse decisions of individuals. Not in dispute is the fact that actors share the 

same material environment: pay-slips; a new system; the media; the law; and executive 

government. What “exists” however for Damon Atzeni, identifying as a Queensland Health 

professional, Jane Stewart, coaxing fragile payroll software to make it through the latest payroll 

run, Under-Treasurer Gerard Bradley, making a budget balance, Mal Grierson, serving his 

minister, and Premier Bligh, surviving the media onslaught of the Courier-Mail, is profoundly 

different. The failure to bridge these ontological gaps in times of crisis, unhelped by constrained 

hierarchical and nuanced communication logics, exposed the Queensland Government to a 

vulnerability that this time was realised. 

 

The next and final Chapter considers the second methodological research question as to the 

value that a Poststructuralist Discourse Theoretical approach brings to the research. The work 

concludes with a sketch of two possible heuristics to mitigate the risks of failure in such projects 

and some possible directions for future research. 
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10 – Ontological Conflicts Inside 

Bureaucracies:  Can a Critical Logics 

Approach Suggest Remedies? 
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The social logics observed here have developed over time and become “sedimented” as “a kind 

of activity, a thinking in terms of things that have been taken up merely receptively, passively 

… without any of the self-evidence of original activity” (Husserl 1970, p.361). In simple terms 

they are “business as usual” with their origins often forgotten. At times of real public emergency 

however the public sector can on occasions be seen to go beyond these social logics and address 

uncertainty with innovation, pragmatism and agility: 

We like dealing with the known. Yet, the public service can also be very good 

in a crisis, in mobilising resources and people to get things done in short time 

frames in a context of high uncertainty (Roberts and Thomas 2015, p.17). 

 

On such occasions, when time is short, and disaster imminent, a lifeworld of common sense 

and dialogic collaboration can sometimes emerge from the usual bureaucratic social logics, 

dominated by rules, hierarchy and political caution. In this work we have considered emerging 

dislocations where there is time, albeit limited, for sedimented social logics to operate. Does 

the way the public sector has been seen to respond, when there is no time, in the midst of “clear 

and present danger118”, point to approaches which avoid the type of “death spiral” situations 

observed in the QHPS story? 

 

In this final Chapter, I first respond to the second research question and consider the value that 

PDT brings, both in its capacity to go beyond the limitations of existing explanations and the 

extent to which it can make accounts from disparate disciplines commensurable. Next, I sketch 

two possible heuristics to reduce the risks of failure; one of which is characterised by the type 

of “informal” collaboration referred to above. Finally, I consider a range of ongoing future 

research, both empirical and theoretical, that can extend from the current work. 

 

 

 

                                                 
118 A concept attributed to OW Holmes Jr (1919). 
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10.1 What Value Does a PDT Approach Bring? 

 

The PDT approach as presented by Glynos and Howarth in their 2007 book was not intended 

to be applied as a definitive empirical method, but rather constituted as "an open-textured 

grammar of concepts – a theoretical horizon – designed for the purpose of analyzing and 

learning from concrete empirical practices and regimes" (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.215). 

Further, citing Laclau, they envisaged that the logics approach would become "an increasingly 

sophisticated theory" through further empirical studies (Laclau 1990, p.235; Glynos and 

Howarth 2007, p.230). Nevertheless, PDT has subsequently been criticised for a lack of 

empirical applications. In 2011 Wagenaar (2011, p.158) acknowledged that “Norval, Howarth, 

and Glynos have come a long way in articulating poststructuralist political theory as a viable 

approach to a critical analysis of democratic policy making”, but pointed to the “lack of … 

empirical applications of poststructuralist political theory” as a weakness (pp.154-155). 

Although since then researchers have used PDT empirically119 the area is still nascent. The 

present work adds to the growing list of “concrete studies”. 

 

Other approaches, for example those of Bourdieu and Giddens (Bourdieu 2007; Bourdieu et al 

2010; Giddens 1984) invoke concepts of structure and agency in relation to decision making 

and behaviour. Here, the logics approach goes further with the psychoanalytically inspired 

concept of fantasmatic logics locating the drive for identity as the force behind many decisions 

and actions of government. We have observed through the windows of three dislocatory 

moments in the QHPS story the operation of fantasmatic logics around technology, control, 

accountability, efficiency and leaderism operating in a bureaucracy. The articulation of these 

logics does not offer a positivist, natural law-like, generalised explanation. Instead, through the 

evidence of contextualised self-interpretations of actors, it provides a plausible retroductive 

explanation that seeks to persuade those scholars, practitioners and interested lay-actors 

concerned with the problems of major government ICT projects. 

 

                                                 
119

 For example, Griggs and Howarth (2004); Howarth and Griggs (2006); Carter (2008); Clarke (2012); Mäkelä 

(2013); Griggs and Howarth (2014); MacKillop (2014). 
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Many of the existing explanations of “failure”, discussed in Chapter 1, are purely descriptive 

in the sense that they refer to what happens, less so to how and never to why. While the 

PDT/NM approach aims to be complementary to these explanations, we saw in chapter 2 (p.76) 

that it also holds the promise of making them more commensurable. The remainder of this 

section briefly revisits existing explanations linking them to PDT/NM approach. Each of these 

examples from a range of relevant literatures offering explanations appears to be usefully 

accommodated, albeit with some ontological reactivation, within a PDT/NM discourse. 

 

First, in Part I, I recognised the role of “success” and “failure” and “fiasco” as floating signifiers 

in the contestation between the Government, the opposition, the media and IBM, after the new 

payroll system was put into live production in March 2010. Observations of “groupthink” 

operating between intra-group actors and “court politics” extending to inter-group actors have 

resonance with the centrality of the desire for, and dynamics of, identity in PDT, the associated 

process of “othering” and the role of ontological politics in the current work. When government 

itself reviews its own performance, it does so under the influence of the hegemonic neoliberal 

fantasmatic logics of efficiency, individual accountability for outputs and compliance. The 

social logics that prevent the public service from critiquing “government policy”, unless 

instructed to do so by their political masters, also limits its ability to problem-solve and 

improve. 

 

The mainstream project management literature offered mainly a descriptive “critical success 

and failure factor” discourse. Here, we classified these observations as correlative, rather than 

causal, and so, as patterns of behaviour inviting explanation. The UK Government’s Office of 

Government Commerce’s list of eight common "causes" of failure, discussed in Chapter 1 

(p.18) were: 

1) Lack of clear links between the project and the organisation’s key strategic 

priorities, including agreed measures of success. 

2) Lack of clear senior management and Ministerial ownership and leadership. 

3) Lack of effective engagement with stakeholders. 

4) Lack of skills and proven approach to project management and risk 

management. 
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5) Too little attention to breaking development and implementation into 

manageable steps. 

6) Evaluation of proposals driven by initial price rather than long-term value for 

money (especially securing delivery of business benefits). 

7) Lack of understanding of, and contact with the supply industry at senior levels 

in the organisation. 

8) Lack of effective project team integration between clients, the supplier team 

and the supply chain. (OGC 2005). 

 

From a PDT/NM perspective, clearly 2, 3, 7 and 8 all relate to the ontological gaps between 

senior executives and project staff, “clients” and suppliers. These four named causes of failure 

are all consistent with the emergence of contested control. Number 1 reflects differences in 

claim between groups (regimes) involved in the project relating to unresolved definitions of 

success, while 6 clearly warns about the effects of narrowly applied cost efficiencies. The 

difficulties of project management accountability are reflected in numbers 4 and 5, which 

suggest that a good project/risk manager is required who will break the task down into 

manageable pieces. These issues are canvassed in the complex systems literature discussed in 

Chapter 1. From a PDT perspective, this is an acceptance of “radical contingency”, the 

fantasmatic appeal and impossibility of absolute “control” of projects by hyperrational 

processes, and the associated neoliberal social logics of accountability management. 

 

Moving on to the planning literature, discussed in Chapter 2, we noted that Kahneman and 

Tversky, through their Nobel-prize winning work on “cognitive bias”, introduced the possibility 

of an unconscious or preconscious element to decision making which is taken up in the 

Lacanian aspects of PDT and fantasmatic logics. This was subsequently rejected by Flyvbjerg 

who, adopting essentially a rational choice position, supported “intentionality” as the cause and 

argued that bad planning outcomes were created by deception and/or delusion.  In contrast, 

PDT accepts that decisions in response to “dislocatory” events are often made through rhetoric 

using fantasmatic logics. This is a position supported, albeit in other terms, by Forester, who 

sees the problems emanating from “distortions in communicative action”.  He sees at least part 

of the answer in dialogue between actors, like that proposed here in the “Guiding Hand” rubric 

discussed in the next section. 
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We saw in Kling’s suggestion of the split between the systems rationalists and segmented 

institutionalist approaches to Information Systems Research, an ontological divide still present 

today in much of the thinking about collaborative government ICT projects. Systems 

Rationalists are driven by the technological fantasmatic described in Chapter 9 and 

characterised as a combination of technical determinism and belief in the ability of technology 

to control and eventually overcome all difficulties. Segmented institutionalists, on the other 

hand, identify with a pluralistic social model, in which technology has different meanings and 

impacts for different groups. This situation can enact shifts of power and lead to intergroup 

contestation. A PDT/NM approach sits comfortably with the latter model, applying a model of 

signification and logics to the analysis of contestation and providing a place for the non-human 

agency of the technology itself. Alternatively, systems rationalist research positions the social 

in terms of resistance to inevitable technological change and hence focuses on an empirical 

CSFF approach like much project management scholarship. As we saw above, once such 

findings are stripped of their positivist, “law-like”, ontological claims, and seen as patterns of 

observations calling for retroductive explanation, they are made entirely compatible with the 

approach here. 

 

The socio-materialist approach advocated by Orlikowski and Scott, from an Organisational 

Studies perspective, corresponds with the New Materialist link to PDT. Non-human “objects”, 

including ICTs, and indeed everyday material practices, are inherent in “social logics” and 

keeps analysis grounded in such a way that protects it from the relativity of the purely 

ideational. As Karen West (2011, p.420) suggests, analysis must incorporate “social practices 

as activities, things that are done, embodied and materially furnished”. 

 

Shaun Goldfinch has provided a critique of the “four pathological enthusiasms” common in 

public sector executives: “idolization, or technological infatuation”, “technophilia, or “the myth 

of the technological fix”, “lomanism” and “managerial faddism” (p.33). From a PDT 

perspective, these could be viewed as the naming of a number of logics he has observed in 

government. Managerial faddism he lays at the feet of “a prevailing New Public Management 

ideology “with its inherent belief in the supremacy of the private over the public sector and its 

innovative entrepreneurial focus” (Goldfinch 2007, pp.921-922). While this may well be the 
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case, an articulated retroductive explanation requires evidential support for its acceptance, 

which is lacking in Goldfinch’s account. Here though, his claims, have been reactivated through 

the articulation of neoliberal, bureaucratic and technological logics in Chapter 9. 

 

10.2 Heuristics 

 

I observed earlier (p.276) that, in a real public emergency, government thinking can become 

innovative, pragmatic and agile. One way of capturing this quality, outside of an emergency, is 

through what Bartels and Wagenaar (2018) and Abbott (2004) refer to as "heuristics" or "tested 

ways of broadening what you are doing, ways to come up with new ideas, new methods, or new 

data, ways to get unstuck" (Abbott 2004, p.112). Given my normative aim to try to reduce the 

incidence of the failure of collaborative government ICT projects, in this section I sketch two 

heuristic approaches which derive from the analysis of the QHPS problems investigated in this 

thesis and my own practitioner experience. The first is a “Social Scan”, to be undertaken before 

a business case is prepared. The second, the “Guiding Hand” approach, is suggested once a 

project is authorised. 

 

In the QHPS case, arguably the project was seriously compromised, if not destined to fail, four 

years before the engagement with IBM commenced in December 2007. This occurred prior to 

any requirements gathering, systems analysis, coding or defect management, and, indeed, 

before any technological element was involved. The explanation provided maintains that the 

root cause of the problems lay in unresolved issues in the Shared Services Initiative, in relation 

to: who exercised administrative control; the assumed homogeneity of the administrative 

function; hierarchical information flow and decision-making; and, more broadly, the dominant 

neoliberal ideology. Put simply, the problems were social, rather than technological. If this is 

the case, the question arises whether these issues could have been identified prior to a project 

commencing, and thus a failure “averted”, either through mitigation or abandonment. 

 

My view is an unequivocal “yes”, although such a process might prove uncomfortable and 

potentially threatening for some hierarchical actors, because it challenged, sedimented social 

logics, leaderist fantasmatics and government policy decisions. As we saw in Chapter 2, the 
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latter are normally outside the scope of any public service critique. In that context. I propose 

that any government organisation contemplating a major collaborative ICT enabled project 

undertakes a Social Scan very early in the ideas-phase of the project, prior to the production of 

a business case. This might be thought of, in a sense, as a “pre-Gateway” procedure, prior to 

the Gateway review process (p.13). It is critical that the person, or people, undertaking the scan 

are not accountable to any directly interested party in the proposal. This is unusual and 

organisationally challenging. One possibility is that the “social scan” could be a service 

commissioned, or offered by, the independent Auditor-General. An independent “social scan” 

could also be a mandatory requirement for the formal progression or acceptance of any budget 

bid for such a project. It is important that the engagement be short and contained, so as not to 

overburden the budget cycle.  

 

The first criterion for a Social Scan to be relevant relates to the definition of the category of 

project itself. Most importantly, an ICT-enabled collaborative government project should 

require a significant level of collaboration and planned “sharing” between more or less 

autonomous administrative entities. Second, the sharing is enabled by ICT, which, as we have 

seen, can become a proxy, or arena, for, often hidden, contestation between parties. 

Realistically, there would also be a “size” criterion, probably associated with the amount of the 

budget bid, and possibly the project’s planned duration. 

 

A useful approach to the Social Scan is through semi-structured interviews. Interviews should 

be relatively short and candid. If they are done early enough in the ideas-phase and presented 

as “input-gathering”, understandable reluctance to express disagreement with powerful figures 

or government policy can be avoided. A “snowball” sampling approach can be used to form a 

representative sample of interviewees. The analyst should start with the proposers, then the 

planned collaborators and sharers. Representatives proposed for interview should be chosen 

from up and down the hierarchy and include “old hands” who remember previous 

collaborations. The researcher should consider seeking input from Auditors-General, politicians 

and ex-employees and, where directly affected, citizens. A final recommendation report should 

be provided to an independent government body, such as the Auditor-General and circulated 

openly to the proposers for comment. 
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Table 10.1 below is a sketch-outline of a rubric that can be used for a Social Scan interview. 

This approach aims to establish a simple quantitative estimate of the probability of success for 

a particular project, based on purely social factors. As the approach is repeated across projects, 

more sophisticated comparative analysis could be developed. The long-term usefulness of such 

an approach would only be quantitatively visible in a reduction in the number of "failures". 

 

Table 10.1 - A Preliminary Rubric for a Social Scan process 

 

Questions 

An analytic rubric to assist in identifying possible problems in a proposed collaborative government 

ICT-enabled project. Scoring for each question is from 0 to a maximum of 5, totaling a possible 100. 

Scoring is necessarily subjective. Representative examples of scoring are provided for scores of 1, 3 

and 5. 

 
  1 3 5 

  Background The respondent:     

1 Why is this project being 
proposed? 

is unsure or 
unclear. 

knows what the 
project will do 
but not why. 

has a clear idea of 
business objectives. 

2 How important is ICT to the 
project? 

suggests it is 
"simply" an ICT 
project. 

shows awareness 
of "people" 
factors and 
suggests a need 
for change 
management. 

shows awareness of 
the need to 
consider and plan 
for both the social 
and technical 
aspects of the 
project. 

3 Who is the "prime-mover" for 
the project? 

suggests very 
senior 
management 
with a political 
motivation. 

indicates middle 
manager(s) in 
some of the 
sharing entities. 

indicates 
operational 
managers, 
collectively. 

4 Who will be impacted by the 
proposal? 

suggests a 
general wide-
spread impact 
across many 
organisational 
units. 

indicates a subset 
of staff across 
organisational 
units with similar 
functions. 

indicates a defined 
set of 
organisational units 
sharing similar 
processes.  

5 Who will need to collaborate 
to implement the project? 

indicates wide-
spread 
collaboration 
across many 

indicates 
organisational 
units with shared 
business 
responsibilities. 

indicates 
organisational units 
who opt-in to the 
project to further 
shared aims. 
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organisational 
units.  

6 What is to be shared? indicates ICT, 
new business 
processes, staff. 

indicates specific 
common 
processes and 
"hidden" ICT, 
operating in the 
background. 

indicates business 
capability within 
individual 
organisational 
units' common 
strategy. 

7 Who will be sharing? indicates all 
organisational 
units. 

suggests clusters 
of administrative 
units with shared 
business 
responsibilities. 

suggests 
organisational units 
who choose to 
participate in the 
project. 

8 Who will control the 
proposal? 

indicates head-
office, central 
agency / 
administrative 
unit. 

suggests senior 
executives 
representing 
organisational 
units on steering 
committee or 
board. 

suggests collective 
operational 
management in 
sharing units. 

9 Who is responsible for 
making the project happen? 

indicates a new 
operational 
implementation 
group will be 
established, with 
senior executive 
oversight. 

suggests the 
project will have 
a senior 
executive 
champion.  

indicates senior 
executive 
management from 
all participating 
units will be 
formally required to 
deliver shared 
outcomes. 

10 Do the affected parties know 
about the proposal? 

says not really, 
rumored. 

says some do. says all the 
organisational units 
are aware of the 
proposal. 

  Past History       

11 Is there a track-record of 
successful collaboration / 
sharing between the 
organisational units?  

says no. indicates some, 
but not currently. 

suggests the units 
have a continuing 
track-record of 
successfully 
collaboration.  

12 If there is a track-record of 
successful collaboration, are 
the individual collaborators 
still around? (If question 11 
was < 3, score 0) 

says no, or don't 
know. 

indicates that 
some are still 
present in the 
organisation.  

indicates the staff 
involved in the 
collaboration are 
present. 
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13 What is the tenor of the 
relationship between the 
units? (Are there or have 
there been disagreements in 
the past? How were they 
resolved?) 

indicates that the 
relationship is 
competitive or 
non-existent. 

suggests the 
relationship is 
fairly neutral; 
possibly some 
past 
confrontation. 

indicates the units 
know each other 
and have a history 
of working 
together, discussing 
and resolving 
issues. 

  Motivations, Emotions and 
Power Balance 

      

14 What are the incentives for 
the organisational units to 
collaborate and share? 

says it is 
government 
policy to save 
costs and units 
must comply. 

indicates that the 
government has 
said that the 
savings will be 
reinvested in the 
organisation. 

the units will 
directly receive 
savings and it fits 
within their 
individual strategic 
planning. 

15 What are the disincentives 
for the organisational units to 
collaborate and share? 

describes loss of 
business control 
and being blamed 
for others failure. 

complains that 
they will have to 
accept a "cookie 
cutter" approach. 
"We already have 
a good system". 

suggests that it's a 
good way forward 
and "we need to 
share". 

16 Who, if anyone is excited 
about the proposal? 

says head-office, 
central agency / 
administrative 
unit. 

suggests some of 
the smaller 
organisations like 
the proposal; but 
the big ones 
don't need it. 

indicates that the 
operational 
managers across 
government think 
it’s the way to go. 

17 Who, if anyone is against the 
proposal and why? 

suggests the 
organisational 
units haven't 
been properly 
consulted and are 
scared for their 
business. 

suggests 
scepticism and a 
wait-and-see 
approach. "We 
have seen so 
many of these 
ideas flop in the 
past". 

indicates that 
people across 
government are 
happy with this 
idea. 

18 Who would an independent 
judge consider the “winners” 
and "losers" in the proposal? 

suggests that the 
head-office or 
central 
administrative 
unit benefits." It's 
just a way of 
screwing 
operational units 
down tighter." 

indicates that the 
smaller 
organisational 
units might get 
benefit. The big 
ones will find a 
way of continuing 
to do what they 
want to. 

suggests that all 
organisational units 
will benefit. 
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19 What are the assumptions of 
the proposal both hidden and 
open? 

answers that "all 
the 
organisational 
units will simply 
comply; their 
needs are all the 
same; or the 
system will be 
developed to 
accommodate 
difference". 

suggests that 
"this will take 
time to 
implement and 
entities will have 
some say in what 
happens to 
them". 

indicates that there 
is recognition that 
"the project is going 
to be difficult; that 
all units need to 
compromise, and 
they will not get 
exactly what they 
would like". 

20 Will the project be a success? No Maybe Yes 

 

 

The QHPS story raises many fundamental issues with respect to subsidiarity, information flow, 

decision-making, collaboration, sharing, competition and hierarchy for these projects. As we 

saw in Chapter 4, to formalise shared executive management responsibility and accountabilities 

across departments may require legislative changes, as well as profound cultural change in 

sedimented public service culture. More significantly, a lack of collaboration and competition 

between departments is also reflective of the level of collegiality in the Cabinet room and 

influencing political change in a Westminster system is generally far beyond the ambit of public 

services. In summary, this means that the fundamental structural and cultural change in Public 

Services required to support true collaboration and sharing are very hard to achieve120, and that 

major collaborative ICT enabled projects are inherently problematic. 

 

Having said this, the expectation of citizens for government to operate, particularly digitally, 

with a level of functional integration and customer-centric focus akin to the private sector, is 

undeniable and the need for collaboration between arms of government, and externally to the 

community, will only increase. With the optimistic view that good leadership can overcome 

many organisational design problems, I suggest that one way forward is to recognise the agility 

and capacity of informality as a complement to formal hierarchical governance. With a level of 

goodwill, trust and management maturity, a “Guiding Hand” approach can be very effective in 

bringing the best and right type of talent to the table in challenging circumstances. The 

principles of the “Guiding Hand” approach are provided below in Table 10.2. 

                                                 
120

 Certainly, harder to achieve than in a private sector enterprise structure with a governance structure headed by 

a single CEO with operational powers clearly delineated from those of its Board of Management.  
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As with the Social Scan heuristic, such an approach can be uncomfortable for traditional 

bureaucratic management and, for this reason, is highly dependent on the level of goodwill and 

maturity of its participants. Although not always possible to achieve, its success as an approach 

has been closely observed by the author in a public service setting. It can also emerge naturally 

in an emergency when facing an undeniable and common threat. 

 

Table 10.2 - Principles of the “Guiding Hand” Approach 

 

The concept of the Guiding Hand (GH) is an informal grouping of actors from across the 

hierarchy, who come together “as equals” to problematise, discuss and strategise projects. 

Characteristics of this approach include that: 

 

 1. The group meets on “as required” basis without formal agendas, minutes or papers or 

Terms of Reference. It is not formally constituted. 

 

2. The membership is not rigidly defined but based on expertise and potential to contribute 

to the project’s success. This can include senior executives, ICT experts, legal experts, 

administration staff, operational staff; in fact, anyone who can bring expertise to the 

table. 

 

3. All members of the GH are not present as representatives of their various bureaucratic 

groups but as individuals focused on a set of common problems. For a collaborative 

ICT project this would include individuals from across departments. 

 

4. The GH will generally be instigated and led by a senior executive leader directly 

accountable for the project and in an environment where members are genuinely 

committed to success. 

 

5. While the GH does not formally make binding decisions, its membership should 

include individuals who collectively can drive positive decision-making within the 

formal governance structure. 

 

6. The GH is an informal discussion group made up of individuals. Their responsibilities 

with respect to record-keeping, confidentiality etc. are as individual public servants. 
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10.3 Future Research 

 

Having presented a new retroductive explanation for the QHPS “failure” and an argument for 

using a PDT/NM approach in researching the general area of problematic collaborative ICT-

enabled government projects, I turn to the opportunities for future related research and identify 

six distinct empirical and theoretical possibilities. 

 

First, the claim has been made that, within Flyvbjerg’s typology (p.75), the QHPS case and the 

associated explanation is critical and possibly paradigmatic. There is reason to suggest that 

similar logics, bearing “family resemblances”, could be articulated in many other cases of 

similar problematic projects, of which, as we have seen in Chapter 1, there is no lack. The 

biggest difficulty in finding comparative cases is in finding corpora of sufficient detail and 

scope for the level of discourse analysis required. The QHPS case, subject of a comprehensive 

judicial Inquiry where the evidence collected was made publicly available, may be exceptional. 

As discussed in chapter 2 (p.86), the acrimony and controversy associated with such project 

failures makes it difficult to establish first-hand, balanced and representative accounts through 

research interviews. Leaving the research until sufficient time has passed may alleviate this to 

some extent, but at the expense of less accurate recall. Nevertheless, a representative sample of 

cases could be established where data is available and sufficient time has passed to test whether 

the QHPS was paradigmatic. 

 

The next area of extension research is associated with cases which are non-controversial, such 

as that discussed in Chapter 3. This entails studying first-hand accounts of social and 

fantasmatic logics and ontological gaps present in government bureaucracy that might affect 

the quality of decision making and eventual outcomes. Specifically, this could apply to projects 

that are viewed as successful. Is there evidence, for example, of certain types of logics being 

present or conversely absent in successes? One advantage of such a case is that individuals are 

much more likely to be forthcoming in interviews although the researcher would need to be on 

guard for embellishment or self-promotion. 
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A third area of future research relates to the further development of heuristics which might 

reduce the negative effects of social contestation on such projects.  Hass has called for such 

projects to adopt a new type of adaptive project management (p.20), which is more spontaneous 

and emergent and therefore better able to respond to the contingencies of complexity. 

Consistent with this, the opportunity exists for further research into the role of “informality” in 

bureaucratic decision-making such as that seen in the “Guiding Hand” heuristic. This can also 

be extended to research into the positive benefits of an individual acting in the dual role of 

public-servant and citizen in public sector decision making. This, in turn, relates to deliberative 

scholarship, connective action and the role of a Habermasisn life-world generally in 

governmental bureaucracy. 

 

Next, empirical research could extend into the private sector to investigate the effects of 

bureaucratic logics on decision-making in a commercial environment. IBM itself was a 

considerable bureaucracy but was nevertheless able to delegate decision-making on the basis 

of expertise and proven “track-record” rather than hierarchical status in its negotiations with 

the Queensland Government.  

 

Two areas of future theoretical work are also considered. Various scholars (e.g. Critchley 2004; 

Bevir and Rhodes 2006) have pointed to a "normative deficit" and whether "poststructuralism 

– and discourse theory in particular – [simply] embody a new form of descriptivism or 

theoreticism?" (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p.7).  A major aim in the development of the logics 

approach was to counter this claim and to enable the articulation of empirically observed logics 

in such a way as to expose their contingency and the idea that outcomes could have been 

different. This then encourages the development of a normative position. For example, here I 

have adopted the view that the waste of the public's time, money and opportunity caused by 

project failures was wrong and suggested that alternative decisions could have been made and 

actions taken to avoid the failure. Future theoretical research is proposed to explore the use of 

Claudia Leeb’s concept of a “political subject in outline”121, inspired by Lacan, Adorno and 

Marx, to better define the PDT analyst's role.  

                                                 
121 Leeb has developed this concept to resolve the impasse in contemporary feminism qua "the tension of a certain 

coherence (the subject) necessary to effect change, and permanent openness (the outline) necessary to counter its 

exclusionary character" (Leeb 2017, p.12). 
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In this work I have developed and used the relationship between the original PDT Logics 

approach, developed by Glynos and Howarth (2007) and various strands of New Materialism 

(NM) scholarship (Coole and Frost 2010). The post Actor Network Theory, Material Semiotics 

perspective on "non-human" agency (Latour 2005; Law 2007) provides a useful link between 

ICT scholarship and Lacanian-inspired PDT. At the same time, the dialogic strand of NM, alerts 

the discourse analyst to ideational relativism and advises her to "tak[e] ordinary everyday 

experience seriously” (Wagenaar 2011, p.195). This stresses the fundamental importance of 

researching social logics empirically, and concurs with Karen West’s 2011 article where she 

suggests, following Mol (2002), that, "while political logics may well be of primary interest in 

situations of overt, public contestation, there is a subtler negotiation, management and 

coordination of tensions between multiple ‘realities’ that is potentially missed" (West 2011, 

p.424). In my view, a potentially fruitful future theoretical direction would involve the 

development of the idea of social logics of “contestation in stasis” within the context of new 

materialism. This, in turn, is a part of a wider discussion about the relationship between the 

three types of logics. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This final Chapter concludes with the claim that the critical approach used in this work has 

provided a new explanation for the failure of the QHPS, which complements conventional 

accounts. This approach, which aims to go beyond rationalist descriptions to suggest 

explanations of how and why events unfolded as they did, can be used wherever a rich enough 

corpus of empirical evidence can be assembled. Notwithstanding criticisms of a “normative 

deficit” in poststructuralist based methods, the logics approach, through its explanatory power, 

provides the basis for understanding how situations arose and hence, how similar occurrences 

might be avoided in the future. With this in mind I have included, in this final chapter, 

preliminary sketches of two heuristics, which focus on the role of the social in major 

collaborative government ICT projects. The “guiding hand” heuristic promotes the role of 

informality as an antidote to the vulnerabilities created by differences in bureaucratic and 
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hierarchical ontologies present in government. The future possibilities for this approach appear 

promising and I have finished with an outline of some possible empirical and theoretical 

extension research to the current work. 
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Appendix A – Held's Typology of Social 

Theories 

 

In the context of the current work, with its central focus on searching for new insights into the 

recurring failures of collaborative government ICT projects, the question arises as to what role 

theory can play? In his seminal work, Foundations of Social Theory, James S Coleman 

suggests that the principal task of the social sciences is to provide explanations of social 

phenomena (Coleman 1990, p.2. In fact, an everyday use of the term theory is synonymous 

with explanation; as in “she offered a theory as to why it happened”.  

 

Historically, and particularly since the anti-positivist turn in the 1960s, theory has played a 

much wider, and more diverse, role than that of simply explanation. In line with this and 

focusing on political theory, David Held identifies a number of “central themes …[offering] 

… a useful counterpart to the erstwhile dominant positivist understanding of human inquiry 

and theoretical endeavour” (Held 1991, p.15). Held suggests that theory can now accept that 

“historical tradition and its ‘foremeanings’, ‘prejudgements’ or ‘prejudices’ are not simply 

barriers to understanding but elements integral to it” (p.15). These ways of thinking, which 

are similar to the idea of logics, rather than obscuring some objective truth, become grist to 

the mill of understanding. Theory can now incorporate a commitment to an “interpretive 

framework” in which “[t]he idea of a theory-neutral observation language is repudiated” 

(p.15).  Knowledge itself, as the basis of “political understanding cannot escape the history of 

traditions” and “the discernment of truth has a temporal structure” (p.15). In this he points to 

the idea of theory supporting contingency.  

 

Having thus removed the “archimedean point” of objectivity, what kind of theory can social 

scientists adopt to avoid the philosophical quagmire of relativism? In response to this 

question, Held sketches seven leading approaches which I use to assist in explaining the role 

of theory in the current work. I summarise Held’s analysis in the following table: 

 

 Political Theory as: Activities 

1 re-examination of political thought. re-examining classic texts and arguments from 

their historical context 

2 a form of conceptual analysis “systematic reflection upon, and clarification 

of, the meanings of the key terms and 

concepts of political discourse such as 

sovereignty, democracy and justice” (p.16) 
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3 the systematic elaboration of the 

underlying structure of our moral and 

political activities 

uncovering the conditions of possibility of our 

traditions supporting normative positions 

4 a form of argument a problem-orientated perspective advocating 

consideration of a two-way argument between 

particular political issues and more abstract 

political principles e.g. considering an issue 

such as equal opportunity 

5 advocacy of pragmatic dialogue steering a path between foundationalist 

postmodernist positions on the "radical 

contingency of language, self and community" 

and those committed to universal principles, 

through dialogue. "Political theory, 

accordingly, presents itself as a stimulant to 

dialogue and to ‘conversation’ among human 

beings". 

6 systematic model building forming theoretical models of political 

processes around the role of institutions in 

forming collective choice or outcomes. e.g., 

theoretical economics, rational choice and 

game theory. 

7 the creation of specific explanatory 

frameworks to illuminate particular 

political or policy problems 

an activity of political scientists in 

constructing theory based on observation and 

modest empirical generalisations 

 

In this work I use theory to assist in formulating new explanations of the phenomenon of 

recurring project failure. In Held’s schema above, this project can be seen as theorising of 

type 7. At the same time, referring to Held’s schema, PDT and NM can be seen as a type 3 

political theory. PDT provides analytical tools to identify and explain the underlying modes of 

decision-making against a two-dimensional, ideological-ethical / political-social framework, 

while NM situates this analysis within material-world objects and practices.  
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Appendix B – Example NVivo Coding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Node Part I Part II 

Accountability and Responsibility x x 

Advice to Grierson 
 

x 

Auditor General's Report 
 

x 

Brevity and Succinctness x 
 

Business practices 
 

x 

Cabinet 
 

x 

Complexity 
 

x 

Condition Precedent 
 

x 

Co-ordination and Coercion x 
 

Consultants 
 

x 

Contestation for Control 
 

x 

Control of Uncertainty 
 

x 

Controversy 
 

x 

Experts 
 

x 

External Criticism of PS Capability 
 

x 

Fantasmatic Management Plan 
 

x 

Governance and Ownership x X 

Deference  x 

Grierson's Role  x 

Harder Business Leader Approach  x 
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Hierarchy x  

Homogeneity and "Deadliness"   

IBMs Position  x 

Information Nuancing x x 

KPMG's advice 
 

x 

Lack of Corporate Knowledge 
 

x 

Legal - Strategy 
 

x 

Neoliberal Fantasmatic 
 

x 

Noblesse 
 

x 

Ontological Clash x x 

Performativity of Technology x x 

Polyanna Logics 
 

x 

Pride 
 

x 

Prime Contractor 
 

x 

Purpose x 
 

Quality and outcome x  

Reading Habits and Managerial Style x  

Responsiveness x  

Risk and Change x  

Scared  x 

Stabilisation and Improvement  x 

Subsidiarity  x 
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Technological Fantasmatic 
 

x 

The Lattice Logic - Bringing QHP Forward 
 

x 

The Supplemental Agreement 
 

x 

Too big to Fail 
 

x 

Transparency x 
 

Urgency x x 
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Appendix C – De-identified Interview Package 

Participant Information Form 

Project Title 

The ontopolitics of a mundane email 

Researcher 

Mick Chisnall 

Institute for Governance and Policy Analysis (IGPA) – University of Canberra 

 

mick.chisnall@canberra.edu.au 

Supervisor 

Professor David Marsh 

 

david.marsh@canberra.edu.au 

Project Aim 

This “micro-study” forms part of my doctoral studies into the way people use and are 

influenced by ICT in government workplaces. The work relates to an emerging cross 

disciplinary field of socio-technology.  It is a “micro-study” in the sense that it investigates a 

small, everyday instance of socio-technology operating in a government setting; in this case 

an email sent to a group of officers requesting information. The study enables me to explore 

some of the ideas I have been developing using current social science theory, prior to a later 

more comprehensive “macro-study” exploring the controversial introduction of a new 

collaborative ICT system into a government workplace. 

Benefits of the Project 

The information gained from the research will be used to inform an article produced for my 

PhD which I am completing through the publication of an ongoing series of articles rather 

than the traditional submission of a single work. Focusing on the way ICT is conceptualised 

in government and the role it plays within the social fabric of the workplace, my long term 

aim is to develop social science tools that might help avoid the the periodic major ICT 

“failures” that governments experience around the world.  

General Outline of the Project 

The basic idea of the research is to take one example of an everyday email, created or 

instigated by an executive in CMTED, requesting information or a report from staff and to 

follow its trajectory across the organisation. The email in question is one that you either 

created, received or actioned. The content of the email is by design routine and non-

controversial. The purpose of the study is to investigate what people understood to be the 

meaning and purpose of the email and how they responded to it.  

 

mailto:mick.chisnall@canberra.edu.au
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Participant Involvement 

Officers who agree to participate in the research will be asked to: 

 

1. Participate in a semi-structured interview with a lead interviewer and a co-interviewer 

for up to one hour at a time that is convenient. An audio recording of the interview 

will be made.  The interviewer(s) will ask the participant to discuss his/her 

recollections, thoughts and feelings in relation to a particular email which they 

previously instigated and/or actioned along with other colleagues in [FMD]. A 

transcript of the interview may be requested for checking. 

2. sign this form consenting to their participation. 

Participation in the research is completely voluntary and participants may, without prejudice, 

decline to take part or withdraw at any time without providing an explanation, or refuse to 

answer a question.  While the researchers value and encourage participation, it respects the 

right of officers to choose not to participate in research.  

The only potential risks to participation relate to privacy and confidentiality. Please be 

assured that all the data collected from interviewees will be stored securely and only accessed 

by the researcher. Great care will be taken to ensure that any reports of the data do not 

identify any individual or their circumstances. 

Confidentiality 

Only the researcher and (co-interviewer) will have access to the individual information 

provided by interviewees. Privacy and confidentiality will be assured at all times.  

 

Anonymity 

As agreed with the Head of Service of the XXX Public Service, anonymity of the responses 

of participants at both an individual and organisational level, throughout the project 

(including the article to be published) will be maintained.  

Interviews will be recorded digitally and filed under code-names. All subsequent coding and 

analysis will use only assigned code names. An index file relating code names to real 

identities will be held securely on the IGPA system during the lifetime of the project and then 

destroyed. Likewise, organisational names (including the XXX Government) will be replaced 

by coded or fictitious names in all papers and publications. 

Data Storage 

All digital data will be kept on password-protected UC computers. All stored hard-copy data 

will be kept securely on UC premises. All data collected from interviews will be sentenced for 

destruction at least 5 years after collection, in line with University of Canberra Policy. 
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Ethics Committee Clearance 

The project has provisional approval by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 

University (HREC 14-195).  

Queries and Concerns 

Queries or concerns regarding the research can be directed to the researcher and/or supervisor. 

Their contact details are at the top of this form. You can also contact the University of 

Canberra’s Human Research Ethics Officer, Mr Hendryk Flaegel, via phone 02 6201 5220 or 

email hendryk.flaegel@canberra.edu.au.  

If you would like some guidance on the questions you could ask about your participation 

please refer to the Participants’ Guide located at 

 http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-

research.pdf  

  

mailto:hendryk.flaegel@canberra.edu.au
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf
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Participant Consent Form  

Project Title 

The ontopolitics of a mundane email 

Consent Statement 

I have read and understood the information about the research. I am not aware of any 

condition that would prevent my participation, and I agree to participate in this project. I have 

had the opportunity to ask questions about my participation in the research. All questions I 

have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. 

I consent to the recording of the interview, noting the privacy and confidentially conditions 

detailed in the Participant Information Form above. ◻ (Please tick) 

Please indicate whether you agree to participate in the research by signing below: 

 

Participant 

Name……………………………………………………………………….…………………… 

 

Participant Signature………….........................................................…………………… 

 

Date …………………………………. 

A short summary of research outcomes will be made available and a link to the article can be 

forwarded to you when published. If you would like to receive these, please include your 

email address below. 

 

Email: 

………………………………………..……………………………………….…………………

.. 

 

Researcher 

Name……………………………………………………………………….……………………

...... 

 

Researcher Signature………….........................................................…………………… 

 

Date ……………… 
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Appendix D – De-identified Email Request 

  

From: Becky 

Sent: Wednesday, XX YYYYY ZZZZ 2:44 PM 

To: Cathy; Chris; Carol 

Cc: Brian 

Subject: FW: Request from Secretary for briefing material FMD Overview 

Importance: High 

 

Hi everyone 

 

We have been asked to provide input into an incoming Secretary’s briefing.  At this time I am  

seeking input on Section C and Section D. 

  

I have highlighted below those areas where we have been asked to provide input into Section C.  C4 

has asked that we limit our input to no more than 3 sentences per strategic project. 

 Could you also please review Beth’s draft of Section D and provide input on work underway and 

decisions anticipated in the next 3 months.  Please consider the new Secretary as potentially 

completely new to the PS – if it is someone who is more familiar with our current issues then we can 

reduce content as appropriate but it is easier to reduce than expand.  Again, please limit each project 

to a few sentences. 

  

This is due by cob tomorrow so if I could please have input for collation by midday tomorrow please 

that would be very much appreciated.  

Many thanks 

Becky 

Ph XXXXXXXX Mob XXXXXXXXXX 

 

Please consider the environment before printing this email — if printing is necessary please print 

double-sided 

  

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

From: Brian  

Sent: Wednesday, XX YYYYY ZZZZ 2:30 PM  

To: Becky 

Cc: Chris 

Subject: Request from Secretary for briefing material FMD Overview 

  

Hi Becky 
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Can you please see me concerning this request.  Thank you.  Brian 

 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

From: Beth 

Sent: Tuesday, XX YYYYY ZZZZ 5:44 PM 

To: XXXXXX; XXXXXXX; Charles; XXXXXXX; XXXXXXXX; XXXXXX 

Cc: Brian; XXXXXXX; XXXXXXXX; XXXXXXX; XXXXX 

Subject: Request from Secretary for briefing material FMD Overview 

  

Hi all 

  

Just a heads up that Anne has asked that we prepare a package for an incoming Secretary and what 

is required is below. 

Below is a summary of what will be included. 

  

To assist I have drafted templates which outline Divisions roles/functions for Section D in particular. 

  

Could I have input for Section D by XXXX YYYYY (Thursday) COB please for Anne’s consideration. This 

will assist in preparing sections A & B. 

Input on Section C also appreciated. 

  

Please note the XXXXX and YYYYY  template is joint – please discuss if this is an issue but it does 

reflect our “current” ( but changing) org chart! 

Kind Regards 

Beth 

  

List of briefings required for Secretary [Month Year] 

Section A 

Issues Log                 (to be prepared by Secretary’s Office) 

Section B 

Critical dates and forward calendar     (to be prepared by Secretary's’ Office) 

Section C 

Strategic Projects – Overview of projects including 

∙         [8 Projects Listed – led by various divisions] 

Divisions may suggest others – brief descriptors required - Anne has asked for input please) 

Section D* 

Division/Branch – Summaries of: 

∙         role/function 

∙         work underway and associated issues 

∙         immediate (next 3 month) decisions needed/anticipated 

(Templates attached – Beth has tried to draft roles/functions) 

Section E* 

XXXXX Briefs 

(Under preparation) 

Section F 

Corporate Documents - Finance and Staffing overview, Corporate Plan, Annual and recent quarterly 
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reports 

(XXXXX and YYYYY to advise) 

Section G 

List of key contacts   

(to be prepared by Divisions in collaboration with Secretary’s Office) 

*NOTE: Section D should be high level and complement the XXXXXX briefs 

   

Beth | Executive Officer  Ph: xxxxxxxx| Fax: xxxxxxxxx | Email: xxxxxxxxxx 

Secretary's Office | First Minister Department | xxxx Government 

XXXXXXXXXXXX 

  

----------------------------------------------------------------------- 

This email, and any attachments, may be confidential and also privileged. If you are not the intended 

recipient, please notify the sender and delete all copies of this transmission along with any 

attachments immediately. You should not copy or use it for any purpose, nor disclose its contents to 

any other person. 
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Appendix E - QHPS Testimony and Statement 

Index (TSID) 

 
 

 

  

TSID Witness Type Date Created 

1 Atzeni, Damon - 1 signed statement 01/03/2013 

2 Atzeni, Damon - 2 signed statement 14/05/2013 

3 Atzeni, Damon Inquiry Transcript 21/03/2013 

4 Backhouse. William signed statement 09/05/2013 

5 Bloomfield, Lochlan signed statement 18/03/2013 

6 Bloomfield, Lochlan - 1 Inquiry Transcript 08/04/2013 

7 Bloomfield, Lochlan - 2 Inquiry Transcript 09/04/2013 

8 Bloomfield, Lochlan - 3 Inquiry Transcript 10/04/2013 

9 Bond, Darrin signed statement undated 

10 Bond, Darrin - 1 Inquiry Transcript 12/03/2013 

11 Bond, Darrin - 2 Inquiry Transcript 13/03/2013 

12 Bradley, Gerard signed statement 05/03/2013 

13 Bradley, Gerard Inquiry Transcript 16/04/2013 

14 Brown, James - 1 signed statement undated 

15 Brown, James - 2 signed statement 04/04/2013 

16 Brown, James - 1 Inquiry Transcript 23/04/2013 

17 Brown, James - 2 Inquiry Transcript 28/05/2013 

18 Brown, James - 3 Inquiry Transcript 29/05/2013 

19 Burns, Terrence signed statement 08/03/2013 

20 Burns, Terrence - 1 Inquiry Transcript 10/04/2013 

21 Burns, Terrence - 2 Inquiry Transcript 11/04/2013 

22 Burns, Terrence - 3  Inquiry Transcript 12/04/2013 

23 Cowan, Brett signed statement 16/04/2013 

24 Cowan, Brett Inquiry Transcript 02/05/2013 

25 Doak, William signed statement 29/04/2013 

26 Doak, William - 1 Inquiry Transcript 02/05/2013 
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27 Doak, William - 2 Inquiry Transcript 03/05/2013 

28 Gower, John signed statement 02/05/2013 

29 Gower, John Inquiry Transcript 06/05/2013 

30 Hickey, Paul signed statement 29/04/2013 

31 Hickey, Paul Inquiry Transcript 06/05/2013 

32 Hood, Philip - 1 signed statement 04/03/2013 

33 Hood, Philip - 2 (attach) signed statement 04/03/2013 

34 Hood. Philip Inquiry Transcript 13/03/2013 

35 Jones, Janette signed statement 28/02/2013 

36 Jones, Janette Inquiry Transcript 24/04/2013 

37 Kalimnios, Michael signed statement 24/04/2013 

38 Kalimnios, Michael Inquiry Transcript 29/04/2013 

39 MacDonald, Natalie signed statement 03/04/2013 

40 MacDonald, Natalie Inquiry Transcript 13/05/2013 

41 Manfield, David - 1 Inquiry Transcript 15/05/2013 

42 Manfield, David - 2 Inquiry Transcript 16/05/2013 

43 Nicholls, Mark signed statement 07/03/2013 

44 Nicholls, Mark Inquiry Transcript 19/03/2013 

45 Perrot, Barbara signed statement 22/02/2013 

46 Perrot, Barbara signed statement 06/03/2013 

47 Perrot, Barbara signed statement 14/03/2013 

48 Perrot, Barbara Inquiry Transcript 15/04/2013 

49 Perrot, Barbara Inquiry Transcript 16/04/2013 

50 Price, Anthony signed statement 29/03/2013 

51 Price, Anthony Inquiry Transcript 24/04/2013 

52 Price, Anthony Inquiry Transcript 29/04/2013 

53 Schwarten, Robert - 1 signed statement 20/05/2013 

54 Schwarten, Robert - 2 signed statement May 2013 

55 Schwarten, Robert Inquiry Transcript 27/05/2013 

56 Stewart, Jane signed statement 09/05/2013 

57 Stewart, Jane Inquiry Transcript1 14/05/2013 

58 Stewart, Jane Inquiry Transcript 15/05/2013 

59 Uhlmann, Gary signed statement 07/03/2013 
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60 Uhlmann, Gary Inquiry Transcript 18/03/2013 

61 Waite, Geoffrey signed statement 28/02/2013 

62 Campbell, Malcolm,  signed statement 12/04/2013 

63 Grierson, Mal Transcript1 13/05/2013 

64 Grierson, Mal Transcript2 14/05/2013 

65 Grierson, Mal Transcript3 29/05/2013 

66 Thatcher, Malcom signed statement 19/04/2013 

67 Thatcher, Malcom Transcript 16/05/2013 

68 Prebble, Chris Transcript 07/05/2013 

69 Prebble, Chris signed statement 01/05/2013 

70 Hey, Nigel signed statement 27/02/2013 

71 Prebble, Chris; Atzeni, 

Damon 

email correspondence various 

72 Reid, Michael Transcript1 30/04/2013 

73 Doak, William Transcript1 02/05/2013 

74 Doak, William Transcript2 03/05/2013 

75 Berenyi, Margaret signed statement 08/04/2013 

76 Berenyi, Margaret Transcript 07/05/2013 

77 Bligh, Anna Transcript 27/05/2013 

78 Bird, Christopher signed statement 25/02/2013 

79 Bird, Christopher Transcript 22/04/2013 

80 Bird, Christopher; Brown, 

James 

email correspondence various 

81 IBM Inquiry Submission 

(contracts) 

24/06/2013 

82 Parkinson, Shane Expert Report to Inquiry 05/07/1905 

83 Shea, Adrian signed statement 11/04/2013 

84 Walsh, Michael signed statement 09/05/2013 

85 Reid, Michael Transcript 2 01/05/2015 

86 Reid, Michael signed statement 1 23/04/2013 

87 Reid, Michael signed statement 2 15/05/2013 

88 Reid, Michael signed statement 3 23/05/2013 

89 Bligh, Anna signed statement 15/05/2013 
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90 Lucas, Paul Transcript 1 30/05/2013 

91 Charlston, Jeremy signed statement undated 

92 Grierson, Mal signed statement 24/05/2013 

93 Grierson, Mal signed statement 27/05/2013 

94 Grierson, Mal signed statement 24/04/2013 

 

 

As at 24 May 2018 all material publicly available at 

http://www.healthpayrollinquiry.qld.gov.au/. 

 

  

http://www.healthpayrollinquiry.qld.gov.au/
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Appendix F - Actors in the QHPS Case Study 

 

No. Surname First Name Organization Role 

1 Adam-Gedge Sarah IBM 
Sector Leader, Public Sector ANZ and General 

Business ANZ 

2 Aitken Eileen Talent2 National General Manager 

3 Atzeni Damon 
Queensland 

Health 

Human Resource Business Integration 

Manager - QHEST 

4 Backhouse William 

Queensland 

Department of 

Public Works 

Executive Director of Legal Services 

5 Beeston John CorpTech Program Director - Strategic Program Office 

6 Berenyi Margaret CorpTech 
Executive Director (Replaced Barbara Perrott 

in Feb 2009) 

7 Bird Christopher CorpTech Contract Manager 

8 Bligh Anna 
Queensland 

Government 
Premier 

9 Bloomfield Lochlan IBM 
Queensland Commercial and Public-Sector 

Lead, IBM Global Business Services 

10 Bond Darrin CorpTech Program Director - Business Solution 

11 Boughey Michael 
Queensland 

Crown Law 
Legal Officer 

12 Bradley Gerard Treasury Under-Treasurer - Chief Executive 

13 Brown James CorpTech 
Program Director in Program Delivery and 

Solutions Design Authority 

14 Burns Terence Consultant 
Various consulting positions in CorpTech and 

Queensland Health 

15 Campbell Malcolm CorpTech 
Head of Vendor Management - Strategic 

Program Office 

16 Charlston Jeremy Clayton Utz Partner 

17 Chesterman Richard 
Commission of 

Inquiry 
Commissioner 

18 Cowan Brett 
K J Ross and 

Associates 
UAT Test Manager 
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19 Dann Paula IBM Implementation manager 

20 Doak William IBM IBM Project Director 

21 Dymock Mark IBM IBM Test Manager 

22 du Plessis Naomi 
Queensland 

Health 
Charter Mason contractor 

23 Ekert David Consultant Certified Practising Accountant 

24 Doughty Amanda 
Queensland 

Health 
Charter Mason contractor 

25 Flanagan Peter 
Commission of 

Inquiry 
Counsel Assisting 

26 Goddard Keith Informatics Consultant 

27 Gower John IBM QHIC Project Director 

28 Grierson Malcolm 

Queensland 

Department of 

Public Works 

Director-General 

29 Hey Nigel 
Queensland 

Health 
Director QHEST 

30 Hickey Paul IBM 
Program Director 12/07 - 6/08, Project 

Director 8/ 08 - 2/09 

31 Hood Philip CorpTech Deputy Executive Director 

32 Jones Janette 
Queensland 

Health 
Director Payroll and Establishment QHSSP 

33 Kalimnios Michael 
Queensland 

Health 

Deputy Director- General of Corporate 

Services 

34 Keliher Leo 
Queensland 

Government 

Service Delivery and Performance 

Commissioner 

35 Killey Kevin IBM IBM Project Director (after William Doak) 

36 Lucas Paul 
Queensland 

Government 
Minister for Health, Deputy-Premier 

37 MacDonald Natalie 

Queensland 

Department of 

Public Works 

Associate Director 5/09 to 7/11, Director-

General  

4/11 to 8/12 

38 Manfield David Commission 
vPerformance Pty Ltd - Independent Software 

Expert 

39 Mohle Beth 
Queensland 

Nurses Union 
Assistant-Secretary Queensland Nurses Union 

40 Munro Peter IBM Senior Partner 
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41 Nicholls Mark 
Information 

Professionals 
Managing Director 

42 Parkinson Shane IBM Expert witness on testing supplied by IBM 

43 Perrott Barbara CorpTech Executive Director 7/07 - 3/09 

44 Pienaar Pierre CorpTech 
managing Finance and Human Resources 

integration and SAP implementation team 

45 Prebble Chris IBM Project Manager 07-08 

46 Price Anthony 
Queensland 

Health 

Executive Director of the Queensland Health 

Enterprise Solution Transition (QHEST) 

47 Reid Michael 
Queensland 

Health 
Director-General 6/08 - 6/11 

48 Ray Paul IBM Commercial Manager - CorpTech Account 

49 Salouk Markus Accenture Managing Director and Senior Partner 

50 Schwarten Robert 
Queensland 

Government 
Minister for Public Works 

51 Scott Alex 

Queensland 

Public Sector 

Union 

General Secretary 

52 Shea Adrian 
Queensland 

Health 
Executive Director of Corporate Services 

53 Smith Ken 

Queensland 

Department of 

Premier and 

Cabinet 

Director-General 

54 Smith Roland CorpTech Client Relationship Manager 

55 Stewart Jane CorpTech 

Director - Human Resource Management 

Information Systems Unit and other Directorial 

roles 

56 Stevenson Mason 

Australian 

Medical 

Association 

President 

57 Swinson John 
Mallesons 

Stephen Jacques 
Lawyer 

58 Thatcher Malcolm 
Queensland 

Health 

Chief Information Officer, Mater Health, 

Brisbane 

59 Uhlmann Gary 
Arena 

Consulting 
Owner and Director 
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60 Waite Geoffrey CorpTech Executive Director 7/03 - 6/07 

61 Walsh Michael 
Queensland 

Health 

Deputy Director - General Health Planning and 

Infrastructure 
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Appendix G - QHPS Timeline 
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