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P
oliticians, secretaries of state, bureaucrats: our communities 

may well depend on them. That’s what the last three years 

taught us. Not only did Covid-19 demand our governments’ 

exceptional efforts. It did so in a context where decades of 

civil service rollback led to a lack of essential capabilities within public 

administrations at large. While the disruption of the pandemic provided 

a formidable challenge, a majority of national governments across the 

world was caught off guard, under-staffed and unprepared. Yet, steering 

us through the pandemic became a necessity, often requiring vast shifts 

in how, where, or why public administrations work.1

Let’s face it: the value of civil service for our societies has been neglected 

for too long. As it turns out, a world in turmoil turns to governments to 

look for solutions. This has sparked a revival in debates around the role of 

the state and the purpose that should drive its action. Yet, as we debate, 

it’s easy to think of government as an amorphous, soulless mass. At its 

best, it is an efficient machine; at its worst, a tool for tyrants. Too many 

theories — even those that mean well — seem to forget the agency of 

each government’s people: civil servants. But civil servants are neither a 

machine, nor a tool. We need to reappraise and support them.

The implementation of continuous and intentional investment in the re-

skilling, upskilling, and better resourcing of civil service is paramount to 

address the main challenges of our times.2 Moreover, the world is full of 

Foreword
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early signs of change — an ever-growing number of governments and civ-

il servants exploring new directions for their future.3 There are ways to 

speed up and upscale the ambition of these efforts.

Providing us with unique 

administrative expertise, 

local wisdom, and a sta-

ble infrastructure to en-

able collective action, a 

21st-century civil service 

can lead societal trans-

formation. As we enter 

another century of many 

foreseeable disruptions, 

the raison d’être of our 

civil servants must be 

reignited with purpose. 

Four values can propel 

their role as indispens-

able agents of governance: humility, wisdom, imagination, and collabo-

ration. The goal of this vision paper is to define them and provide initial 

recommendations on how to foster them in practice.

Providing us with unique 
administrative expertise, 
local wisdom, and a 
stable infrastructure to 
enable collective action, 
a 21st-century civil 
service can lead societal 
transformation.
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I
n the absence of faith in politics, civil servants enjoy high levels of 

trust from the public.4 Yet, the plethora of proposals for civil service 

reform reflect an image of them as bureaucrats — project managers 

at best — as if they’re meant to carry out mundane tasks defined by 

precise legal boundaries and well-established courses of action.

Epitomised by the ideal of good governance, such image portrays civil 

servants as an intermediary: a neutral conduit whose quality is defined 

by the ability and efficiency in transporting political directives from state- 

ment to practice.5 Yet, not only is this image distant from the everyday 

reality of government: it neglects the significance of civil servants’ so-

cietal role and moral agency.6 Civil servants participate in policymak-

ing, make substantive 

judgments and man-

age multi-stakeholder 

relationships.7 In a few 

words, civil servants 

are agents of gover-

nance. We need them 

to be good ones.8

Take the climate crisis: 

an existential threat de-

manding nothing less 

Civil Servants as 
Agents of Governance

Trustworthy and 
effective governments 
need civil servants to 
act as agents of gov-
ernance, rather than 
mere implementers.
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than the renewal of whole industries, the reorganisation of our cities, the 

overhaul of entire mobility systems, and many more radical shifts. For 

each of them, no meaningful progress could be devised without civil ser-

vants. Civil servants’ technical knowledge and expertise is essential, as is 

their ability to navigate difficult processes and choices — many of which 

cannot be predefined or even foreseen by politics.

The same goes for other contemporary challenges — like radical digital-

isation, ageing, mass migrations, or structural inequalities. All of them 

share one characteristic: they are complex and cannot be solved by any 

stakeholder alone. To be effective, governments thus need civil servants 

to act as agents of governance rather than mere implementers: that is, 

capable not only of translating politically-mandated goals into actual pro-

cesses, structures and actions, but also of figuring out proactively the 

best routes for achieving them.9 →



10

Today, history defines public interest as a fragile balancing act between 

political, administrative and societal stability and proactive steering of 

societal transformation. This is why civil servants need new skills and 

capabilities, as well as — more broadly — a new ethos.

Trustworthy and effective public institutions depend on the ethos they in-

stil in their agents. Developing a new ethos for a 21st-century civil service 

may be the key to accomplishing more ambitious plans, faster, and with 

great integrity.10 The following pages: 

i.	 describe the current challenges affecting the ethos of civil service,

ii.	 highlight cases of governments that are already investing in a new 

ethos and seeing the rewards, and

iii.	 provide recommendations about where to start for upscaling its 

impact.
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The word “ethos” has Greek roots (ήθος) (“ēthos”). It identifies the “dis-

tinguishing character, sentiment, moral nature, or guiding beliefs of a per-

son, group, or institution”.11 The ethos of a public sector organisation can 

be seen as the result of an interplay between two distinct and comple-

mentary systems of control that help define what is “good” or what is 

“bad” public action.12

	■ The first system is outward-facing. It is enshrined in formal com-

mitments against which civil servants can be held accountable by 

means of objective criteria – such as the rule of law, and the ad-

herence to tasks dictated by organisational statutes. As such, this 

system represents the “guardrails” of public action: the limits not to 

be crossed.

	■ The second system is inward-facing. It is enshrined in civil ser-

vants’ routines and reflected into how each of them interprets and 

fulfils their mandate in an operative context where formal commit-

ments rarely prescribe one way for doing so. This system reflects 

civil servants’ operational values, and represents the “steering 

wheel” of public action: the (largely soft) rules that make up the 

driver’s manual.

WHAT IS THE ETHOS OF CIVIL SERVICE?

This duplicity is reflected in the tensions that pervade today’s civil ser-

vice. On the one hand, civil servants have to adhere to essential codes 

of conduct; on the other, they have to guide societies through essential 

transformations. The following pages show that, while the “guardrails” of 

public action have changed little if at all in the last 20 years, the values 

that drive civil servants’ behaviour did change. By unearthing this trans-

formation, we aim to explore such tensions, and spark a debate around 

the ethos that would ignite a new role of civil service in our societies.
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The Case for 
Transformation
FROM INDUSTRIAL ERA TO 21ST CENTURY 

A
s societies evolve, so do the challenges they deal with. In 

turn, ever-changing challenges call for new governance 

solutions. The need to reimagine how we govern society is 

not new. In the early 1900s, societies faced manifold trans-

formations all at once: the rise of big industries and cities, unprecedent-

ed technological innovations, the rise of stark inequalities, labour unrest, 

mass migrations, and major shifts in the international political order. In 

the US, concerns for the capacity of the administration to deal with those 

were wide and warnings loomed large about the US “government” being 

“three generations behind our necessities”.13

Appeals for an intentional overhaul of the government’s “antique machin-

ery” surfaced. Led by Charles Merriam, public administration emerged as 

a field tasked with accomplishing the “fitting of government to the facts 

of the modern world”.14 Reform followed soon. From the creation of en-

tirely new departments that deliver social services to the systematisation 

of urban planning functions, public management had to be reinvented as 

well — and so did civil service. Industrial-era governance was born.

Industrial-era governance encompassed timely values for effective public 

action — such as fairness, predictability, and accountability. Today, these 

are not relics of the past; they still are quintessential pillars of just and 

reliable public action. Yet, they do not suffice anymore. To address the 

problems that define our century, we need to complement the stability 
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provided by such features 

with new values that can 

help us navigate change. 

In other words, we need 

to achieve what has been 

termed as “agile stability”.15

Governments have now 

recognised a dire need for 

societal transformation: a 

deep, sustained, and non-

linear systemic change 

encompassing multiple di-

mensions — cultural, politi- 

cal, technological, eco-

nomic, social, environmen-

tal.16 In the Western world, 

the European Commis-

sion’s Green New Deal and 

large investment packages 

such as the United States’ 

Inflation Reduction Act 

prove this. However, no government has proved capable of triggering 

transformation. Our hypothesis behind this failure is that, to transform so-

ciety, governments first need to nurture a transformative civil service. If 

this is the case, then what would such a civil service look like?

At least four features of industrial-era governance act as barriers to soci-

etal transformation. These are exactly the ones that provide civil servants 

with a sense of stability: a rule-based mindset, short-termism, incremen-

tal decision-making and silo-based implementation. Now, emerging from 

different corners of the world, there arise new values for a 21st-century 

civil service. By infusing organisations and individuals with them, we can 

foster a new ethos for civil service: one to lead societal transformation. 

These values are four: humility, wisdom, imagination, and collaboration. 

Here is what each of them means in practice. 

Industrial-era gover-
nance encompassed 
timely values for 
effective public action 
— such as fairness, pre-
dictability, and account-
ability. Today, these are 
not relics of the past; 
they still are quintes-
sential pillars of just and 
reliable public action. 
Yet, they do not suffice 
anymore.
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Rule-Based Mindset
+ Humility
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T
raditionally, the ability of civil service in pursuing the common 

good has always been based on the respect of prescribed 

rules and predetermined procedures. This mandate was and 

still constitutes the precondition for the legitimacy of bureau-

cratic decision-making. However, a side effect of the rule-based mind-

set is that it compresses room for administrative discretion in favour of 

conformity. It can make civil servants more risk-averse and perpetuate 

the assumption that existing rules will always be suitable — even when 

the issues they address are new and unpredictable. For example, in 1998 

the US Department of Justice sought to restore competition in the PC 

industry against the monopoly of Microsoft. At the time, its civil servants 

took for granted the applicability of existing antitrust law, and sued the 

company. Yet, as the legal case dragged on to 2001, new competitors 

emerged and the legal case became useless. Eventually, they dropped 

it and had to seal a separate agreement: a sobering outcome for 3 years 

of civil servants’ work and a failure of public action to reflect on how to 

navigate a changing technological landscape.17

The 21st century is for civil servants 

that look at the same time within 

and beyond existing rules, in order 

to reinterpret, adapt, and enforce 

public action based on continu-

ous learning — like philosophers 

and scientists. To make it happen, 

we need civil service to be infused 

with epistemic humility: a capabil-

ity to revise assumptions and en-

sure iterative learning through ex-

perimentation. Failure to seize new 

information that emerges from 

policy design or implementation 

often results in a lack of fit policy 

solutions — as above. Humble civil 

servants have the analytical capa-

bilities to amend policy in light of new evidence. They are willing and ca-

pable of acknowledging the limits of existing rules and involving actors to 

ideate new solutions, test them, learn from them, and revise them. 

We need civil 
service to be 
infused with 
epistemic humility: 
a capability to 
revise assumptions 
and ensure iterative 
learning through 
experimentation.
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Case Study

A case in point is the Experimentation Works programme led by the Gov-

ernment of Canada in 2018.18 The programme encouraged civil servants 

to design and lead pilot projects around strategic policy issues. The goal 

was to foster their skills via learning-by-doing and ensure broader poli-

cy impact by providing open access to learning materials, updates, and 

results. The programme involved 3 departmental teams that led 4 small-

scale experiments over 12 months. These were led as a cohort: a group 

enabling civil servants to grow together and share what it takes to be-

come humble: i.e., to analyse the effect of their policies, review their as-

sumptions, and learn from evidence how to improve action. As a result, 

the programme also helped the Government identify pitfalls in its policy 

process — e.g., the need to 

i.	 build stronger experimentation capacity in government,

ii.	 share internal resources and experts beyond silos, and

iii.	 develop flexible policy design that enables learning and  

adaptation.
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MYRA LATENDRESSE-DRAPEAU

Director General, Transferable Skills

Canada School of Public Service

Launching Experimentation Works, 
we focused on a few demonstra-
tion projects while helping a small 
number of people in identify-
ing when and how to experiment. 
Four years in, system-level matu-
rity has grown exponentially and 
experimentation is becoming an 
integral part of the policy/service  
design toolbox of the Canadian 
Public Service.
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Short-Term 
Accountability
+ Wisdom
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M
ost often, civil servants work within institutional envi-

ronments that prioritise short-term, or crisis-induced, 

needs over long-term issues. Largely stemming from 

political dynamics that go beyond civil service itself 

(e.g., electoral cycles), however, the need to comply with short-term ac-

countability peaks in the absence of bodies, boards, or organisations 

tasked with understanding long-term risks and prioritising them in the 

administration’s day-to-day. No example shows this more clearly than the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Take the UK. In 2002, sudden disruptions in the fuel 

and food industries led the Government’s Strategy Unit to ideate a new 

risk management package — including policy tools, dedicated units, and 

training programmes that aimed at increasing key civil servants’ prepared-

ness to unlikely events. Yet, when the 

pandemic hit in 2020, short-termism 

had come back: years of austerity and 

weak enforcement of the package led 

gradually to the hollowing out both of 

pandemics preparation teams and of 

those regional offices that would have 

been so vital to coordinate a response. 

Despite past efforts, the public ad-

ministration was found once again 

unprepared for an unlikely, yet risky 

scenario.19

In the 21st century, this is no longer 

viable: civil servants must respond to 

short-term needs while also antici-

pating and preparing to deal with po-

tential long-term challenges. Like Sherpas and pathfinders, they must be 

infused with tools and methods that enable them to tap in collective wis-

dom, and enable wise decisions. In this context, wisdom is the capability 

to anticipate future changes in the policy context and reform institutions 

to cater for long-term phenomena. Civil servants cannot be limited to re-

acting to shocks. They need to be well-equipped to devise future-proof 

processes. Wise civil servants have the reflective capabilities to foresee 

alternative futures and are prepared to deal with them. They develop a 

long-term vision against grand societal challenges and use it to steer be-

yond the limits settled by electoral cycles.

Wise civil 
servants develop 
a long-term vision 
against grand 
societal challeng-
es and use it to 
steer beyond the 
limits settled by 
electoral cycles.
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Case Study

Singapore is one of the most prescient cases of wise government across 

the world. Rooted in the experiments first led by the Ministry of Defence 

in the 1980s, today Singapore’s foresight approach is embedded at the 

core of public action. On the one hand, long-term strategic planning is 

ensured at high-level policymaking by the role of the Centre for Strategic 

Futures (CSF) in the Strategy Group of Singapore’s Prime Minister Office. 

On the other hand, foresight capability is nurtured across the whole of the 

Singaporean civil service through Executive Education courses — such as 

the Singapore Futures programme from the Lee Kuan Yew School of Pub-

lic Policy (LKYSPP): the first university-based programme with specialist 

expertise in futures thinking applied to the public sector. The results of 

these efforts enabled the Singapore government to react promptly in the 

wake of the Covid-19 crisis; they also helped it make sense of its long-

term implications.20
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ANIE FEBRIASTATI

Senior Associate Director  

(Executive Education Singapore Futures) 

Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, 

National University of Singapore

Through its Executive Educa- 
tion Singapore Futures initiatives, 
LKYSPP aims to democratise fu-
tures thinking for public officials and 
other key public policy stakehold-
ers. Today, it is very encouraging to 
see more of them become aware  
of emerging strategic issues and 
think almost instinctively about how 
key drivers of change may shape 
our individual and collective future. 
This enables us to harness the full 
strength of our diverse society and 
improve Singapore’s capacity for 
long-term policymaking.
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Incremental 
Decision-Making
+ Imagination



27



28

We need civil servants 
that are endowed 
with the leadership 
capabilities that 
help us rethink how 
government operations 
should be envisioned 
and organised.
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A
lbeit within the scope of the mandate defined by the law, 

civil servants always exert some degree of administrative 

discretion: that is, they interpret the mandate on the basis 

of their own professional expertise and judgment. Howev-

er, bound by the hectic complexity of the administrative day-to-day, civil 

servants are always exposed to narrowing their use of discretion to em-

brace incrementalism: a cautious decision-making approach that tends 

to develop solutions out of the current situation, step-by-step and by 

small degrees. Incremental decision-making emphasises solutions that 

are feasible from a political and administrative standpoint. There is noth-

ing inherently wrong with it. Indeed, if leveraged with purpose, incremen-

talism can be a powerful tool for promoting continuous learning. Yet, it 

can also degenerate into policy lock-in: a position where it gets difficult 

to explore new ways to deal with a problem. That’s how the European 

Commission saw its climate leadership dreams stall in the 2010s: para-

lysed by the failure of the 2009 Copenhagen Summit and overlapping po-

litical-economic crises, deprived of effective tools to organise collective 

action, and bound to develop non-binding, unambitious energy targets 

built on existing policies.21 While 2019’s European Green Deal marked a 

big step forward in this respect, its introduction — long from being en-

couraged — happened against the odds. The result is before our eyes: 

a continent that lost a decade and now in the conundrum of pursuing 

decarbonisation targets while dealing with the repercussions of the Rus-

sia-Ukraine war.

If many of our tools need to be reimagined, civil servants need to resem-

ble artists and creatives in how they interpret administrative discretion. 

They need the capability to design, inspire, and motivate change in the 

operational routines of their organisations while ensuring stability in de-

livery. To thrive in a changing environment, governments must imagine 

novel visions for societal development and look for out-of-the-box ap-

proaches to achieve them. In a few words, we need imaginative civil ser-

vants, endowed with the leadership capabilities that help us rethink how 

government operations should be envisioned and organised. Imaginative 

civil servants are those who build spaces and opportunities to do so. They 

are those who support politics in developing new ways to steer societal 

transformations.
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Case Study

This is what happened in Finland. In 2015, Demos Helsinki co-created 

with key civil servants a model to integrate experimentation into the pol-

icymaking process.22 Commissioned by the Prime Minister’s Office, the 

model led to the creation of Experimental Finland: a platform to support 

strategic policy trials within and beyond government. The platform en-

abled the PMO to explore new tools — such as with the world-renowned 

basic income experiment in 2017-2018. As a result, Finland became the 

first country to put experimentation on top of its agenda. Now globally 

admired for its approach to climate change, Finland’s success is also due 

to the cultural shift sparked by those civil servants who first imagined and 

built room for new decision-making approaches to grow when there was 

none.
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SIRPA KEKKONEN 

Former Head of Strategy Finland’s 

PMO Secretariat

In Finland, political support to en-
hance experimentation has meant a 
significant change of mindset in pol-
icymaking and within civil service. It 
is accepting humbly that there are 
no once-and-for-all solutions in an 
ever more complex world. And that 
learning is vital for adapting to rap-
idly emerging situations.



32

Vertical 
Responsibility
+ Collaboration
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C
ivil servants work within an organisational arrangement 

that favours hierarchical structures and siloed operations. 

The siloed structure is characterised by distinctive ben-

efits: most importantly, it provides a clear mechanism for 

allocating responsibility through hierarchy. But it also has limits: silos 

heavily predetermine how civil servants frame, address, and implement 

measures against the issues they face. As with incrementalism, the most 

urgent example of the problems posed by silos is the climate crisis. A 

current example of such conundrum is provided by Sweden — where the 

governance model has proven inadequate to achieve the desired results. 

Characterised by a large family of independent public agencies all ex-

pected to play a role in the transition, the Swedish Climate Policy Coun-

cil pointed out that the lack of a clear mandate from the Government for 

them to cooperate is holding back the 

pace of the transition. The result is 

that, instead of being incentivised to 

synergies, civil servants are left alone 

in dealing with a maze of initiatives 

and actions that are scattered across 

too many ministries and agencies.23

As we ask civil servants to deal with 

challenges as daunting as the climate 

crisis, we should also be able to find 

ways to enhance rather than prevent 

their collaborative capacities. Like 

members of an orchestra, each of 

them should have their specialty but 

be able to work seamlessly with oth-

ers to produce a cohesive outcome. In a few words, we should ensure the 

accountability guaranteed by silos, while also addressing challenges be-

yond the limits defined by them through horizontal collaboration. In a col-

laborative environment, civil servants realise that policy development is 

the fruit of a multi-stakeholder effort, and are qualified to call on resourc-

es, knowledge and commitment from multiple stakeholders throughout 

the policy process. As such, they put in place new incentives to foster 

collaboration within and beyond administrative boundaries, and erect 

cross-sectoral units to do so where needed. 

In a collaborative 
environment, 
civil servants 
realise that policy 
development 
is the fruit of a 
multi-stakeholder 
effort.
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Case Study

In the Netherlands, the emergence of a collaborative civil service can be 

largely seen in the country’s main industrial and innovation policy: the 

Mission-driven Top Sector approach.24 Launched in 2011 by the Ministry 

of Economic Affairs and updated in 2018, the approach provides mecha-

nisms to coordinate agendas, budgets, and activities of key public actors 

(national, regional or local) with those of major Dutch industry players. 

In this context, civil servants engage external actors in the co-creation 

and implementiation of Knowledge and Innovation Agendas (KIAs) linked 

to key societal challenges: energy transition; agriculture, water and food; 

health and care; security. To make it happen, they act both as matchmak-

ers (bringing together different stakeholders) and as facilitators (cutting 

through the red tape), hence promoting strategic and operative align-

ment throughout the innovation process.25 Over time, the Netherlands 

has substantially strengthened the innovative capacity of these  indus-

tries. Moreover, it tied up their development to key societal priorities. The 

role of civil servants in this transition cannot be underplayed: it needs to 

be recognised as the enabling condition determining the capacity of the 

state to become a platform for collaboration.
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JEROEN HEIJS

Deputy Director,  

Innovation & Knowledge Department

Ministry of Economic Affairs  

and Climate Policy

The Netherlands is a pioneer in 
mission-oriented innovation policy. 
Five years ago we transformed our 
successful public-private Topsec-
tor approach, created to boost the 
innovative strengths of the Dutch 
economy, into an innovation sys-
tem focusing on selected missions. 
In this way corporations, research  
institutes, and the government  
combine their strengths to increase 
the impact of their research and 
innovations on the great societal 
challenges.
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The Quest for 
Transformation
REBALANCING STABILITY WITH AGILITY

R
ebalancing stability with agility rests on two premises. First, 

that governments are not amorphous entities, but commu-

nities of human beings driven by interests, hopes, fears, as-

pirations as any other. Second, that such individuals — civil 

servants — play an essential, yet surprisingly neglected role in helping us 

navigate the starkest challenges of our times. During the last decade, they 

have been imagining, leading and experimenting with initiatives to reig-

nite governments’ ability to steer societal transformations. In doing so, 

they sowed the seeds of what increasingly appears as a new ethos: one 

founded on values such as humility, wisdom, imagination, and collabora-

tion. Still, almost no one has given them wide recognition for such efforts 

in the public and political debate;26 nor have we even started to seize the 

full potential of their innovations. Why is this the case?

A preliminary hypothesis is that the answer might lie right in front of us: 

more specifically, in how public organisations work. Only a few govern-

ments have developed clear pathways to ensure civil servants’ upskill-

ing, reskilling, and life-long learning. Moreover, the importance of civil 

servants’ everyday job is largely overlooked by politics and neglected by 

the public — when not bashed — hence diminishing their ability to attract 

young talent. Yet, innovation does happen: the problem is that it is not 

put into value. We think that the key obstacle that has prevented more 

than 10 years of public sector innovations to turn from niche initiatives 

to institutionalised practices lies in our public organisations’ reluctance 
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to change: to put it simply, in 

their need to ensure stability 

to public action. This need is 

deeply rooted in professional 

cultures; codified in the legal 

constraints and incentives 

influencing how civil ser-

vants behave; and re-enact-

ed daily in the practices they 

encourage (or discourage). 

As a result, the institutional 

entrepreneurship of bold civ-

il servants remains hidden in 

plain sight. 

The key obstacle 
that has prevented 
more than 10 years 
of public sector 
innovations to turn 
from niche initiatives 
to institutionalised 
practices lies in our 
public organisations’ 
reluctance to 
change: to put it 
simply, in their need 
to ensure stability to 
public action.

→
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The need for stability is motivated by very good reasons: rule of law, 

short-term agility, incrementalism and administrative silos are not relics 

to get rid of, but quintessential pillars of fair and predictable public action. 

However, if left unchecked, they may also bring downsides.

	■ A blind adherence to old rules may lead to the misinterpretation of 

new events.

	■ An excessive focus on short-term needs may obfuscate visibility 

on long-term risks.

	■ A purely incremental use of discretion may preclude potentially 

path-breaking ideas.

	■ A strict adherence to vertical responsibilities may prevent neces-

sary collaborations.

This is why civil servants around the world are coming up with new solu-

tions: they are looking for new compromises between the need for stabil-

ity and that for transformation. In other words, they are looking for ways to 

rebalance stability with agility. The tensions that underlie such opposite 
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needs won’t be (nor should be) resolved once and for all. However, the 

case studies above illustrate how political and administrative decision 

makers are renegotiating their terms to create better capacity for them 

to address today’s challenges. The current mission of public sector inno-

vation practitioners, scholars, advocates and promoters — both within 

and outside of government — should be not just to catch up with these 

pioneers, but to leverage their insights, successes, failures, and lessons 

to determine how to build a 21st century-fit civil service. This entails 

highlighting stories such as 

the ones illustrated above, 

but also inquiring into how 

these innovations can be cod-

ified and institutionalised at 

the core of how governments 

work. Doing so is essential to 

usher our societies through 

present and future challenges.

Civil servants 
around the world 
are coming up 
with new solutions: 
they are looking for 
new compromises 
between the need 
for stability and that 
for transformation.
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Recommendations
UNLEASHING A  21ST-CENTURY CIVIL SERVICE

C
ivil servants are agents of governance: to invest in their per-

sonal and professional growth is to invest in our societies’ 

collective ability to build a fair, sustainable, and joyful fu-

ture. Yet, everything in government seems to preclude the 

blossoming of their agency. Of course, there is no mechanical solution to 

change this: no silver bullet can transform civil service as if by magic. Yet, 

the stories illustrated above demonstrate that there is potential await-

ing to be unleashed. Any 

public leader can start to 

explore how to tap into it.

To this end, traditional 

strategy-making won’t go 

very far: an ethos can only 

be cultivated by action, so 

there is no way to engineer 

its emergence. If you head 

a ministerial department, 

public agency, or school of 

administration, here’s how 

doing so might look like in 

practice:

Civil servants 
are agents of 
governance: to invest 
in their personal and 
professional growth 
is to invest in our 
societies’ collective 
ability to build a fair, 
sustainable, and 
joyful future.
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Scout forerunners and co-create a bold vision for the ethos of your civ-

il service. First, identify what is already happening within your adminis-

tration: engage with actual practitioners of public sector innovation, and 

leverage their insights to grasp the key obstacles, resources and oppor-

tunities within it. Afterwards, engage key personnel into co-creation: lead 

them to reflect on their organisation’s purpose, and shortlist critical ele-

ments preventing (or solutions promoting) its fulfilment. Once the pro-

cess is completed, publish the vision and state that your organisation will 

take it seriously. Thus, start to systematically explore what the new ethos 

would look like in practice for your administration’s daily operations. How 

could civil servants embed these values within their everyday job? What 

would their key implications be?

Set the stage for real-life experimentation and spread the learnings. Now 

that the ethos has been debated, defined and assimilated by your civil 

servants, put it in motion by means of experimentation. Operationalise 

its implications for their everyday job into small pilots that affect key ac-

tivities of your entity — such as policymaking, budgeting, procurement, 

or service delivery. In parallel, draft a review plan to ensure that the out-

comes generated from the use of new methods and practices are itera-

tively collected, evaluated, and leveraged to distil the key lessons learnt. 

Once you start understanding what works and how, start to codify those 

insights in policy manuals, guidelines and protocols. These can then be 

used in order to spotlight the most promising practices and disseminate 

them in the administration.

1

2

→
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Consolidate, institutionalise, and codify best practices. After a sufficient 

number of rounds of experimentation, the times are ripe to consolidate 

their adoption. To do so, look at the career development pathways and 

core incentives that influence how civil servants work in your entity, and 

align them with the new ethos. Doing so will ensure that the ethos is ful-

ly operationalised and can facilitate substantial shifts in their daily job. 

Acknowledge and communicate the relevance of such a shift in visible 

ways: for example, by considering a re-labelling of ‘civil servants’ and 

forging new categories that echo identified 21st-century values, chores 

and responsibilities. If possible, share your journey, learnings, successes 

and failures with peer public sector leaders: the effort will inspire them 

and ignite similar reflections in their entities. At long last, ensure that the 

most important changes are codified into the statute of your organisa-

tion, if not in civil service law.  

3
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Civil servants live between two realities. On one hand, they are ordinary 

citizens — grappling with the same anxieties many of us face amidst our 

times. On the other, they are public officials whose position compels them 

to both ensure societal stability and steer societal change — even when 

the whole world is burning. Hindered by the “antique machinery” of gov-

ernment, their mandate needs to be infused again with genuine passion, a 

gist of boldness, and a recognition of their commitment to addressing the 

greatest challenges of our times. At the same time, their work needs to 

be leveraged at a broader and bolder scale, and their innovations brought 

from the fringes to the core of government. This entails moving beyond 

“exceptional” cases of successful “bureaucracy hacking” to develop 

more cohesive visions of how to redefine the meaning of bureaucracy: 

that is, to unleash codified, systematic, and institutionalised attempts at 

building a 21st-century civil service. This paper provided a preliminary at-

tempt at sketching out the rationale and direction for such a task. →
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Today, civil servants have a unique 
opportunity to step up and recog-
nise their role as stewards of our 
collective future. Yet, no transfor-
mative civil service can develop 
without a parallel transformation in 
how our societies appreciate and 
invest into the values that civil ser-
vants have already begun to em-
body and provide us with: humility, 
wisdom, imagination and collabo-
ration. It is by recognising, seizing 
and expanding the scope and the 
ambition of this new ethos that we 
can nurture a 21st century-fit civil 
service: one for ushering us through 
the urgent and essential transfor-
mations ahead.
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