: PERSPECTIVE

IS AUSTRALIAN SCIENCE ENTRENCHED
IN ‘THE CULTURE OF NO"?

K. SCOTT BUTCHER
AIP Science Policy Convenor
policy@aip.org.au

As the AIP Science policy coordinat r I've been asked to pro-
vide some statistics and other suppor ing evidence for some of
the policics that the Institute is develping. While statstics are
useful, those available tend to relate to funding, publlcmmns,
employment statistics and other tai gible items. But ther
‘more to science than these, there’s als  the culture in which sci-
ence is nurtured and achieved. I notic d at the AIP council this
year that there were only three non- niversity representatives
present out of about 20 people preser . This isn't necessarily a
bad thing, but it sometimes worth -eminding ourselves that
the AIP has a university based perspe tive and that perhaps we
should be looking and consulting & wider Physics community
to see how things are going out there, and to see what changes
our members may want to happen. S this is your chance. In
this issue of the Physicist I've asked fr a survey to be includ-
ed to try and grasp hold of people’s ex seriences in Physics and
to try and capture the essence of wher > we are at the moment
In particular I've framed the survey aiound science culture so
that we can determine whether the ‘no -ulture’ described below
is something we need to be concerned about.

S0 to start the ball rolling I thought it {1ir to relate some of my
own experiences and thoughts. Having worked in industry, the
‘government sector and as a university & ademic, I have noticed
a few trends that greatly concern me. 1y fairly recent experi-
ence, with ten years of working in gov :mment laboratorics, is
that the science culture is not good. Fuding is up and down -
that happens - but what T believe is of re¢ly great concern is that
the culfure of science in Australia is slow ly degrading, and prob-
ably has been for 2 much longer period t1an a decade. In fact 14
like to dub this new culture the *culture «fno* and try to charac-
terise it so that others can either confim or deny its existence:

For those who have been in universiy, th-y might find it hard to
understand or believe just how far things  ave gone. But I believe
things have become very bad. Iis not jist CSIRO having bad
times, it i wider than that. T believe that w, as Physiciss, arc los-
ing control of our science. Having escape 1o the University scc-
torthree years ago, 1 was amazed at how o sen and well run things
could be, but n that three years I've begur to see the changes that
will eventually bring the ‘culture of ni to the Universitics.
Whether its realised or not, I believe the | niversities are the last
bastion on the Australian science scene nc 1o be over-run by the
“culture of no’. But I also believe that the  niversities are running
on borrowed time. I tink it time for us 0 look o the govern-
ment science organizations o see what's oing on 10 see the
potential future of science, and the fture, if we do nothing, that
the universities are bound to embrace.

So what is the “culture of no*? What characterises it? How has
it developed? At the moment I can only answer these questions
from my own perspective - largely developed in one very large
government science establishment, though also seen in a com-
pany run by ex-government bureaucrats, and now beginning to
appear — to lesser and greater extents — i the universities. | aug-
ment my own experiences with those related to me by an admit-
tedly small sampling of people in DSTO, ANSTO, and CSIRO.
From what I can tell, the ‘culture of no’ is now widespread and
seriously entrenched. The characteristis are as follows:

1) Feudalised line management

2) Top down information

3) Paper management

4) Good news reporting

5) Panic management

6) Tough b (the no aspect).

9) Non-facilitation
10) Window dressing
11) A lack of science

1) Feudalised line management: This type of management
has long been associated, to a greater or lesser extent, with
the public service and is evident in many business struc-
tures. It is not necessarily a bad thing on its own. My
strongest impression of it was in my latest, blessedly short,
venture as an employee in a government laboratory. I was
told, point blank at the outset, that under absolutely no cir-
cumstances was 1 o interact with any management beyond
my immediate supervisor. In line management only the
Iayers of the organisation immediately above and below.
cach other are in contact. The ‘my door is always open
speech’ given by senior management has a particularly
hollow ring to it in this environment

2) Top down information: I had rather surprising first hand
experience of this in the 3 or 4 times that I took my imme-
diate supervisor's place in a divisional management meet-
ing (the division consisted of about 70-80 staff). Perhaps in
my naivety | had expected such meetings to involve a two-
way exchange of information: reports on the progress of
projects, discussion of divisional matters, the dispersal of
information from management. Certainly the latter
occurred, but that was it.  have never been to such sombre.
proceedings (funerals aside). Edicts from senior managers
unknown were handed down without discussion. Then the

8

The Physicist Volume 40, Number 3, June/July 2003



meetings ended ~ apparently ths was the extent of pretty
much all the divisional meetir gs. Information was dis-
pensed from above, no information was solicited o
required from below. So how id management manage
without receiving information? - sce next point.

Paper management: Managem ‘nt not directly in contact
with ongoing work received 1l relevant information
through written reports. Zillion: of them. I remember a
two-month period when we were required to write 6 sepa-
rate major justifications of all ot projects—all requested
through line management, all gcing to separate manage-
ment strata and enclaves. Two or thre of these were sent
back to us for re-writing several times. The required for-
mat was changed or we hadn't fi led in the required sec-
tions as it was envisaged. Howeser we received litle, in
some cases no, feedback or guitance as to how these
forms were to be completed. Son stimes all we were told
was that they needed 1o be re-lone, clarification was
sought without answer, and it took many changes and a lot
of guesswork before we finally worked out what they
‘wanted to sce. Needless (0 say, aft r that two-month per
od we had about three or four week. respite before the next
‘major justification report was requ et

Good news reporting: In this asp ct of the “no’ culture,
there is simply no divide between sutting a positive spin
on things and white-washing. Noth ng that appears to be
even vaguely negative is meant to b. reported upwards. In
fact this was one of the reasons wly so many reports to
management would have 1o be re-witten and yet no guid-
ance was given as to how or why (sce characteristic 3
above). Some of the managers just «ould not bring them-
selves to openly say that negative aspects had to be
removed, although others were quitz forward in stating
this. And why couldn’t problems e reported? Simply
because very few managers wanted . report a problem to
the next level up. The perception beir ¢ that if there was a
problem in your section then you we en’t doing your job
right; you were being negative; you weren’t a team player,
It couldn’t possibly be a problem of 1 sources or funding
or otherwise; it a blot on your mangement skills, and
when you're a manager hired on a thr e year contract you
have to be constantly worried about y ur position. Hence
reports are sanitised and white-washed and only the good
news’ is reporied through line manage ment, so that often
upper management i totally unaware t at major problems
are happening two or three levels dowr But then, perhaps
upper management actually engender this approach so
that when trouble does occur, they cai honestly say that
they were totally unaware of the situaticn.

At this point I can actually point to a very well known
‘example of this particular characteristic f the ‘no’ culture.
Over a construction period of many year , the Collns class
submarine project is well known to hav."had major prob-
lems that were scemingly unreported 1> and/or unacted
upon by the areas of defence manageme it that could have
acted o avert those problems. This raiscs the question of
how far docs the “no culture” extend into / ustralian socicty.

5)

6)

) Panic Management: Not to be confused with crisis
management. Panic management usually indicates a
breakdown of the “good news’ information flow and ‘line
management’. Such  things because
management is imperfect. CEOs and other senior
managers (God bless them) will sometimes interact with
people, pick up a bit of gossip, hear something from other
divisions, or God forbid, from the media! On such
occasions lower level management may be called in for a
“please explain® talk. At this point panic management
ensues. Quite ofien these events are triggered by quite
trivial things, but a CEO or a division head who has only
heard ‘good news", and really doesn't know what's going
on, is a sight to behold when he/she dons the gear of a
‘panic manager’ and vents full fury on the associated stafT.
In my experience of observing (many) such events, they
are not pleasant and there s substantial raving and ranting,
apparently aimed more towards working out how ‘line
management’ failed - much to the managers

mbarrassment - rather than towards addressing any
fundamental problems. Hence this is another situation
where the ‘good news' characteristic of the ‘no culture’ is
reinforced. Referring back to the Collins class submarine
debicle, it would scem that panic management was very
evident in that case - from the Minister of the time down.

) Tough management (the no aspect): So why have I been
calling this culture of management the ‘no* culture. Ah,
well, that’s because of the way scientific projects were ini-
tiated in the organization I was in. In a climate of ‘panic
management’ and ‘good news” there is also a characteris-
tic of “tough management’ or over-conservatism. Saying
‘no’ is easy, and it’s safe. It entails no risk and holds no
responsibility. No blame will be placed on a manager who
says 10 10 a new project, but woe to the manager who
champions a project that is viewed as anything less than
successful. Of course in this environment ‘no’ is an easy
response, but even easier is referring the decision to anoth-
er body, or higher management level. Hence in a typical
scenario for getting a scientific project approved (and in
this instance we make the distinction from engincering,
maintenance and other lower risk projects, which gencral-
Iy go through a separate stream of approval) your section
boss must agree with the project; the Division head must
agree; the finance office must give the okay; a project
committee, with 3 to 5 members must give the okay; other
management strata (with which I must admit not too much
familiarity) apparently must give the okay, and finally the
CEO must give the okay. If the project is interdivisional,
then other section heads; other division heads, and some-
times other project committees must also give approvl.
Each level of management must give the okay, and cach
level will be applauded for its toughness by the ‘no’ cul-
ture if it says “no’. Often there will be no or little feedback

regarding the reason for a knock-back; there will be no

assistance in improving an application and the answer for
most project applications will inevitably be ‘no’

In this environment I have also seen excellent projects,
highly recommended by review committees, applauded for
their innovation and service to Australia, closed down at
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the whim of a division heac. In one case a local, laborato-
1y-wide research medal wa given to a researcher who had
been publishing excellent «utting edge work in “Naturc*
and with significant potenti I industrial outcomes, only to
have his project cut by a di ision manager the week after
receiving the medal. The 12scarcher consequently went
underground but through ¢ xceptional perseverance was
able o re-establish pretty m ch the same work under a dif-
ferent guise about two yea's later (sometimes there are
good stories).

In some exceptional cases | have seen very determined
rescarchers push a_ project ipplication for years before
finally getting the okay, ofter because the one person who
continually objected had mo red on and a new face, per-
haps not yet tainted by a cyn cal system, said ‘yes'”. Sadly
the CEO of the place I works d in was continually calling
upon researchers to provide  ore project applications, cit-
ing a lack of projects, not res ising that there were plenty
of applications — they just had no chance of getting
through. There were exceptions of course; a couple of
researchers who had the direct ear of the CEO could estab-
lish projects with relative ease But these were exceptions.

‘The basic rule of the place wa; ‘the culture of no’

Fear and oppression: As me tioned in section 5 above,
management, and to a large ext nt many recent workers, in
government science labs work on two to three year con-
tracts. Given the other characizristics of the ‘no’ culture
provided above, its not really that surprising that an under-
current of fear seems prevalen in these labs. There is an
unwillingness to speak out. vianagement tends to be
extremely dictatorial, heavy handed and oppressive
towards the lower levels and ye: embarrassingly suppliant
to more senior levels. Those wio dare to break the mould
don’tlast long. Therefore no on¢ objects; no one points out
problems; no one provides alter iate insights. These are all
generally unwanted and those v ho offer them are viewed
as insubordinate. Discussion ard interaction are actively
discouraged between manageme it levels.

Over management: Aspects (f this characteristic are
evident in the above scctions. A zain, ‘over management”
stems from a level of over-corservatism and fear (see
section 7). There is a tendency (o continually review all
projects, not on a six monthly c ¢ yearly basis but pretty
much on a continual, rolling basi . The aim being to closc
down any project the moment a weakness is evident
Perhaps in this case the character stics of ‘good news’ and
‘over management’ are at loggzrheads because ‘good
news' ensures that no weakness 1/l be communicated to
the upper levels of manage nent. But the ‘fear’
characteristic of the no’ culture e/ sures that a high degree
of redundant project reporting gocs on regardless.
Another aspect of over manageme i s that no decision can
be made at the project level. In fact the delegations of dif-
ferent levels of management were very well recorded for
the organisation I worked for, yet 1 pward approval beyond
that required would often be sough. for trivial things — just
case. ‘Fear’ and ‘“tough manaj ement’ encourage this
over-conservatism in managemen! Managers are scared

something will happen that will reflect badly on them -
and perhaps there’ a litle voice in the back of their minds
that tells them that they don't know what's going on below
them (as a result of the ‘good news’). Therefore trivial
items, particularly to do with purchasing, travel, hours of
work, directions of projects, etc., are ponderously dealt
with over long periods by several layers of management -
just to be safe, just to be sure. ltems are triple checked,
quadruple checked and checked again. It seems that no-
one is capable of making a decision. Though many project
leaders at the lower levels would give their left hands, 'm
sure, 10 be left alone and allowed to get on with things
without being continually held up over such trifles. Yet
oddly enough, when things do go wrong, it is the project
leader \hal is usually held accountabl. The project leader
holds jon of all responsibility and no power, while
the Izyus of management above hold all power without
responsibiliy.

A further instance of over-management I observed was the
move to have all time accounted for (1 believe it was to the
nearest 10 minutes) against project account numbers
Ostensibly this was for time management, and apparently
because it was believed some researchers were slacking
off (please see section 11 below if you believe this was
actually the case). Unfortunately, at least while I was there,
there was no account number o record the 30 minutes a
‘week for filling in the accounting form that was required
10 keep track of this. Many researchers that I knew to work
extremely long hours in government labs in the past have
given up under this brave new ‘no’ culture and now work
910 5; they find no value in staying beyond 5 pm — with
the notable exception of managers, who have sacrificed
their time and all hopes of doing science in order to cope
with mounds of paperwork and a higher pay cheque.

Interestingly, it s in this area that I have observed the uni-
ersities have begun (o move most quickly towards the

culture. The number of signatures required on forms
is increasing, sometimes a head of department will ask for
signatures beyond those required — just to be safe. Soon
these signatures are scen as a good thing, and more signa-
tures are required. Figures are checked at the department
level, the divisional or school level, and in purchasing
Everyone does their bit to check, to be sure, to check
again. And it goes on and on, well beyond what is reasor
able —and yet it all seems very reasonable at the time. The
cost in terms of lost productivity is huge. Researchers
spend interminable periods waiting for signatures from
upper echelon managers t0 busy to be bothered. As an
example, while I was working at the government lab, to
leave site during work hours so that I could attend a talk at
Sydney University closely related to my field of work, [
was obliged to obtain division head approval (as were all
employees at the organisation). Applying two weeks
before, 1 reccived the official okay to attend this talk
through line management two weeks after it had ended.
After the first three times this happened to me I gave up
trying. That is the situation in government labs, while in

The Physicist  Volume 40, Number 3, June/July 2003



1)

the universities things that could be approved locally at one
stage now require approval from higher levels. So now the
wait begins, and we will wait, ar d we will wait.

Non-facilitation: Non-facilitatica has the same origin as
‘over-management” described atove, but it is enacted by
administrative or support staff. Fe  instance, the purchasing
procedures for the laboratories waere I worked requircd 3
‘written quotes for the purchase  items above $3000 and
section heads were delegated to kay up to slightly more
than that amount. In the division - worked in, however, the
purchasing clerk, just to be safe, required written confir-
mation of 3 verbal quotes for any purchase over $500 - in
other words she wanted 3 written quotes for any purchase
over $500. She would also pass ur der the nose of the divi-
sion head any purchase over this {ame amount and would
not allow it to go forward unless he had given the okay. The
finance office and the division hez applauded her for her
thoroughness. Never mind that the surchase of minor items
took weeks to get unnecessary quot s and signaturcs, wast-
ing the time of researchers. Certairly this was not a mind
culture that facilitated science.

dow Dressing: Window dresting devolves from the
good news” part of the ‘no culture’. Beeause only ‘good

required, it doesn't really 1 atter if anything con-
erete is happening 5o long as there «cems to be something
happening. This type of no cultu ¢’ characteristic only
comes unstuck when something rea is actually requircd -
such as a Collins class submarine. A a local example, for
the organisation I worked for, 10% of each researchers
time was 10 be devoted to basic resc arch. This policy was
in place for a few years, and may still be in place. However,
because all rescarchers’ time was o be accounted for
against an account number for an existing project, in
reality the 10% time did not exist. Ne project leader want-
ed (or very few) to lose time to basic research for a direct-
ed, under-resourced, under-funded pr ject, and there were
no separate accounts set aside for bisic research (in my
time at least). Despite this manageme i reported that 10%
of all rescarchers time was spent on L asic research — nice
window dressing for the annual report. Afier a few years of
wrestling with the issue of there beinz no basic rescarch
account numbers it was directed by n anagement that our
10% was to be included in our existing projects and was to
constitute work directly in relation to w1at you were doing
Tn other words shut up and get on with the work you're
doing — as it was explained to me and «thers in my group.

A lack of science: I have heard fron many university
researchers riticism directed against g overnment labora-
tory workers, basically describing them as lazy. ‘There’s a
problem out there at ANSTO, they spen all their time run-
ning at lunch time and taking long coff e breaks.’ ‘There’s
a problem out there at the CSIRO... \t a recent annual
conference, held in my own field, one of the organizers
commented on the total lack of pub ications (literally
none) coming from ANSTO and CSIRC, for the proceed-

ings, despite gmd attendance by mcw Lo labs.

mented on (ANSTO presenting mcly on instrumentation
related to the new reactor). If you are a university acade-
mic who has that view then please read the following care-
fully. People in the DSTO, ANSTO and CSIRO are no
more o less lazy than the average academic in a universi-
ty. There is, of course, a full spectrum of people every-
where, but there are some very dedicated researchers in
these. government insitutes. Many have just given up
under an incredibly oppressive, soul-destroying culture
‘which does nothing whatsoever to encourage, and very lit-
tle to engender real science. There have been periods of
exception o this. 1 have seen a division head get very
enthusiastically behind a pet project and have a group of
20-30 people working with exceptional dedication.
Technical staff donating literally thousands of hours of
unpaid time. Professional staff working 24 to 36-hour
stints ata time, some up to 80 hours a weck. And I've seen
those same staff treated shamefully three or four years
later. Their efforts forgotten, their dedication ignored

o use myself s an example, P'm a middle aged physicist,
whose taken a $10,000 a year cut in pay, to leave a
reasonably secure 9 t0 5 job on a high profile scemingly
successful project to work in a short term position at a
university for 10-12 hours a day with a 4 houra day public
transport haul (his artile is actually being written on a
long weekend). Why did 1 do this? Well, my publication
rate probably says it all. Before my most recent period
with a government lab I was publishing 8 journal papers a
year. During my time at the government labs that went
down t0 1.5 papers per year, after leaving it went back up
10 8 publications per year. I am pretty much the same
person now as T ever was. The difference in my publication
rate while at government labs was simply the environment.
It was not conducive 1o good science. Now some may
argue that the objectives of the government labs are
different and that lower publication rates result because of
greater industrial and commercial concerns. 1 would
strongly contest this. In this last year [ have had two patent
applications and have contracts in place with two outside
companies, my commercial interaction is far greater now
in a university environment than it ever was in a
government lab, and yet 1 am the same person. Like many
researchers I am largely self-driven, I was capable of just
as much in government labs as I have achieved in the
university sector — the opportunity to excel was just not
there in the government labs. There was no feedom to
pursue opportunities, there was no encouragement to do
well and there was no facilitation of science. We were
over-managed, harassed and oppressed by the ‘no’ culture.

Whew! Well as some of you.may have guessed, I do feel better
after writing this. It has helped me relieve a great deal of
frustration. However I believe that frustration may stll be out
there in government laboratories. If o 1 hope physicists in
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those laboratories will reply to he questionnaire, and I hope
that university based and other shysicists may also reply so
that we can judge if the ‘no’ cu ture is beginning to become
evident in their workplace. Judgi g by my own experience, as
much as a 5-fold increase in ‘vork productivity might be
obtained by improving the cultire in which our science is
done. This puts to shame a government that recently
contemplated chopping up the C!'IRO. The government itself
ultimately determines the culture >f government science labs.
The type of gains that can potentiilly be made by a change in
our science culture may be far greater than any that can be
conceived by chopping and chan,sing in the hope of cutting
more from the science budget without anyone noticing.
CSIRO, DSTO and ANSTO hive undergone countless
managerial re-arrangements at all levels, each more
meaningless and undirected thcn the last, all certainly
damaging as a group. It’s time to <top playing musical chairs
with science and put science culturc on the agenda. If we wish
to avoid a return to a pre-World 'Var II economy based on
mining, agriculture and tourism, wit1 no science or technology
being developed here in Australia, 1hen, without question, we
need our government labs, but we al 0 need them to be healthy
and as effective as possible. We necd to examine our science

culture.
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