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Corporate Governance in the Public Sector:  

An Evaluation of its Tensions, Gaps and Potential

Why is this project important?

Counterbalancing the very strong recent public interest in the corporate governance of private sector companies has been a vigorous interest in the governance of public sector organisations. While there are similarities between the two sectors in governance terms, there are also significant differences that shape the way government departments, authorities, corporations and even government business enterprises are organised and governed. If the public sector is looked at even more closely, there is a wide variety of forms, structures, processes and practices that can be discerned from agency to agency. 

This raises the question: How far can you go in adopting private sector governance within the APS?

Good public sector governance relies on keeping pace with best practice in private sector corporate governance. That is, of harnessing the potential that corporate governance principles and practices can offer. Importantly, however, it also requires an understanding of the tensions and gaps that arise in the transposition of corporate governance from the private to public sector, so that public sector corporate governance can be modified accordingly.

What does the research involve?

The Project is focusing attention on important questions such as:

· What are the similarities and what are the differences in the governance of public sector organisations when compared to the private sector, and what are the drivers of these differences?

· What are the different types of governance arrangements within the public sector, and what are the drivers of these differences?

· How do and should Boards of various kinds operate in the public sector compared to the private sector, in light of international best practice?

· How do corporate governance elements like accountability, conformance and performance manifest themselves differently across the public and private sectors?

· To what extent are corporate governance reforms in the private sector (for example, the recent Australian Stock Exchange Corporate Governance Council ‘better practice’ principles of corporate governance) transposable to the public sector?

· How are the interests of stakeholders represented in the different forms of public sector governance?

· Are there principles of design and practice that can be derived from an understanding of public sector corporate governance that can guide future decisions – even legislation – in this area?

The Australian Research Council funds the Project.  It is a collaborative venture between University of Canberra academics and key governmental and industry partners, bringing together academic and applied expertise from the fields of law, governance and public administration.  The Project is interested in the relationships within Commonwealth public sector bodies, the connections between them, and their dealings with external stakeholders. The aim is to develop a fuller picture of both the ‘vertical’ dimensions (ie: constitutional authority, accountability and management) and the ‘horizontal’ dimensions (ie: whole of government, stakeholder and public interest) of governance in the public sector. The project will develop an integrated cross-government framework for corporate governance and customized guidance according to organisational type. It has a special focus on board dynamics. To this end, the research also draws on private sector and international comparisons.

Working with Industry partners – a collaborative approach

A key element of the Project is its collaborative nature. With funding support from the Australian Research Council, the research is being carried out by academic Principal Investigators at the University of Canberra (Professor Meredith Edwards, Professor John Halligan and Mr Geoff Nicoll plus Professor Bryan Horrigan (now at Macquarie University) with financial and in-kind assistance from Industry Partners:  the Australian National Audit Office, the Australian Government Department of Finance and Administration, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, CPA Australia and Minter Ellison Lawyers.  Sponsorship monies have also been provided to the Project from the Australian Public Service Commission.  This unique combination of academic, government and private sector participation will mean the research will bring to bear a wide range of perspectives and draw on a variety of data to support its findings.

How will the project make a difference?

The Project will be the first major piece of work to focus specifically on corporate governance in the public sector and to develop a coherent framework for public sector corporate governance. It has been designed to enhance communication and participation in governance across government, industry, and the community by improving corporate governance literacy and making information publicly available.

The Project will have national benefits at the levels of scholarship and of practice, which will be directly reflected in results to industry partners, the public sector, and economic and social returns to the broader Australian community.

In summary, the Project will:

· Provide industry partners with a greater comprehension of (and capacity to engage with) the application of corporate governance throughout the Commonwealth public sector

· Advance scholarship in corporate governance and related fields at a local and international level

· Improve the understanding and practice of corporate governance in the public sector; in turn

· Maximising public benefit through improvements in the accountability, performance and management of Australia’s major public institutions. 

For more information

More information about the public sector corporate governance ARC research project can be found at http://www.canberra.edu.au/corpgov-aps or contact the Project Administrator, Roberta Dowd on Ph: 02)6201-5960, e-mail: Roberta.Dowd@canberra.edu.au.
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