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It is well established in the public management literature that boundary spanners – people
or groups that work across departments or sectors – are critical to the success of whole of
government and joined-up working. In studying recent unprecedented change to central gov-
ernment agencies in the Australian context, our research identified that intra-departmental
boundary spanners also play a critical role in the functioning of government departments,
particularly during restructuring. Although most contemporary literature in public man-
agement concentrates on boundaries across formal organisational entities (departments,
agencies, sectors), boundaries also exist within departments. Our research has found that
without dedicated intra-departmental boundary spanners, significant role confusion and
dysfunctional practices arise. In turn, this has serious implications for the quality of pol-
icy advice given to Cabinet. Further research needs to be undertaken into both the role
of intra-departmental boundary spanners and how to nurture and manage the practice of
intra-departmental boundary spanners. This is especially the case if changes in Australia
represent a fundamental shift more broadly in the way central government agencies operate.
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Introduction

Central government agencies tend to exist in a
state of flux, dependant on political and policy
demands of the day (6 1997; Buckley 2006). In
Australia, for example, special task forces are

frequently assembled and then disassembled
within central agencies such as the Department
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C;
and, to a lesser extent, Treasury and Finance)
to action policy decisions. Similarly, machin-
ery of government changes are common in the
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public sector. Although these changes fre-
quently involve the merging and de-merging
of functional departments, they can also im-
pact central agencies. For example, whole units
can be integrated or extracted from agen-
cies/departments such as PM&C. In Australia,
this has been the case with the Office for
Women which has been moved in and out of
PM&C for some time (Bacchi and Eveline
2010). This trend is reflected in other OECD
countries, particularly the United Kingdom
(UK; Buckley 2006).

As Perri 6 (1997: 18) argues, reflecting
broadly on changes to the organisation of bu-
reaucracies, ‘functions have been put together
and pulled apart many times during the 20th
century in the name of “rationalisation.” But
the particular rationales have often had less
to do with synergies of functions or the dis-
appearance of old needs and the emergence
of new ones than with the need to give or
deny power to particular politicians of Cabi-
net rank’. Recent changes to Australian central
agencies, particularly PM&C, exemplify this
practice, yet are unprecedented in their scope
and potential impact for the operation of gov-
ernment (Boston and Halligan 2012; Buckley
2006). These changes may very well represent
a fundamental shift in the way central agen-
cies operate, and what is thought to be their
purpose and function (Commonwealth Govern-
ment 2016).

Traditionally, central agencies have played
an oversight and coordination role – oversee-
ing other departments whose primary respon-
sibility is to deliver, manage, or contract ser-
vice functions (6 1997; Blackman et al. 2010;
Boston and Halligan 2012; Buckley 2006). In
addition, more power has been concentrated
in central agencies in Westminster systems
(Aucoin 2012; Boston and Halligan 2012).
In 2013, when the conservative Abbott gov-
ernment came to power, they fundamentally
changed the nature of PM&C. In order to sig-
nal his intent for making inroads into the in-
tractable problem of Indigenous inequality and
gender inequality, Abbott appointed himself
the Minister for Indigenous Affairs and the
Minister for Women (Commonwealth Govern-
ment 2016; Senate Estimates 2013; Strakosch

2013). This act triggered a major restructure of
government departments. Functions related
to these ministerial roles were brought into
PM&C. Although the Office for Women (un-
der various guises) has come and gone from
PM&C, never in the history of the Australian
Government has a large service-delivery, or
line, agency such as Indigenous Affairs been
moved into a central agency (Commonwealth
Government 2016). This change – triggered by
a political decision – resulted in over 800 staff
being moved into PM&C (Senate Estimates
2013). This change has meant that service-
delivery staff across Australia (including re-
mote areas) are now overseen by PM&C, rep-
resenting a fundamental shift in the role of
this central agency (Senate Estimates 2013).
This is further supported by recent changes
whereby responsibility for the implementation
of the Australian National Disability Insur-
ance Scheme in the Victorian Government has
been placed in the Department of Premier and
Cabinet (DPC 2013).

In this paper, we explore how this change
affected both the functioning of PM&C and
Indigenous Affairs. Although this case raises
a range of issues which warrant investigation,
including the changing nature of central agen-
cies and their ability to fulfil the coordination
and whole of government functions subscribed
to them, in this paper we focus exclusively
on the role of boundary spanners. It is well
established in the public management litera-
ture that boundary spanners – people or groups
that work across departments or sectors – are
critical to the success of whole of government
and joined-up working within a networked
policy environment (de Bruijn and Heuvelhof
1997; Dickinson and Carey 2016; Keast 2011;
Osborne 2010; Williams 2010, 2002). In this
paper, we explore the role of intra-departmental
boundary spanners specifically, due to their
central role in bridging across the consider-
able cultural differences that now exist within
PM&C.

Although boundaries are generally concep-
tualised as existing between formal organisa-
tional entities (departments, agencies, sectors)
these are, in fact, structural boundaries (6 1997;
de Bruijn and Heuvelhof 1997; Klijn 1997;
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O’Flynn 2011; Pollitt 2003). Cultural, and other
forms of boundaries, can exist within a sin-
gle organisational or departmental unit. These
typically form due to the emergence of sub-
cultures within organisations and may result
in challenges communicating and cooperating
across intra-organisational boundaries (Martin
1992; Schein 1996). Yet the increasing need
to cross boundaries has left scholars with a
range of unanswered questions, including what
boundaries exist, the extent to which they are
movable and the driving forces behind cross-
ing boundaries (O’Flynn 2014). In this paper,
we aim to advance this literature by examin-
ing intra-departmental boundary spanners. We
found that significant role confusion and dys-
functional practices can arise when these indi-
viduals are removed from organisational struc-
tures. In turn, this has negative flow on effects
for quality policy advice and action.

Background

As Osborne (2010) notes, ‘the reality of con-
temporary public service management is that
it is an inter-organisational and collabora-
tive activity, and requires the governance of
complex systems and inter-organisational pro-
cesses’ (p. 421). Even within governments,
since the 1990s there has been an emphasis
on inter-departmental working. That is, that si-
los exist within governments and need to be
bridged. Although, arguably this has been a
longstanding concern of governments (6 1997;
O’Flynn 2011).

With regard to inter-departmental working,
O’Flynn (2014, 2011) has suggested that there
are many ways to organise bureaucracies, in-
cluding by purpose, function, clientele, and
geography. Recent experiences in Australia
demonstrate that politics can also dictate differ-
entiation. What is challenging, O’Flynn (2011)
contends, about how bureaucracies are organ-
ised and structured is that ‘any task naturally
contains pieces of each’ (p. 3). In other words,
no matter which way you organise, boundaries
will be created and these will require coordina-
tion and bridging. A wide range of instruments
have been developed to achieve this, including
inter-departmental working groups, skill and

knowledge development, collaborative work-
ing parties, and shared leadership (Carey et al.
2014; Carey and Crammond 2015). Despite
this, the challenges of working across bound-
aries remain and, as O’Flynn (2014) has sug-
gested, continue to be a fundamental question
in public management.

Governments in liberal welfare states such
as Australia and the UK have implemented
continual iterations of structural change as a
means to overcome boundary issues (Keast
2011; O’Flynn 2014). As noted by the
Australian Public Service Commission (2007)
‘existing public sector institutions and struc-
tures were, by and large, not designed with a
primary goal of supporting collaborative inter-
organisational work’ (p. 17). Somewhat para-
doxically, because we know that structures mat-
ter for the creation of boundaries and that ‘most
current structural arrangements act as barri-
ers’ (O’Flynn 2014: 29), we presume there
is a structural answer to the boundary prob-
lem. This is underpinned by the assumption
that seeking the right structural form will cir-
cumvent issues of coordination and cultural
differences. This is evident in the numerous
structural arrangements evident in joining-up,
including the establishment of project and
working groups (Christensen et al. 2016;
Christensen and Laegreid 2007, 2006), one-
stop shops and joint teams, through to the more
extreme machinery of government changes
that merge different functional areas together
(Talbot and Talbot 2014). Structural change
may assist in some instances, but it can
also lead to boundaries being moved rather
than crossed (Klaster, Wilderom and Muntslag
2014). We will explore these issues in
this paper, and the interplay between struc-
ture and agency in practice (Dickinson and
Sullivan 2014).

The emergence and increased complexity
of policy networks, along with the rising
demand for inter-departmental working, has
given way to the concept, and analysis, of
‘boundary spanners’. Although often discussed
in conjunction with the growing complexity of
policy networks since the 1990s, the impor-
tance of boundary spanners was noted as far
back as the 1970s (Aldrich and Herker 1977;
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Tushman and Scanlan 1981). Since this time,
boundary spanners have been referred to as
linking pins (Leifer and Delbecq 1978), strate-
gic brokers (Craig 2004), and entrepreneurs
of power (Degeling 1995; Dickinson and
Carey 2016). Boundary spanners are individ-
uals or groups who work across organisational
and sectoral boundaries to broker relation-
ships, cultures and so forth (Williams 2002).
They are increasingly seen as critical to over-
coming structural boundaries (LeRoux 2013;
Williams 2002). Williams (2002) argues there
are two major categories of boundary span-
ners. The first group are individuals who have
a dedicated role and mandate for working in
multi-organisational/multi-sector settings. This
group is small in number in the context of
the overall public service workforce (Dickin-
son and Carey 2016). The second group are
individuals who naturally undertake boundary
spanning activities in the course of doing their
work (i.e. it is not a specified or delineated
role). To be classified as a boundary spanner,
individuals in both categories should act to:

� Build sustainable and effective relation-
ships and networks;

� Communicate and listen ‘deeply’;
� Understand, empathise with multiple per-

spectives and resolve conflict;
� Build trust and broker solutions between

different parties;
� Manage through influence and negotia-

tion (Williams 2002).

This set of skills makes boundary spanners
indispensable for overcoming structural barri-
ers, supporting coordination and brokering cul-
tural differences. To date, boundary spanners
have been thought to be important for inter-
departmental working and cross-sectoral work-
ing. In this paper, we explore the importance
for boundary spanners in intra-departmental
settings, particularly in the wake of structural
change.

Methods

The aim of the study was to investigate the
changing nature of central government agen-

cies and the implications for addressing com-
plex policy problems. This included implica-
tions for: cross-government working, service
delivery, policy design, and implementation.
The study utilised a case study research design
to because it enabled us to investigate these
changes in-depth and in their real-life contexts
(Yin 2014). We specifically focused on the
changing role of the PM&C due to its recent
large-scale change involving bringing together
PM&C, Indigenous Affairs, the Office for
Women, and Regulatory Reform and Finance.
The research adopted an interpretivist ap-
proach; seeking an understanding of how struc-
tural changes were experienced in the context of
large central agency mergers and acquisitions.

We began with purposive sampling of key
individuals within PM&C areas affected by the
change. This sample comprised the senior man-
agers in affected areas. Snowball sampling was
then conducted to identify participants within
PM&C. Individuals were sought who: (1) had
been brought into PM&C under recent restruc-
turing or (2) had worked in PM&C prior to (and
were present for) recent structural changes.
Snowball sampling continued until participants
were unable to suggest other potential partici-
pants or began to nominate individuals already
interviewed. In total, 16 semi-structured inter-
views were conducted across PM&C, includ-
ing ‘legacy’ (i.e. original PM&C employees),
Indigenous Affairs, the Office for Women and
Regulatory Reform and Finance. Participants
ranged from deputy departmental secretaries to
directors of sections (see Table 1). Interviewing
was ceased when participants began to nomi-
nate individuals who had already taken part in
the study and saturation was reached (i.e. no
new themes were emerging).

Semi-structured interviews were recorded
(with the exception of participant 2, on re-
quest) and transcribed verbatim. Themes cov-
ered in the interviews included: the rationale
for central agency changes, the experiences of
implementing the change, organisational plan-
ning and change management, and implications
for policy design, implementation, and out-
comes. Data were analysed by three of the au-
thors using a thematic approach (Blaikie 2010).
‘Like’ data were grouped together to form
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Table 1. Participants

Code Position

P1 PM&C Legacy & Office for Women*

P2 PM&C Legacy
P3 Indigenous Affairs
P4 Regulatory Reform
P5 Office for Women
P6 Regulatory Reform
P7 PM&C Legacy
P8 Indigenous Affairs
P9 PM&C Legacy
P10 Indigenous Affairs
P11 Indigenous Affairs
P12 Indigenous Affairs
P13 Indigenous Affairs
P14 Indigenous Affairs
P15 Indigenous Affairs
P16 Indigenous Affairs

*Participant changed roles.

categories and subcategories. These categories
were developed into more substantive themes,
by linking and drawing connections between
initial categories and hypothesising about con-
sequences and likely explanations for the ap-
pearance of certain phenomena (Strauss 1987).
This was done through discussion between the
team. In the refining of themes for publication,
selective coding was carried out, whereby tran-
scripts were revisited with the explicit intent
of finding further linkages and connections be-
tween the central issue being explored and other
themes.

Findings

Traditionally, PM&C has had policy ‘shadow
teams’ for each portfolio and policy area across
government. The role of these teams was to co-
ordinate briefings, advice and so forth from
different line agencies and portfolios with con-
sideration for the needs of the government as a
whole, and generate briefs for the Prime Minis-
ter accordingly. Additionally, according to our
participants, the shadow teams also managed
relationships and spanned the different cul-
tures between PM&C as a central coordinat-
ing agency and line agencies that delivered ser-
vices. This was a necessary function because
central agencies are driven by the Cabinet and

politics and need to be fast-paced and respon-
sive to government. They also need to be able
to play a coordination and oversight function
to ensure the advice provided is accurate and
in line with the government’s broader agenda.
In contrast, line agencies manage implementa-
tion; as such, they operate at a different pace
and are concerned with different matters, such
as contract management and program design
and delivery. In addition, they tend to have a
more narrow orientation, focused on their par-
ticular functional area. As explained by one
participant:

Line agencies work in days and weeks. PM&C
works in hours. [In PM&C] you have to be able
to ring somebody up and say ‘I’m sending out a
Cabinet [brief]’ . . . Because of the timeframes
involved in the Cabinet processes . . . Whereas
a lot of the guideline work, or a lot of the pro-
gram implementation work [done by line agen-
cies], is iterative. It’s developing a series of prod-
ucts whether it be guidelines, whether it be help
manuals for the providers . . . (P1)

The shadow teams in PM&C fulfilled a
boundary-spanning role between these diver-
gent worlds: ‘PM&C has a central policy team
that shadows a portfolio and looks at indepen-
dently, drawing together everyone’s perspec-
tives’ (P10). Hence, these teams dealt with
differences in perspective, culture, and needs
between line agencies and the central agencies,
particularly PM&C:

PM&C, the ‘Legacy PM&C’ [i.e. PM&C prior
to the introduction of the new units] involves the
act of shadowing. . . . So previously there’d be an
area that would oversight the Deregulation, Area
of Finance or the Women’s area or the Indigenous
Affairs area . . . . The Prime Minister and the Sec-
retary [of PM&C] might want something differ-
ent from your Portfolio Minister or your Secre-
tary. [Their role was] to be able to understand . . .
points where the relationship may break down.
Points where there will be differences of under-
standing or differences of approach. Points where
there’ll be policy differences or implementation
differences or differences in outcomes. (P1)

Despite their integral boundary spanning
role, these ‘shadow teams’ were removed
following the integration of Indigenous Af-
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fairs, the Office for Women and the Regula-
tory Group in PM&C. One participant noted:
‘It was interesting the way in which the act of
shadowing was then dissolved for those areas
that got brought into PM&C’ (P1). It was pre-
sumed that once the structural boundary (i.e.
the existence of separate departments) was re-
moved, shadow teams – or boundary spanners –
were redundant. A participant from Indigenous
Affairs explained:

The shadow unit was removed for Indigenous
Affairs. There is no independent advice going
to PM&C, no team of people whose job it is to
interrogate what we do. The decision was taken
that you wouldn’t have a sort of ‘secret spy unit’
shadowing within the same department. (P10)

This issue was exacerbated by the lack of
investment in addressing the skill and knowl-
edge gaps created by the removal of the shadow
teams. For example, little guidance was given
to those moving into PM&C on how the cul-
tures, timelines, and demands differed between
line agencies and central agencies. In effect,
staff moving into PM&C took up the responsi-
bilities of the shadow teams, in addition to their
line agency roles:

So the oversight areas were removed. So also
there was no kind of an institutional memory
to guide [those coming into PM&C from line
agencies] with . . . how you’d do these things
in PM&C but they were then expected to fulfil
dual roles. So it was you’re being a line agency
but you’re also being a central agency. I think
someone may have sent them a couple of our
briefings as an example. But there was no PM&C
person that kind of walked them through (P01)

We didn’t put enough resources into the move at
the start. We didn’t realise how big an organisa-
tional change it would be . . . managing changes
in culture, the functions, the role. No we didn’t
do that well, I don’t think we invested in it. (P10)

The act of removing shadow teams suggests
that once the structural barriers between de-
partments had been removed, it was presumed
that staff would adjust and have the capabili-
ties necessary to both work together and bridge
the central and line agency worlds. However,
a clear articulation of shared outcomes was
lacking, which has been identified as an impor-

tant enabler for effective cross-organisational
and cross-governmental working (Blackman
2014; Blackman et al. 2010).

These issues were further exacerbated by
the new PM&C being geographically dispersed
across the country, thus impeding knowledge
transfer within the new agency:

. . . because Indigenous Affairs also had a num-
ber of [offices]. It had a whole network. So even
if [the Central office] got . . . all the information,
how do you get that to the people in Melbourne
office? Or the Thursday Island office? Or the
Broome office? (P1)

This supports our observation from the litera-
ture that boundaries are perceived to be primar-
ily structural (that can, in turn, lead to cultural
boundaries) and therefore can be overcome by
structural change alone (i.e. merging depart-
ments together). As one participant noted, how-
ever, ‘You can bring in certain functions to-
gether but the mindset at the top doesn’t change
from “we’re a central agency”’ (P10). As noted
above, the challenges associated with cultural
adjustment for incoming agencies was ampli-
fied by the dispersed geographical locations of
Indigenous Affairs across the country.

The removal of the shadow teams created
unusual departmental briefing arrangements.
The shadow teams acted as official bound-
ary spanners between PM&C and line agen-
cies. Yet, when these functions were brought
into PM&C, retaining these boundary span-
ners was seen as unnecessary and potentially
dysfunctional, as represented in them being re-
ferred to as a ‘secret spy unit’ (P10) within
PM&C. In contrast, we argue that this group’s
role needed to be formally re-shaped as an
intra-departmental boundary spanning group
who performed an important bridging func-
tion. By failing to retain and re-shape these
boundary-spanning roles, far more dysfunc-
tional practices emerged. For example, the ab-
sence of these roles meant that staff from line
agencies were required to prepare briefs for
both their Portfolio Ministers and the Prime
Minister. In doing so, they had to generate a
line agency perspective, then critique their own
work from a central agency perspective. This
was an issue because Ministers and the Prime
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Minister were said to have different briefing
needs:

They’ve just got completely different needs. And
[the Minister for Indigenous Affairs] has . . .
spent all his life living in northern Australia, and
he understands Indigenous Affairs through daily
contact with remote communities. The Prime
Minister’s dealing with constitutional recogni-
tion. So we have to be able to support two con-
versations. Both of them have to be authentic,
and they are important conversations . . . [this
requires] the bureaucratic skill of being able to
condense something right down. And produce
two very different products. Because what Nigel
Scullion [Minister for Indigenous Affairs] wants
is practical stuff, on the ground, happening now.
What the Prime Minister needs is more in the
upper echelon of the public policy world. (P2)

Participants used the metaphor of changing
hats to explain the experience of meeting these
different briefing demands:

So it’s a very high level approach and you’re ask-
ing people who never had to do that for somebody
to put on a very different hat for half their day,
to switch hats constantly and take very different
perspectives in their work. (P1)

So we, and to sort of illustrate that, for example,
if the Minister for Women is bringing forward a
submission to Cabinet we prepare that submis-
sion, we do the briefing for the Minister to speak
at Cabinet and then we put our hat as Depart-
ment of Prime Minister and Cabinet [on] to pro-
vide briefing to the Prime Minister which may be
critical of the Minister for Women’s submission
. . . strengthened or where the risks are for the
Prime Minister or government particularly . . . I
imagine actually doing that ‘hat thing’ because
that helps you get into the mindset of that. And
also being very clear and articulating that with
the staff about this bifurcated role. So if you un-
derstand that’s what you’re doing it makes it eas-
ier then to identify where the conflict or tension
might emerge . . . having worked in the sort of
environment where you have to have a Chinese
wall sometimes, I find then that it’s easier for
me to manage . . . [and] envisage that, it doesn’t
mean that it’s necessarily easy each time to deal
with the particular tensions. Sometimes I have to
go hang on I’m not looking at this like PM&C.
(P5)

Another participant used the metaphor of
contagion:

It’s a bit odd sometimes if Minister Scullion has
an idea, you know the idea’s drafted by Indige-
nous Affairs group. Sometimes in social policy
we’ll do the brief for the Prime Minister to sort
of get that separation of contagion and we do
that now more from a social policy perspective
because we no longer have a discrete Indigenous
Affairs [shadow] unit. (P9)

Scharpf (1989) referred to this situation as a
misfit between the empirical structure of an or-
ganisational and the prescriptive task structure.
Applied to PM&C, this meant that the organisa-
tion was no longer fit-for-purpose in the sense
that the primary role of PM&C is to coordinate
and ensure the quality of policy advice at the
centre of government. The inclusion of service-
delivery and other functional areas, and the pro-
cedural loss of the official boundary spanners
in the form of the shadow teams, diminished
the ability for PM&C to fulfil this role.

In addition to creating odd, and potentially
dysfunctional, work practices we found that the
difficulties involved in briefing both to Min-
isters and the Prime Minister was potentially
detrimental to the quality and robustness of the
policy advice being given to the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office. The dual role of staff meant that
they were required to simultaneously deliver
policy advice and critique it. This was iden-
tified as problematic because our participants
recognised that staff with line agency responsi-
bilities could not critique their own work with
the same level of independence and impartial-
ity as the former shadow units. Regardless of
their ability to ‘swap hats’, ‘prevent contagion’
or ‘keep Chinese walls’, in critiquing the briefs
and advice they create to serve the needs of
their Minister they risk damaging relationships
and their career advancement (i.e. by poten-
tially being seen as undermining the aims of the
Minister). As Perri 6 (1997: 22) argues, ‘Few
gain in career terms from questioning the inter-
ests of their department . . . [or are] promoted
for cutting their own budgets . . . [or] thanked
by their ministers for negotiating away any of
their power’. This highlights the integral role
that the previous shadow team played as being
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able to enhance the quality of policy advice pro-
vided by line agencies. Their role as boundary
spanners meant that they could mitigate poor
policy advice in ways that staff in line agencies
could not. This point was well articulated by a
senior staff member in Indigenous Affairs:

Occasionally central agency intervention is wel-
come. It’s hard for a line agency to argue with a
Minister . . . If they want to do something stupid
you’re out of options for how you influence him
[sic]. PM&C was an influencer, they were a cen-
tral body but we’ve blunted that instrument . . .
The beauty of the central agencies are that they
are nimble . . . have oversight and can present
alternatives. The merger has certainly compro-
mised this in the Indigenous Affairs space. (P10)

Ministers, as Perri 6 (2007: 39) suggests,
speak from their departmental or portfolio per-
spective:

defending their departmental turf and, over
time, come to regard coordination as a game
of winners and losers. In the executive,
the Treasury and the central policy staff are ex-
pected to coordinate but they often find them-
selves fighting departments.

Bringing the portfolio of another minister
into PM&C has the potential to heighten this
tension: ‘By bringing it together in PM&C you
then bring the Minister into PM&C and that
relationship . . . the dynamics of that can get
pretty ugly’ (P10). As suggested by this ob-
servation, the removal of intra-organisational
boundary spanners could potentially have neg-
ative effects on the quality of advice that is
provided to the top of government. These is-
sues highlight the important role that boundary
spanners play, not only in bridging departmen-
tal or functional boundaries, but in upholding
the quality of policy advice provided to govern-
ment. Despite the general view that eradicating
the shadow teams diminished effectiveness, we
did find an exemplar where boundary span-
ning was evident and enhancing effectiveness
in some areas.

In our study we found one example of ef-
fective intra- and inter-departmental boundary
spanning. One participant, who was a senior
manager towards the end of their career in
Indigenous Affairs, had formulated their own

role. This role, and the participant’s practice,
encapsulates William’s (2002) characteristics
of a competent boundary spanner. This partici-
pant described the role they created within the
newly merged Indigenous Affairs PM&C unit:

So, what’s happened is in the department we have
each of the divisions and – I didn’t want to do a
division; I have no interest in being caught up in
administration just because I’m towards the end
of my career and I’m thinking about, ‘How do
you tweak systems?’ . . . So, I am completely
respectful of my colleagues running their own
business and then I only come in as it intersects
if an issue arises that could be politically sensitive
and embarrassing to the PM or undermining the
PM or the government. And then the same with
how we’re rolling out that agenda, if it’s going to
hit on an agency. So, I build the relationships to
know who all the key people are and then I keep
those relationships up. (P8)

This individual performed the functions of an
effective boundary spanner in a networked pol-
icy environment – building relationships, com-
munication, brokering trust and solutions, and
resolving real or potential conflict:

So, mostly I problem solve. I think about things
that are happening and if I see gaps, I kind of
stick my nose in. So, if you’re an old soft-baller,
like I am, in softball you’d call the position a
sweeper . . . And so, in softball I have a position,
everyone on the field has got a position . . . But
we . . . have a position that’s called a sweeper
and we can put that person out, you just need to
have nine people on the ground, and that person
can play anywhere. So, if the short-stop needs
backing, you drop in behind there. If you need
some extra work in the outfield, you can drop in
there.

So, I keep an eye on that. Also, I do lots around
relationship building up at Parliament; across the
service and externally, so with critical stakehold-
ers, that kind of stuff. And so, I do a lot of linking
where I see those gaps. And I bring my judge-
ment on both policy and those relationship things
to how we do our business. (P8)

In the following quote, the participant gives
examples of what this ‘sweeping’ role looks
like in practice:
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So, last week PM’s delivering the Close the
Gap Report1; he wants to do the acknowledge-
ment to the traditional owners in Noongar (lan-
guage), so facilitate the relationship between, as
you know – I don’t know if you know – then
tensions around Canberra around the traditional
owner stuff, so it can work those relationships.
Set that stuff up, set it up with the PM, work
right through that and then the PM’s office sets
some stuff up which antagonise the traditional
owner groups; I was able to deal with that straight
away in the office. So, build critical stakeholder
relationships

I did a lot of time translating across the service.
So, I would have reckoned my first 18 months I
did lots of presentations in the department, out-
side the department to our colleagues in other
agencies and to Indigenous organisations and to
others who work in Indigenous Affairs. So, I had
a standard one-pager that I developed around the
political landscape, the administrative landscape
and the key policy things. And I did it pictorially,
so people can see who’s the Prime Minister, who’s
the minister, who’s the head of the department
and who’s the head of Indigenous Affairs; so lit-
erally did that stuff . . . So, really basic things on
a one-pager and I spent 18 months going out lots
just to communicate stuff so that people could
have some sense of knowing what was going on.
(P8)

Hence, this individual fulfilled a critical
role working as both an inter- and intra-
departmental boundary spanner, while also
managing relationships across much greater di-
vides (i.e. politicians and community groups).
With regard to the explicit aims of this pa-
per, what is particularly interesting about this
case is that it only emerged because one in-
dividual with the power and authority to de-
sign their own role saw the need. Although
clearly fundamental to the smooth functioning
of the newly expanded PM&C, it is a fragile
arrangement. Once this individual leaves, as
they are intending to do so in the near future,
the position will likely dissolve. We found no
indication of succession planning to support
this role. This is indicative of a lack of strate-
gic investment in boundary spanners within
government, dependent instead on ad hoc
arrangements.

Discussion and Conclusion

As noted at the outset of this paper, there ap-
pears to be an enduring belief that structural
change can fix perennial ‘boundary’ problems.
Yet, boundaries are not merely structural – they
are also cultural and functional (i.e. people
perform different jobs or functions). Placing
individuals in the same organisational or de-
partmental unit does not mean that boundaries
evaporate – rather they endure and even poten-
tially cement cultural differences as individu-
als become increasingly defensive. As Shields
(2006) suggests, boundaries contain physical
infrastructure, institutional practices, and so-
cially constructed meanings. Often, we know
boundaries through their effects – as can be
seen in the statements of participants in this
study.

In this research we found that within the con-
text of structural change, intra-departmental
boundary spanners play an essential role, par-
ticularly in preventing dysfunctional work prac-
tices. Intra-departmental boundary spanners, in
the context of PM&C, play a delicate role – they
are both mechanisms of collaboration and lead-
ers within government (Williams 2010). In the
case of central agencies, it appears that bound-
ary spanners contribute to high-quality pol-
icy advice, organisational functioning, and ef-
fective government. Hence, intra-departmental
boundary spanners need to be nurtured and not
removed during restructuring.

If boundary spanners are essential to effec-
tive working (Williams 2013), we need to find
ways to better support and nurture them. This
may include the creation of dedicated roles
for boundary spanners (Williams 2013), such
as the previous shadow teams that acted as a
bridge between the central and line agencies. In
addition, the fact that boundary spanners have
unique skill sets and competencies mean that
these need to be explicitly nurtured, particu-
larly when the achievement of outcomes relies
on the ability to work across structural, cul-
tural and/or functional boundaries. This ought
to occur not just through informal mechanisms,
but also formal training, mentoring, and re-
sources. Mentoring is particularly important
because dealing with conflicts and working in
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contested cultural spaces means that bound-
ary spanners must frequently act beyond the
bounds of their formally specified role (Perrone
et al. 2003). Similarly, the literature on inter-
organisational boundary spanners recognises
that boundary spanners face numerous com-
plexities and role ambiguity (O’Flynn 2011;
Perrone et al. 2003; Williams 2013, 2002). Sim-
ilarly, intra-organisational boundary spanners
also operate within a context of complexity
and ambiguity. Importantly, the management of
intra-departmental boundary spanners presents
an interesting challenge given the high degrees
of trust and autonomy involved (Perrone et al.
2003). Further research is needed into both the
role of intra-departmental boundary spanners
and how to nurture and manage their practice.

Although the literature on working across
boundaries within policy networks provides
some clues as to how to manage boundary span-
ners, this is a fundamentally different context
to the intra-departmental roles explored in this
paper. This is critical because as we note at
the outset of the paper the current changes in
the Australian context point to what is poten-
tially a fundamental shift in the role of central
agencies. If this is not well-managed, there will
be detrimental affects for the functioning of
central agencies and policy advice provided
to Cabinet. Moreover, the focus on the man-
agement of policy networks has drawn our eye
away from the ‘centre’ over the last two or so
decades. Our findings indicate that in studying
policy networks, we cannot afford to neglect the
dynamics of internal government arrangements
and processes.

Endnote

1. Closing The Gap is a major initiative to ad-
dress inequalities between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians.

References

6, P. 1997. Holistic Government. London: Demos.
Aldrich, H. and D. Herker. 1977. ‘Boundary Span-

ning Roles and Organization Structure.’ The
Academy of Management Review 2(2):217–240.

Aucoin, P. 2012. ‘New Political Governance in West-
minster Systems: Impartial Public Administration

and Management Performance at Risk.’ Gover-
nance 25(2):177–199.

Australian Public Service Commission. 2007.
Tackling Wicked Problems: A Public Policy
Perspective. Canberra: Australian Public Service
Commission.

Bacchi, C. L. and J. Eveline. 2010. Mainstream-
ing Politics Gendering Practices and Feminist
Theory. Adelaide, South Australia: University of
Adelaide Press.

Blackman, D. 2014. ‘The Diagnostic Solution?’ In
J. O’Flynn, D. Blackman, and J. Halligan (eds.),
Crossing Boundaries in Public Management and
Policy: The International Experience (pp. 172–
189). Oxon: Routledge.

Blackman, D., F. Buick, J. Halligan, J. O’Flynn and I.
Marsh. 2010. Australian Experiences with Whole
of Government: Constraints and Paradoxes in
Practice. 14th IRSPM Conference Berne, Berne,
Switzerland, April 7–9.

Blaikie, N. 2010. Designing Social Research, 2nd
edition. MA: Polity.

Boston, J. and J. Halligan. 2012. ‘Political Manage-
ment and New Political Governance: Reconcil-
ing Political Responsiveness and Neutral Compe-
tence.’ In H. Bakvis and M. Jarvis (eds.), From
New Public Management to New Political Gov-
ernance (pp. 204–241). Montréal, Qué: McGill
University Press.

Buckley, S. 2006. The Prime Minister and Cabinet.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Carey, G. and B. Crammond. 2015. ‘What Works
in Joined-Up Government? An Evidence Synthe-
sis.’ International Journal of Public Administra-
tion 18(13–14):1020–1029.

Carey, G., B. Crammond and R. Keast. 2014. ‘Cre-
ating Change in Government to Address the
Social Determinants of Health: How Can Ef-
forts Be Improved?’ BMC Public Health 14.
doi:10.1186/1471-2458-14-1087

Christensen, T., O. Andreas Danielsen, P. Laegreid
and L. H. Rykkja. 2016. ‘Comparing Coordi-
nation Structures for Crisis Management in Six
Countries: Comparing Coordination Structures
for Crisis Management.’ Public Administration
94(2):316–332.

Christensen, T. and P. Laegreid. 2006. The Whole of
Government Approach: Regulation, Performance
and Public Sector Reform. Working Paper 6.
Bergen: Stein Rokkan Centre for Social Studies.

Christensen, T. and P. Laegreid. 2007. ‘The Whole-
of-Government Approach to Public Sector Re-
form.’ Public Administration Review 67(6):1059–
1066.

C© 2016 Institute of Public Administration Australia



Carey et al. 11

Commonwealth Government. 2016. Department
of Prime Minister and Cabinet. Available
from https://www.dpmc.gov.au/pmc/about-pmc
[Accessed 16 March 2016].

Craig, D. 2004. Building on Partnership: Sus-
taining Local Collaboration and Devolved
Coordination. Auckland: LPG Research Paper
University of Auckland.

de Bruijn, J. and E. Heuvelhof. 1997. ‘Instrument
for Network Management.’ In W. Kickert, E.-H.
Klijn, and J. Koppenjan (eds.), Managing Com-
plex Networks: Strategies for the Public Sector
(pp. 166–191). London: Sage.

Degeling, C. 1995. ‘The Significance of “Sectors”
in Calls for Urban Health Intersectorialism: An
Australian Perspective.’ Policy & Politics 23(4):
298–301.

Dickinson, H. and G. Carey. 2016. Managing and
Leading in Inter-Agency Settings, 2nd edition.
Birmingham: Polity Press.

Dickinson, H. and H. Sullivan. 2014. ‘Towards a
General Theory of Collaborative Performance.’
Public Administration 92(1):161–177.

DPC. 2013. Victorian Department of Premier and
Cabinet Annual Report 2012-13. Melbourne,
Victoria: State Government of Victoria.

Keast, R. 2011. ‘Joined-Up Governance in Aus-
tralia: How the Past Can Inform the Future.’
International Journal of Public Administration
34(4):221–231.

Klaster, E., C. Wilderom and D. Muntslag. 2014.
‘Education and Employment: Stumbling across
Boundaries in the Netherlands.’ Crossing Bound-
aries in Public Management and Policy: The
International Experience (pp. 229–240). Oxon:
Routledge.

Klijn, E.-H. 1997. ‘An Overview.’ In W. Kickert,
E.-H. Klijn, and J. Koppenjan (eds.), Managing
Complex Networks: Strategies for the Public Sec-
tor (pp. 166–191). London: Sage.

Leifer, R. and A. Delbecq. 1978. ‘Organiza-
tional/Environmental Interchange: A Model of
Boundary Spanning Activity.’ Academy of Man-
agement Review 3(1):40–50.

LeRoux, K. 2013. ‘The Boundary-Spanning Solu-
tion?’ In J. O’Flynn et al. (eds.), Crossing Bound-
aries in Public Management and Policy: The
International Experience (pp. 64–78). London:
Routledge.

Martin, J. 1992. Cultures in Organizations: Three
Perspectives. New York: Oxford University Press.

O’Flynn, J. 2011. Some Practical Thoughts on Work-
ing across Boundries. Occasional paper no. 14.
Australian and New Zealand School of Govern-
ment, Victoria, Australia.

O’Flynn, J. 2014. ‘Crossing Boundaries: The Fun-
damental Questions in Public Management.’ In
D. Blackman, and J. Halligan (eds.), Cross-
ing Boundaries in Public Management and Pol-
icy: The International Experience (pp. 11–44).
London: Routledge.

Osborne, S. (ed.). 2010. The New Public Gover-
nance. New York: Routledge.

Perrone, V., A. Zaheer and B. McEvily. 2003. ‘Free
to Be Trusted? Organizational Constraints on
Trust in Boundary Spanners.’ Organization Sci-
ence 14(4):422–439.

Pollitt, C. 2003. ‘Joined-Up Government: A Survey.’
Political Studies Review 1(1):34–49.

Scharpf, P. 1989. ‘Decision Rules, Decision Styles
and Policy Changes.’ Journal of Theoretical Pol-
itics 1(2):149–176.

Schein, E. H. 1996. ‘Three Cultures of Management:
The Key to Organizational Learning.’ MIT Sloan
Management Review 38(1):9–20.

Senate Estimates. 2013. Senate Estimates: Fi-
nance and Public Administration Legislation
Committee.

Shields, R. 2006. ‘Boundary-Thinking in Theories
of the Present The Virtuality of Reflexive Mod-
ernization.’ European Journal of Social Theory
9(2):223–237.

Strakosch, E. 2013. Will Tony Abbott Be a “Prime
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs”? The Conversa-
tion, September 11, 2013.

Strauss, A. 1987. Qualitative Analysis for So-
cial Scientists. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Talbot, C. and C. Talbot. 2014. ‘The Structure
Solution? Public Sector Mergers in the United
Kingdom.’ In J. O’Flynn, D. Blackman and
J. Halligan (eds.), Crossing Boundaries in Public
Management and Policy. The International Expe-
rience (pp. 92–110). Oxon: Routledge.

Tushman, M. and T. Scanlan. 1981. ‘Boundary-
Spanning Individuals: Their Role in Informa-
tion Transfer and Their Antecedents.’ Academy
of Management Journal 24(2):289–305.

Williams, P. 2002. ‘The Competent Boundary Span-
ner.’ Public Administration 80(1):103–124.

Williams, P. 2010. ‘Special Agents: The Nature and
Role of Boundary Spanners.’ In ESRC Research
Seminar Series. Collaborative Futures: New In-
sights from Intra and Inter-Sectoral Collabora-
tion. Birmingham: University of Birmingham.

Williams, P. 2013. ‘We Are All Boundary Span-
ners Now?’ International Journal of Public Sector
Management 26(1):17–32.

Yin, R. 2014. Case Study Research: Design and
Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

C© 2016 Institute of Public Administration Australia


