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Preface

This volume provides the framework for the training, assessment, evaluation, and development 

of the senior civil service across the four command ranks of the Government of the Polity: Manager, 

Desk Chief, Bureau Chief, and Deputy Minister. It is issued by the Cohort Administrative School 

under the authority of the Qualifications Branch and is addressed to the desk chiefs, bureau chiefs,  

and training staff responsible for the development of the government's managerial and executive 

cadre. The ranks below Manager — Officer, Specialist, and Clerk — are the sworn and unsworn  

personnel  whom the command ranks direct,  and their  development  is  addressed in  the  Cohort 

Administrative School's standard curriculum. This volume addresses the ranks that command: the 

Managers who lead offices, the Desk Chiefs who coordinate operations, the Bureau Chiefs who set 

strategy, and the Deputy Ministers who lead ministries.

The framework rests on a single principle: the weight of assessment scales with the weight of the 

position. Managers are assessed by their supervisors through standardised training and supervisory 

judgment. Desk Chiefs are assessed by a small panel that includes a peer element. Bureau Chiefs are 

assessed by a full peer ring of sitting Bureau Chiefs and senior officials. Deputy Ministers are 

assessed through ministerial review and Cabinet-level judgment. At each level, the investment in  

assessment is proportional to the consequence of getting the decision wrong, and the role of peer 

judgment increases as the stakes increase.

The volume is organised in four chapters, one for each command rank, followed by a chapter on 

the peer ring principle that governs assessment at the senior levels. Each chapter describes the 

training curriculum, the assessment method, the evaluation criteria, and the development pathway for 

the rank. The chapters should be read in sequence, because each level builds on the competencies of 

the level below it, and the assessment methods at each level test whether the candidate is ready for the 

responsibilities of the next.

This volume is a companion to the Office Mapping of the Government of the Polity and to the 

Duty Book System established by the Cohort Administrative School. The Office Mapping defines the 

positions; the Duty Book System defines the duties; this volume defines how the personnel who hold 

those positions — from Officers and Specialists at the execution tier to Managers, Desk Chiefs, 

Bureau Chiefs, and Deputy Ministers at the command tier — are prepared, assessed, and developed. 

The three documents together constitute the framework for the development of the government's 

personnel, without which — as Sima Fa observed — they cannot be used, however enlightened the  

ruler.



From Manager to Minister

2

Chapter 1 — The Manager: Operational Stewardship

1.1  The Role

The Manager is the head of an Office — the smallest independently operating unit in the 

government's hierarchy. The Manager is the tactical commander: the person closest to the work, 

responsible for the day-to-day execution of the office's functions, the supervision of the Officers, 

Specialists, and Clerks assigned to the office, and the stewardship of the resources allocated to the 

office by the Desk Chief. The Manager does not set the budget, does not determine the operational 

priorities, and does not negotiate with other offices. The Manager executes within the framework set 

by the Desk Chief and the Bureau, and escalates what cannot be resolved at the office level.

The transition to Manager is the transition from doer to steward. The Officer or Specialist 

produces the work; the Manager ensures that the work is produced. This is the hardest transition in the 

command-rank career, because the Manager was almost certainly promoted for excellence as a doer 

— as an Officer or a Senior Specialist who handled the cases, drafted the documents, or ran the 

assessments — and the instinct to continue doing the work is the single most common failure mode at 

this rank. The training and assessment of the Manager must test whether the candidate has made this 

transition, not merely whether they can perform the office's technical functions.

1.2  Training Curriculum

The Manager training is a two-week residential course conducted by the Cohort Administrative 

School.  The curriculum comprises four modules:  operational  management,  budget  stewardship, 

personnel supervision, and the duty book system. Each module is taught through a combination of 

instruction, exercises, and case studies, with approximately 40 percent of the time devoted to case-

based learning.

The  operational  management  module  covers  prioritisation,  workflow  management,  the 

supervision of  Officers  and Specialists,  escalation judgment,  and the Manager-Doer Trap.  The 

candidate learns to distinguish between problems that are personal (their own management choices) 

and problems that are structural (systemic issues beyond their individual choices), and to prescribe 

structural changes rather than personal effort. The module uses case studies drawn from the Polity's 

actual operations, with a signal-to-noise ratio of approximately 35-40 percent signal, to test the 

candidate's ability to identify what matters in a flood of information. The module also addresses the 

supervision of Officers — the first sworn rank, who may be assigned operational duties requiring 

independent judgment — and the distinction between directing an Officer (who can be given an 

assignment  and  trusted  to  execute  it)  and  directing  a  Specialist  (who  requires  more  specific 

instruction).

The budget stewardship module covers spending within authorised limits, expenditure tracking 

using SASI, resource requesting through the Desk Chief, variance reporting, and the use-it-or-lose-it 

rule. The candidate learns that the office does not own its budget; it is a steward of resources allocated 

by the bureau through the desk. The module includes exercises in forecasting year-end position, 
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identifying variances early, and documenting increased workload to support a resource request. The 

candidate is explicitly trained in the improper pathways — spending first and seeking forgiveness 

later, or quietly reducing service quality to stay within budget — and is required to name and prohibit 

them.

The  personnel  supervision  module  covers  team  meetings,  priority-setting,  one-on-one 

supervision,  performance  feedback,  and  the  recognition  of  declining  morale  among  Officers, 

Specialists, and Clerks. The module draws on the Training Within Industry Job Instruction method, 

adapted for the government context: the Manager is the primary instructor of the personnel in the 

office, and the duty book is the content. The module includes exercises in conducting a duty book 

walkthrough — the structured process by which a new Officer or Specialist assuming a billet reads 

the duty book and works through questions with the Manager.

The duty book system module covers the eight-section duty book template, the drafting process, 

the annual review cycle, the officer-transition update, and the certification by the Desk Chief. The 

candidate learns that the duty book is not a manual but a living document, maintained by the office, 

reviewed by the Desk Chief, and audited by the Cohort Administrative School. The module includes 

a drafting exercise in which the candidate writes a duty book for a simulated office, using the eight-

section template.

1.3  Assessment Method

The Manager assessment is standardised and administrative. It does not require a panel, a peer  

ring, or an oral presentation. The assessment comprises three components: the case-based written  

deliverable, the supervisory judgment of the Desk Chief, and the sign-off of the Bureau Chief.

The case-based written deliverable is a diagnostic memo of maximum 500 words, following 

FIP-02 formatting standards,  submitted  to  a  simulated Deputy Minister.  The case  presents  the 

candidate with a operational scenario — typically a unit that is underperforming because the Manager 

has fallen into the Manager-Doer Trap — and requires the candidate to diagnose the root causes, 

distinguish personal from structural problems, and propose structural changes. The case includes 10-

12 documents with a signal-to-noise ratio of approximately 35-40 percent signal. The deliverable is 

scored against a rubric that evaluates diagnostic accuracy, structural prescription, self-awareness, and 

signal-to-noise navigation.

Automatic failure conditions apply. The memo that blames the team without acknowledging the 

Manager's own contribution is an automatic failure. The memo that prescribes 'work harder' or 'do 

more' as the primary prescription is an automatic failure. The memo that fixates on a noise element (a 

single citizen complaint, a press release) as a primary diagnostic signal is an automatic failure. The 

memo that exceeds 500 words is an automatic failure.

The supervisory judgment of the Desk Chief is the primary input to the promotion decision. The 

Desk Chief knows the candidate better than any assessment can, because the Desk Chief sees the 

candidate daily, in the real work, under real pressure. The Desk Chief's assessment covers operational 

competence, supervisory effectiveness, escalation judgment, and institutional character. The Desk 
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Chief's recommendation is validated by the Bureau Chief, who confirms that the candidate meets the 

bureau's standards for the Manager rank.

The assessment is not deliberative. It does not require a room of peers. It requires a file, a score, 

and a sign-off. The system trusts the training, the supervisor, and the duty book to catch problems 

early and cheaply. The cost of a bad Manager is an office that underperforms for a few months before 

the  system  self-corrects  through  the  duty  book  performance  standards  and  the  Desk  Chief's 

supervisory review. The correction mechanism is fast, local, and inexpensive, and the assessment 

method reflects this.

1.4  Evaluation Criteria

The Manager is evaluated against four criteria: diagnostic accuracy, structural prescription, self-

awareness, and signal-to-noise navigation. Diagnostic accuracy requires the candidate to identify 

both the personal causes (the Manager's own choices) and the structural causes (systemic issues 

beyond individual choices) of the operational problem. Structural prescription requires the candidate 

to propose changes that address root causes — reallocating time, changing methodology, requesting 

resources, escalating issues — rather than symptomatic fixes. Self-awareness requires the candidate 

to be honest about their own contribution to the problem. Signal-to-noise navigation requires the 

candidate to cite the right documents and ignore the distractions.

The  evaluation  also  considers  the  candidate's  performance  in  the  budget  stewardship  and 

personnel supervision modules, as assessed by the CAS faculty. These are secondary to the case-

based deliverable but are recorded as part of the candidate's training file and are available to the Desk 

Chief and Bureau Chief in the promotion review.

1.5  Development Pathway

The Manager who passes the assessment and is promoted to the rank is flagged in the personnel 

system as a candidate for future development. The Manager's performance is reviewed by the Desk 

Chief quarterly, using the duty book performance standards as the benchmark. A Manager who 

consistently meets or exceeds the standards,  who demonstrates the analytical  and interpersonal 

qualities that suggest executive potential, and who receives the Desk Chief's endorsement is flagged 

as a prospect for the Desk Chief track. Officers and Specialists who show early promise — who 

demonstrate the diagnostic and interpersonal skills that distinguish a future Manager — may be 

identified by their Manager for accelerated development, including 提前 attendance at selected CAS 

modules as observers.

The flagging of a prospect is not a promise; it is an observation. The Desk Chief records the 

observation  in  the  Manager's  annual  review and notifies  the  Bureau  Chief.  The Bureau  Chief 

considers the observation in the bureau's succession planning. When a Desk Chief position opens, the 

flagged prospects are considered alongside external candidates, and the most promising prospect may 

be selected for the Desk Chief training programme.
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The investment in the Manager's development is proportional to the perceived future benefit. 

The system invests more in the candidates who have demonstrated that the investment is warranted. A 

Manager who shows no interest in advancement, or whose performance does not suggest executive 

potential, is not pushed into the Desk Chief track. The Manager rank is a legitimate career destination, 

not merely a waiting room for the next promotion. Many of the government's best Managers are  

officers who have found their level and who serve with distinction at the office level for the remainder 

of their careers.



From Manager to Minister

6

Chapter 2 — The Desk Chief: Operational Coordination

2.1  The Role

The Desk Chief is the head of a Desk — the operational unit that sits between the Bureau 

(strategic)  and the Office  (tactical).  The Desk Chief  is  the  corps  commander:  the  person who 

translates the bureau's strategic intent into the offices' operational orders, who coordinates resource 

flow from the bureau to the offices, and who ensures that the offices — and the Officers, Specialists, 

and Clerks within them — have what they need to execute the bureau's priorities. The Desk Chief  

does not set the budget (the bureau does) and does not perform the operational work (the offices do). 

The Desk Chief coordinates, prioritises, advocates, and instructs.

The Desk Chief is the hinge of the system. Above, the Desk Chief faces the Bureau Chief, who 

sets the operational priorities and allocates the resources. Below, the Desk Chief faces the Managers 

— and through them, the Officers, Specialists, and Clerks who make up the desk's operational 

workforce — who execute the work and who depend on the Desk Chief for direction, resources, and 

escalation. Sideways, the Desk Chief faces peer Desk Chiefs, whose offices may depend on or  

contribute  to  the  Desk  Chief's  offices.  The  Desk  Chief  must  manage  in  three  directions 

simultaneously — up, down, and sideways — and this is the core competency that the training and 

assessment must test.

2.2  Training Curriculum

The  Desk  Chief  training  is  a  three-week  residential  course  conducted  by  the  Cohort 

Administrative School. The curriculum comprises four modules: cross-office coordination, budget 

coordination and introduction to negotiation, the duty book as instructional tool, and advocacy. The 

course uses case studies, oral presentations, and a capstone simulation.

The cross-office coordination module covers the comparison and prioritisation of resource 

requests from multiple offices, the management of cross-office dependencies, the aggregate spending 

position of the desk, and the honest broker problem — the discipline of representing the offices' needs 

honestly to the Bureau Chief, even when the news is bad. The module includes exercises in cross-

office prioritisation using duty book summaries as the reference, so that the candidate learns to make 

allocation decisions on the basis of operational evidence rather than personal preference.

The budget coordination module covers the desk's aggregate budget position, the forecasting of 

year-end spending, the identification of variances across offices, and the preparation of the desk's 

budget submission to the Bureau Chief. The module introduces the candidate to budget negotiation 

— not as a decision-maker but as an advocate. The candidate learns to make a coherent, evidence-

based case for the desk's needs: not a list of office requests, but a prioritised operational argument.  

The module includes mathematical exercises — throughput calculations, per-specialist productivity 

analysis, gap quantification — because a Desk Chief who cannot do budget arithmetic is not a Desk 

Chief.
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The duty book as instructional tool module covers the Desk Chief's role in the duty book system: 

the annual review and certification of each office's duty book, the use of the duty book in the 

instruction  of  new officers,  and  the  TWI Job  Instruction  method  as  the  standard  protocol  for 

transmitting duty knowledge. The candidate learns that the Desk Chief is the primary instructor of the 

desk's officers, and that the duty book is the content. The module includes exercises in reviewing duty 

books for accuracy, specificity, and currency, and in conducting a TWI-style instruction session 

using a duty book.

The advocacy module covers the preparation and delivery of a 10-minute oral presentation to a 

simulated Bureau Chief.  The candidate  presents  the  desk's  operational  picture,  resource needs, 

proposed allocation, risks of underfunding, and escalation items. The presentation is followed by 5 

minutes of Q&A from a 3-person panel. The module teaches the candidate to ruthlessly prioritise 

what matters — 10 minutes is long enough to make a substantive case, short enough to require  

discipline.

2.3  Assessment Method

The Desk Chief assessment comprises the case-based oral presentation and the 3-person panel. 

The assessment is more deliberative than the Manager's — it includes a peer element — but it is not 

the full peer ring reserved for the Bureau Chief level.

The case-based oral presentation is a 10-minute presentation of the candidate's analysis of a 

Desk Chief case, followed by 5 minutes of Q&A. The case presents the candidate with a desk of three 

to five offices, each with its own Manager, assigned Officers and Specialists, workload, problems, 

and resource needs. The case includes duty book summaries for each office, correspondence from 

peer desks, a budget allocation exercise (requests totalling 140% of the allocation), and at least one  

cross-desk dependency. The candidate must analyse the situation, propose an allocation, identify the 

risks, and present the case to the panel as if the panel were the Bureau Chief.

The  3-person  panel  comprises  one  current  Desk  Chief  (the  peer),  one  Bureau  Chief  (the 

superior), and one CAS faculty member (the pedagogical consistency). The peer judgment — would 

I want this person as a colleague at my level — is one voice on the panel, not the dominant voice. The 

Bureau Chief's judgment — would I want this person running a desk in my bureau — carries at least 

equal weight. The faculty member ensures consistent scoring across candidates.

Automatic  failure  conditions  apply.  The  candidate  who  blames  the  offices  without 

acknowledging the Desk Chief's own allocation decisions is an automatic failure. The candidate who 

prescribes 'I will request more from the Bureau' as the primary prescription is an automatic failure. 

The candidate who cannot defend a specific allocation decision when questioned is a failure of the  

advocacy competency. The candidate who fabricates a number or invents a fact under questioning is 

an automatic failure — intellectual honesty is non-negotiable. 'I do not know, but I will find out and 

report back' is always an acceptable answer; a fabricated answer is never acceptable.
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2.4  Suggested Case Sequence

The Desk Chief course uses four cases,  each testing a different competency. Case 1 (The 

Allocation) tests cross-office prioritisation and budget arithmetic: the Desk Chief receives a new 

quarter's allocation and must distribute it across five offices with competing needs. Case 2 (The Cut) 

tests the hardest budget decision: a mid-year 15% budget cut, requiring the Desk Chief to decide  

which offices take the cut, how deep, and how to communicate it. Case 3 (The Dependency) tests  

cross-desk coordination: the desk's offices depend on a peer desk's output, and the peer desk is failing; 

the Desk Chief must negotiate, escalate, and manage the downstream impact. Case 4 (Capstone: The 

New Desk) tests everything: the Desk Chief is assigned to stand up a new desk from scratch — 

designing the office structure, drafting the duty books, allocating the initial budget, and coordinating 

with three peer desks.

Each case culminates in a 10-minute oral presentation with 5 minutes of Q&A. The cases 

increase in complexity across the course, building from a single-desk allocation exercise to a full desk 

stand-up that tests the candidate's ability to build the structure, not just operate within it.

2.5  Development Pathway

The Desk Chief who passes the assessment and is promoted to the rank enters the executive  

development pipeline. The Desk Chief's performance is reviewed by the Bureau Chief semi-annually, 

using the desk's operational performance, the duty book audit results, and the feedback from the 

desk's Managers as inputs. A Desk Chief who demonstrates strategic thinking, political awareness,  

and the ability to manage cross-bureau coordination is flagged as a prospect for the Bureau Chief 

track.

The flagging is recorded in the Desk Chief's annual review and notified to the Deputy Minister, 

who considers the observation in the ministry's executive succession planning. When a Bureau Chief 

position opens, the flagged prospects are considered alongside external candidates, and the most 

promising prospect may be selected for the Bureau Chief training programme — the elite residential 

course that is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 3 — The Bureau Chief: Executive Command

3.1  The Role

The Bureau  Chief  is  the  head  of  a  Bureau  — the  strategic  unit  that  sets  the  operational  

framework for its desks and offices. The Bureau Chief is the field army commander: the officer who 

sets the bureau's operational priorities, allocates resources across desks, represents the bureau to the 

ministry and to peer bureaus, and is accountable for the bureau's total performance. The Bureau Chief 

is where operational competence meets political reality — where the technical case must survive 

contact with the ministerial process, and where the consequence of error is measured not in delayed 

assessments but in failed policy.

The Bureau Chief's role is fundamentally different from the Desk Chief's. The Desk Chief  

coordinates; the Bureau Chief decides. The Desk Chief advocates upward; the Bureau Chief is the 

person the Desk Chief advocates to. The Desk Chief manages within the bureau's allocation; the 

Bureau Chief receives the allocation from the ministry and distributes it. The Desk Chief's judgment 

is operational; the Bureau Chief's judgment is strategic, and it must integrate operational reality with 

political possibility, fiscal constraint, and the 20-year strategic horizon.

3.2  Training Curriculum

The  Bureau  Chief  training  is  a  four-week  residential  course  conducted  by  the  Cohort 

Administrative School. The course is elite — small cohorts of 15 to 25 candidates, drawn from 

multiple ministries and branches, living and working together for the duration. The residential format 

is not a matter of pedagogical convenience; it is a matter of network formation. Bureau Chiefs who 

know each other coordinate better, escalate more effectively, and navigate the political dimension 

more skillfully. The bonds formed during the residential period persist throughout the career and 

become the connective tissue of the senior civil service.

The  curriculum  comprises  four  modules:  strategic  resource  allocation,  cross-bureau 

coordination, political navigation, and executive decision-making. Each module is taught through 

case studies, a written decision brief, a 30-minute board session, and a full-day crisis simulation.

The strategic resource allocation module covers the distribution of the bureau's allocation across 

desks, the use of performance data to inform allocation, the authority to reallocate between desks  

during the year, and the management of mid-year budget cuts. The module includes exercises in  

performance-based allocation, using duty book performance standards as the benchmark, and in the 

hardest budget decision in the system: deciding which desks take a mid-year cut and how deep.

The cross-bureau coordination module covers the negotiation and information-sharing with peer 

bureaus, the management of cross-ministry dependencies, and the escalation of issues that exceed the 

bureau's authority. The module includes cases that require the candidate to coordinate with a peer 

bureau in a different ministry — for example, a Bureau of Public Health case requiring coordination 

with the Bureau of Prisons and Sentencing on an infectious disease outbreak.
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The  political  navigation  module  covers  the  management  of  the  political  dimension:  the 

minister's public commitments, the Prince's expressed preferences, the Great Clan objections, the 

First  Minister's  priorities.  The  candidate  learns  to  factor  the  political  constraint  into  the 

recommendation — not to ignore it, not to surrender to it, but to navigate it. The module uses retired 

ministers as guest instructors, drawing on their experience of the gap between the technically optimal 

and the politically possible.

The executive decision-making module  covers  the  decision brief  format  — the  structured 

document that ministers and deputy ministers actually read. The candidate learns to write a brief that 

presents the recommendation first, the situation second, the options third, the risks fourth, and the 

next  steps  fifth.  The  discipline  of  the  format  is  that  it  forces  the  Bureau  Chief  to  have  a  

recommendation before they start writing.

3.3  Assessment Method: The Board Session

The Bureau Chief assessment is the most rigorous in the government. It comprises a written 

decision brief (500 words, structured format) and a 30-minute board session before a 12-person 

panel. The board session is structured into three segments: a 10-minute candidate presentation, 15 

minutes of structured Q&A, and a 5-minute live inject.

The candidate presentation. The candidate presents their decision brief — the recommendation, 

the situation, the options, the risks, and the next steps. This is prepared and should be polished. But 10 

minutes, not more. A Bureau Chief who cannot get to the point in 10 minutes will not survive a  

ministerial briefing.

The structured Q&A. Each of the 12 panelists gets approximately one minute of questioning. 

This ensures that the candidate faces the technical depth of current Bureau Chiefs, the political reality 

of retired ministers, and the fiscal discipline of Treasury representatives, all in the same session. The 

Q&A tests composure, honesty, and the ability to think clearly under pressure.

The live inject. A piece of breaking information is handed to the candidate — a new constraint, a 

changed assumption, a ministerial override. The candidate has 60 seconds to read it and must then 

respond: does the recommendation change, does it hold, what is the new risk? This tests the one 

competency that no amount of preparation can produce: the ability to think clearly when the ground 

moves.

3.4  The Panel: The Peer Ring

The 12-person panel is composed as follows: 4 current Bureau Chiefs (the peer reviewers), 3 

retired Deputy Ministers or Ministers (the political reality check), 2 Treasury representatives (the 

fiscal discipline), 1 Court of Audit representative (the accountability perspective), 1 CAS faculty 

member (pedagogical consistency), and 1 wild card (a representative from a different sector — an 

SOE Director, a DS officer, a religious foundation administrator).
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The 4 current Bureau Chiefs are the core of the panel. After the candidate leaves the room, they 

have a 5-minute private discussion and deliver a collective peer judgment: would they want this 

person as a colleague, yes or no, with a one-sentence reason. The peer judgment carries significant  

weight  in  the final  score — not  determinative,  but  substantial.  No faculty member,  no retired 

minister, and no Treasury analyst can assess whether a person would survive as a Bureau Chief as 

well as someone who is currently doing the job. The peer judgment captures the cultural dimension 

that rubrics cannot.

The remaining 8 panelists provide checks on the peer judgment, ensuring it does not degenerate 

into clique selection. The non-peer panelists are the check on the ring — they ensure that the ring is 

evaluating institutional fitness, not personal friendship. The Civil Service Commission, under the 

Qualifications Branch, can override a peer judgment if it finds evidence of bias, discrimination, or 

procedural  irregularity.  But  in the normal  course,  the Commission respects  the peer judgment, 

because the Commission knows that the peers are better positioned to assess institutional fitness than 

any central authority.

The principle is: the Qualifications Branch sets the rules; the peers set the standard. The rules are 

written; the standard is lived. The rules ensure fairness and process; the standard ensures quality and 

character. Both are necessary; neither is sufficient alone.

3.5  Evaluation Criteria and Automatic Failure

The candidate is evaluated against four criteria: strategic analysis, political navigation, fiscal 

discipline,  and  institutional  character.  Strategic  analysis  requires  the  candidate  to  see  past  the 

immediate crisis to the structural implication — the multi-year horizon that distinguishes the Bureau 

Chief from the Desk Chief. Political navigation requires the candidate to factor the political constraint 

into the  recommendation without  surrendering to  it.  Fiscal  discipline requires  the  candidate to 

demonstrate that current resources are being used efficiently before requesting more. Institutional 

character  requires  the  candidate  to  maintain  composure,  honesty,  and  collegial  respect  under 

pressure.

Automatic  failure  conditions  apply.  The  candidate  who  blames  the  desks  without 

acknowledging the bureau's own resource decisions is an automatic failure. The candidate who 

recommends a decision that exceeds their authority — recommending that the Minister override the 

Treasury's ceiling — is an automatic failure. The candidate who bluffs in the Q&A — fabricating a 

number, inventing a fact — is an automatic failure. The candidate who disrespects the panel — 

aggression, dismissiveness, contempt — is an automatic failure. The candidate who prescribes more 

resources without demonstrating efficient use of current resources is an automatic failure.

3.6  The Crisis Simulation

The course includes at least one full-day crisis simulation — a ministerial crisis in which the 

cohort plays the Bureau Chiefs of a simulated ministry, dealing with a cascade of events in real time. 

Faculty play the Minister, the Treasury, the media, the DS, and other external parties. Events arrive as 
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injects — a memo, a phone call, a press query, a personnel crisis — and the cohort must respond in  

real time, collectively, under pressure.

The simulation tests the competencies that individual case studies cannot: collective decision-

making, role differentiation under stress, and the ability to maintain operational coherence when 

everything is changing. The simulation concludes with a lessons-learned debrief led by one of the 

retired ministers on the faculty — someone who has lived through real crises and can speak to the 

difference between the simulation and reality. This is where the old hands earn their place. They are 

not just questioners on a panel; they are the bridge between the training environment and the real 

thing.
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Chapter 4 — The Deputy Minister: Ministerial Leadership

4.1  The Role

The Deputy Minister is the seniormost civil servant of a ministry — the permanent head who 

provides continuity across political transitions, who manages the ministry's total operations, and who 

serves as the principal advisor to the Minister. The Deputy Minister is the strategic commander of the 

ministry's entire portfolio: all bureaus, all desks, all offices, all personnel, and the ministry's total 

budget.  The Deputy Minister's  judgment shapes the ministry's contribution to the government's 

strategic agenda over the 20-year horizon.

The Deputy Minister's role is distinct from the Bureau Chief's in scale and in kind. The Bureau 

Chief manages a functional area; the Deputy Minister manages the integration of multiple functional 

areas into a coherent ministerial programme. The Bureau Chief advocates for their  bureau; the 

Deputy Minister arbitrates between bureaus and represents the ministry to the Treasury, the First  

Minister, and the Cabinet. The Bureau Chief navigates the political dimension; the Deputy Minister 

operates within it, advising the Minister on what is politically feasible and managing the operational 

consequences of political decisions.

4.2  Training and Assessment

The Deputy Minister is not trained through a standard residential course in the manner of the 

lower ranks. The cohort size is too small (fewer than 25 Deputy Ministers in the entire government), 

the stakes are too high, and the competencies are too particular to the ministry and the moment.  

Instead, the Deputy Minister is developed through a one-week senior cohort residential that focuses 

on ministerial-level budget negotiation and Cabinet-level decision-making.

The residential  is  attended by both ministry executives (Deputy Ministers and prospective 

Deputy Ministers) and Treasury executives, who attend as the counterparty. The case studies include 

the Treasury counterparty, not just the ministry side, because a budget negotiation case study where 

only one side is present teaches advocacy, not negotiation. At least one case study escalates to a 

simulated Cabinet meeting where the First Minister arbitrates between competing ministry claims. At 

least one case study involves a fiscal crisis — revenue shortfall, emergency expenditure, or sovereign 

debt constraint — that forces across-the-board cuts. At least one exercise is multi-year, requiring the 

participants to think about what the ministry will need in five years, not just next year.

The assessment of the Deputy Minister is not a board session or a peer ring in the formal sense. It 

is the judgment of the Minister (who is the political head and the appointing authority), informed by 

the First Minister's Office, the Qualifications Branch, and the cohort's peer assessment from the 

residential. The peer assessment at this level is informal but significant: the other Deputy Ministers 

know whether the candidate can carry the weight of a ministry, and their judgment — expressed 

through the cohort's private discussions and the retired ministers' observations — carries substantial 

weight in the appointment decision.
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4.3  The Senior Cohort as Institution

The senior cohort residential is the last formal training many officers will receive. It is the point 

where the institution says: we have taught you everything we can teach you in a classroom. The rest 

you will learn by doing the job. The residential's primary value is not the curriculum but the cohort: 

the 15 to 25 senior officers who will, over the coming years, serve as each other's counterparts, 

counterparts, and checks. The networks formed at this level — between ministry executives, between 

ministry and Treasury executives, between the current cohort and the retired ministers who teach — 

are the connective tissue of the senior civil service. They are the mechanism by which coordination 

happens without formal process, by which information flows without memos, and by which trust is 

built without contracts.

The cohort is also the last peer ring. Above the Deputy Minister is only the Minister — a political 

appointment, not a civil service rank — and the Cabinet. The Deputy Minister cohort is the highest  

peer ring in the civil service, and its collective judgment, expressed through the residential and 

through  ongoing  professional  relationships,  is  the  final  internal  quality  gate  of  the  permanent 

government.



From Manager to Minister

15

Chapter 5 — The Peer Ring Principle

5.1  The Principle

Every institution that has endured — the Roman Senate, the College of Cardinals, the British 

civil service, the Marine Corps, the French Conseil d'État, the Benedictine order — has been defined 

not by its written rules but by its peer ring. The rules describe what the institution is supposed to be. 

The peers decide what it  actually is,  by deciding who joins.  The question is not whether peer 

judgment should be part of the assessment process; it is at what level the peer judgment becomes the 

decisive factor, and how it is structured to maximize its value while mitigating its risks.

The principle that governs the Polity's system is: the weight of peer judgment scales with the 

weight of the position. Managers are assessed by their supervisors through standardised training and 

supervisory judgment — no peer ring, because the volume of Managers (600 to 900 across the 

government) makes a peer ring impractical, and because the consequence of a bad Manager is an 

office that underperforms for a few months before the duty book system catches the failure. Desk 

Chiefs are assessed by a 3-person panel that includes a peer element — one current Desk Chief 

among the three panelists — because the stakes are higher (a Desk Chief affects multiple offices) and 

the volume is lower (approximately 300 Desk Chiefs). Bureau Chiefs are assessed by a full peer ring 

— 4 current Bureau Chiefs delivering a collective judgment on a 12-person panel — because the  

stakes are highest (a Bureau Chief affects an entire functional area of government) and the volume is 

low enough (approximately 130 Bureau Chiefs) to make the investment per candidate manageable.

Deputy Ministers are assessed through the senior cohort residential and ministerial judgment — 

the  last  peer  ring,  informal  but  significant,  because  above  this  level  there  is  only  political 

appointment.

5.2  The Risk and Its Mitigation

The risk of peer selection is real. Peer rings can become closed loops — promoting people who 

are  similar  to  themselves,  excluding  outsiders,  valuing  conformity  over  competence,  and 

perpetuating the biases of the current cohort. This is the old boys' club problem, and it has destroyed 

institutions that did not guard against it.

The Polity's system mitigates this risk through three mechanisms. First, the panel composition: 

the 12-person Bureau Chief board includes 4 peers and 8 non-peers. The peer judgment carries the 

most weight, but it is delivered in a room where 8 other people have also assessed the candidate, and 

where the peer judgment can be challenged if it appears to be based on personal affinity rather than 

professional assessment. The non-peer panelists are the check on the ring.

Second, the duty book system: the duty book creates an objective standard against which every 

office's performance can be measured. If the peer ring promotes a candidate who subsequently fails 

— the duty book performance standards are not met, the desk chief reports the failure, the bureau 
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chief is held accountable — then the ring's judgment is tested against reality. The duty book is the 

external validation of the peer judgment.

Third,  term rotation:  no Bureau Chief  serves  on the assessment  board for  more than two 

consecutive cohorts. The ring must refresh itself, bringing in new peers who bring new standards, 

while maintaining enough continuity to preserve the institutional culture.

5.3  The Constitutional Position

The peer ring system operates within the constitutional framework of the Qualifications Branch. 

The  Qualifications  Branch  sets  the  framework  —  the  training  requirements,  the  examination 

standards, the certification process — and the peer ring operates within that framework as the final  

quality gate. The Civil Service Commission can override a peer judgment if it finds evidence of bias, 

discrimination, or procedural irregularity. But in the normal course, the Commission respects the peer 

judgment, because the Commission knows that the peers are better positioned to assess institutional 

fitness than any central authority.

The constitutional design principle is: the Qualifications Branch sets the rules; the peers set the 

standard. The rules are written; the standard is lived. The rules ensure fairness and process; the 

standard ensures quality and character. Both are necessary; neither is sufficient alone. The institution 

that relies only on rules will produce officers who comply with the rules but lack the judgment the 

rules cannot specify. The institution that relies only on peers will produce an old boys' club that 

excludes talent and perpetuates bias. The Polity's system uses both, in a deliberate balance that scales 

the peer judgment to the level where it matters most.

5.4  The Treasury One-Rank-Ahead Principle

A corollary of the peer ring principle is that Treasury staff must be trained one rank ahead of 

their ministry counterparts. The Treasury analyst who evaluates a ministry's budget submission must 

understand the budget process at the level of the submission's author — one rank above the analyst's 

own. The Treasury division head who challenges a bureau's allocation must understand allocation at 

the Bureau Chief level. The Treasury executive who participates in the ministerial residential attends 

as the counterparty, not as the student, and their role in the negotiation case studies is itself a training 

exercise in fiscal discipline.

This principle ensures that the Treasury can always evaluate the quality of the submission it  

receives. A Treasury analyst who only understands budget at the Specialist level cannot meaningfully 

question a Manager's spending report. A Treasury analyst who understands budget at the Manager 

level can. The one-rank-ahead principle is the mechanism by which the Treasury maintains its  

capacity  to  challenge  ministry  submissions  credibly,  and  it  is  a  standard  practice  in  mature 

jurisdictions — the UK Treasury, the US OMB, and the Singapore MOF all do some version of this.
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5.5  The Feedback Loop

The assessment system is not a one-way gate. It is a cycle: train, assess, promote, review, learn, 

train  again.  The  duty  book  system provides  the  performance  benchmark  against  which  every 

promotion decision is tested over time. If a peer ring consistently promotes candidates who succeed 

— whose offices meet their performance standards, whose desks run smoothly, whose bureaus 

deliver on their  mandates — the ring is  functioning well.  If  a peer ring consistently promotes 

candidates who fail, the ring itself is failing, and the Qualifications Branch must intervene to refresh 

the ring's membership and recalibrate its standards.

The annual budget review at every level provides the same feedback for the fiscal dimension. 

The Bureau Chief reviews each desk's budget performance; the Desk Chief reviews each office's. The 

review feeds into the next training cycle, the next case study, the next assessment rubric. The system 

learns from its own outcomes, and the training evolves to address the weaknesses that the promotion 

decisions reveal.

This is the mechanism by which the development of the command ranks gets smarter over time. 

The cases are drawn from the Polity's actual operations. The assessment criteria are refined based on 

the performance of promoted personnel. The peer ring's standards are tested against the reality of the 

promoted candidates' performance. The training is never finished; the institution is never complete;  

the development of the command ranks is a continuous obligation, renewed with every cohort, every 

case, every assessment, and every promotion.
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