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Remembering Fundamental Values in the Public Service 

 

 

A high-performing public service whose ultimate 

responsibility is to the people can only be 

achieved through building an organisation with 

the right values. Values define the culture of the 

organisation, which in turn regulates the 

behaviours of those who operate within it. 

In a democratic society, power confers with the 

people and power is exercised through entrusted 

representatives who are elected to manage the 

affairs of government for a designated period of 

time. The public service supports these chosen 

representatives by devising appropriate policies 

and implementing these policies in the interest of 

the people and the wellbeing of the nation.  

Herein lies the answer to the question; who does 

the public service serve? Keeping the interest of 

the people and the wellbeing of the nation at 

heart thus acts as the fundamental guide to any 

policy decision or implementation mechanism. 

The permanent nature of the public service and 

its expectation of being independent and 

unbiased makes it more likely to assess the long-

term social payoffs of any policy. 

The fact that public administration operates on 

public coffers subjects it to scrutiny, and along 

with it, criticism whenever there might be 

evidence of lavishness, superfluity or wastage. 

To always strive for the best interest of the public 

is, of course, easier said than done, especially in 

an enormous bureaucracy where one can easily 

lose sight of how one’s day-to-day tasks 

contribute to the larger organisational vision and 

mission. In such circumstances people are likely 

to operate within the confines of instructions from 

higher up or within that of ‘the way things have 

always been done around here’. This is in fact 

common practice and, in some ways, expected 

in the public service. Likewise, doing the contrary 

is often frowned upon and even penalised.  

The message sent to employees in such a 

culture, therefore, would be that it is better to go 

along with whatever has been decided even if a 

particular course of action does not appear to be 

the most prudent, practical or equitable. It also 

drives employees to function more operationally 

rather than strategically.  

When the Chief Secretary to the Government, 

Tan Sri Ali Hamsa introduced the concept of 

“Merakyatkan Perkhidmatan Awam”, it was a 

timely reminder of the need to restore the 

fundamental values of people-centricity in the 

public service. This is the public service’s 

ultimate raison d'être. 

Walk the talk 

Once these values have been declared as 

fundamental and articulated, however, there 

must be the requisite follow-through. The real 

test of an organisation’s commitment to its stated 

values is its ability to walk-the-talk. 

All too often, values statements remain merely 

on paper. Without ‘walk-the-talk’ these 

statements do little more than breed cynicism 

and can damage the organisation’s reputation by 

making it appear hypocritical, both to its 

employees and its external stakeholders.  

On the other hand, if values are discussed in a 

consultative manner with all involved, and if the 

input and ideas of the people in the organisation 

are solicited, welcomed and acted upon; they 

can be a powerful way to motivate employees 

and empower them to raise concerns, offer 

alternative solutions and take action. Paramount 
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in this process is that leaders of the organisation 

must themselves internalise and demonstrate 

these values.  

A time for introspection 

Many organisations spend a lot of time focused 

on immediate goals and fire-fighting activities 

leaving little time for introspection on how 

everyday decisions and actions – that are often 

taken for granted - either facilitate or hinder the 

achievement of the best possible outcomes. For 

an officer in the public service, for instance, how 

can “Merakyatkan Perkhidmatan Awam”, be 

manifested in his or her day-to-day tasks? 

In Zen Buddhism, there is the term, Shoshin, or 

a ‘beginner’s mind’, which advocates looking at a 

situation as if operating from a clean slate. This 

allows the hard questions to be answered from a 

values-driven perspective; questions about what 

to focus on; what to stop doing; what to let go of; 

and what to create that doesn’t currently exist.  

Yet, in many organisations, not least in the public 

service, power often trumps honest exchanges 

with those at the lower levels who may be afraid 

of voicing out their true opinions. Truly great 

organisations, however, have a built-in culture of 

dissent, whereby there is a sense of openness to 

the hard questions about why the organisation 

does what it does in the manner that it does. 

The current climate of austerity in the public 

sector could be the most opportune time for 

introspection. Under the recalibrated 2016 

budget, the government is expected to realise 

savings of RM4 billion across the operations of 

the 24 ministries and a further RM5 billion 

reduction in development expenditure. With such 

belt-tightening, there can be no room for 

lavishness, mismanagement and wastage (as 

uncovered each year in the Auditor General’s 

report), not if services are to be delivered to the 

people as expected.  

 

 

Bringing values to life 

A large part of change and growth is learning. 

Remembering and reviving values in the 

organisation and how these can bring positive 

impact to the community at large can benefit the 

public service in many ways. It can uncover 

shortcomings that were not noticed before; it 

allows for learning from mistakes; it can end 

inter- and intra-organisation duplication of tasks; 

it can allow a view of things as seen by those 

outside the organisation; and it can unveil 

opportunities and lead to breakthrough insights. 

Importantly for the public service, if it is seen to 

truly embody the values that it has chosen to live 

by, it will garner the trust and confidence of the 

general public that their best interests are always 

the priority. This trust and confidence is what will 

confer the public service its legitimacy and 

esteem and empower it further to deliver the best 

services possible. 
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