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Introduction

The question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the 21st Century?” goes to
the heart of what we do, our roles and responsibilities, and, as | will explore, the many
differences between them. But asking this question of ourselves allows us to identify
what we have in common and what it is that provides the shared basis for our learning
together as members of the ASGP. This communication explores both some of the
formal expectations of a Secretary General and some of the intangible personal qualities
that we perhaps share.

An easy answer?

An easy answer to the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the 21st
Century?” would be: “It depends”. This answer is a widely used academic tool. It is
designed not to avoid a substantive answer, but to show the range of possible answers
that could be explored. The approach taken in answering “It depends” is often described
as “situational” - the answer to the question, in this case “what is expected of us”,
depends on the context in which each Secretary General carries out their duties, roles
and responsibilities. Exploring that context, and how it varies, is perhaps a good place to
start.

A contextual approach

So what are the factors that set the context in which each of us work? On what does what
is expected of us depend? There are many such factors and | do not presume to offer
here a definitive or comprehensive list but | offer the following for discussion:

e The constitutional settlement (including whether written, codified, or uncodified)

e Whether the parliament is bicameral or unicameral, and, if bicameral, the form of
bicameralism

e Whether there is single national parliament or a federal structure

e The role of parliament

e The size of parliament, both in terms of the number of members and of our
colleagues working for the parliament

e The process of appointment of the Secretary-General, including whether there is
arole for the president of parliament, the executive, or other Members

e Whether our roles focus on the procedural and legislative role of the parliament
or whether other services are under our direction

e The nature and management of the funding of the parliament

e Whether there are links to the executive and if so how formal they are

e Our employment status: who employs us and to whom are we accountable?



e Whether the Secretary General is a statutory position with formal powers
enshrined in law

¢ What qualifications (formal or informal) are required: legal, procedural,
managerial etc

I would be interested in exploring in discussion whether colleagues think there are any
other relevant factors but this list is a start!

So one approach to answering the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General
in the 21st Century?” would be to review each of our roles against these factors. This
could involve a large scale survey of all Secretaries-General, properly constructed and
moderated. While that would be a very interesting exercise, it would be time-consuming,
and perhaps more suitable for a high-level academic thesis than for the more informal
dialogue that we undertake at ASGP. In addition, such a study, while no doubt exposing
many interesting common threads, could very well conclude either that the question
cannot be answered, or that it is really too hard to say anything meaningful, as the
answer depends so heavily on the context. Neither outcome would, I think, be fruitful
for our session.

» We can conclude that an answer to the question “What do we expect of the
Secretary General in the 21st Century?” will require an understanding of the
many different situations in which we all find ourselves, not least as a means of
each of us respecting the different contexts in which we each work.

Another approach: what do we actually talk about at ASGP?

Answering any fundamental question about the world of work can often be done
through the lens of time. What do people, especially people in senior and responsible
jobs, actually spend their time on? S,o in this case, another fruitful approach to
answering the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the 21st
Century?” would come from a detailed analysis of the topics presented and discussed at
ASGP sessions over, say, the last decade. The clear structure of our recent agendas, with
themes for debate grouping together individual communications, provide a rich source
for study. The theme “Parliamentary Personnel”, for example, provides an opportunity
both for this communication and for the very interesting topic chosen by Ms Pn Tyawa,
Acting Secretary to Parliament, South Africa: “Assessing the performance of
parliamentary officials: A case for the balanced scorecard”. The two topics in my view
provide two different perspectives on our work and will provide a complementary, and |
hope balanced, discussion.

A thorough analysis of the topics we have spent our time on would, however, also be a
serious exercise, and again very time-consuming. A rough grouping together under
general headings would be relatively quick and easy, given the thoughtful gathering of
topics undertaken by our President and the Executive Committee in managing our
agendas. But while this approach would not do justice to the nuances and subtleties of



the many issues presented in our discussions, nor capture the reflection and insight
provided in our debates, | do offer here a few headlines of our work over the last 10
years to shine at least a little light on what is expected of a Secretary General in the 21st
century by illustrating what we choose to talk about and thus what interests and
concerns us.

The topics presented have been very wide ranging:

e Some are situational, covering topics of interest to a colleague from a particular
country and thus allowing us all to learn from how others do things

e We have discussed constitutional issues, including Brexit and the relations
between parliaments and the judicial and executive branches

e Some are on the procedural and legislative work of parliaments, including the
central topic of parliamentary privilege

e Some focus on members

e We also cover engagement with the public and communications

¢ We have also discussed a range of important practical matters from ICT to
parliamentary buildings

e The budget of Parliaments is an important topic

e Parliamentary personnel, including skills, experience and training, features very
heavily

» We can conclude that an answer to the question “What do we expect of the
Secretary General in the 21st Century?” will recognise the wide range of
functions, services and advice for which we as Secretaries-General are
responsible

A crisis approach: the Secretary Generals’ response to the COVID pandemic

The last couple of years have seen a very strong focus on innovation and crisis
management in response to the ongoing pandemic. There have been very powerful
ASGP sessions for colleagues answering the question “What do we expect of the
Secretary General in the 21st Century?” under the most challenging of conditions and in
new and unexpected ways. This has been a time of great change, and some of that
change will be permanent. Qualities such as resilience, planning and the ability to
innovate flexibly at pace have come to the fore for all of us and for our teams during the
pandemic. The demonstration of these qualities provides some very strong pointers for
what is expected of us in the years ahead.

It is interesting that in the years leading up to the COVID pandemic, ASGP held a
number of discussions on crisis management and strategic planning. In the complex and
multifocal environments in which we operate this now seems very prescient and stood
us all in good stead when the crisis actually came to pass.



» An answer to the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the
21st Century?” will in part come from the lessons we have learned and the new
experiences we have gained during the terrible time of the pandemic. Qualities
such as innovation, experimentation, resilience and flexibility have been
demonstrated and tested to their limits.

A strategy-based approach

I turn now to a couple of particular perspectives on the question “What do we expect of
the Secretary General in the 21st Century?”. The first is to consider strategy, a much
discussed concept in the world of business and the armed forces. What does the concept
mean? Is it reasonable to assume that the Secretary General, in so far as we are the most
senior official of our parliaments, is responsible for strategy in their parliament?

Strategy can be said to be the answer to the question: “where do you want to go in the
long-term and how are you going to get there?”. This in turn requires definition of a
desired end state (a vision) and of a means of delivery (a mission statement or plan).
There is much more that could be said on this topic but I will confine myself here to the
thought that effective thinking about strategy requires looking at an organisation, in this
case a parliament, from a wide range of perspectives: Where are you going? Where have
you come from? What'’s going to come at you? What resources, skills and capabilities do
you have to deliver? Why are you doing what you are doing? Tools such as the balanced
scorecard provide a very valuable way of answering these questions.

There are, however, many constraints on the Secretary General’s ability to set and
deliver strategy. The most significant in my view, and one that is most definitely
contextual, is the nature of our relationship with the members of the parliaments we
work for. How far do they get involved in such matters? How far is such involvement
formal or informal? Where does the balance of power lie and how are disputes resolved?
These are all live questions, at least for me in the House of Lords at present, and could
form the basis of further study in the future.

» An answer to the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the
21st Century?” will include an element of ability to set the strategic direction for
their parliament and those who work there, but this is heavily contextual and in
particular constrained by the powers and responsibilities of Members. This
guestion would repay further study.

A values-based approach

My final approach in this short paper to the question “What do we expect of the
Secretary General in the 21st Century?” is to look through the lens of values. I believe
that this is a very important perspective. Parliaments, in different ways, exist to serve
the people in various modes of democratic government, and often have specific roles in



scrutinising the executive and holding the executive to account. This requires
parliaments, in different ways, to have the trust of the people and their confidence in
performing scrutiny roles. | believe it follows that a Secretary General in the 21st century
is expected to uphold values, and to live and work by and through them, otherwise trust
in the parliament itself can be eroded.

But what are values in our context? Given the very different nature of our different
parliaments I am going to focus here on the House of Lords. I do this as an illustration,
not as a model. | hope that colleagues will provide other perspectives in the discussion.

I start with a disclaimer. The House of Lords is not elected and so the question of how
the members of the House serve and are accountable to the people cannot be answered
by the norms of electoral accountability. But our members are alive to the fact that they
deal, in their legislative and scrutiny work, with “citizens’ issues” and so have an eye to
the views of the public.

In taking their seat in Parliament, Members of the Lords formally agree allows to act on
their “personal honour” and to observe the Seven Principles of Public Life, set in 1995 by
the independent non-parliamentary Committee on Standards in Public Life:

e Selflessness

e Integrity

e Obijectivity

e Accountability
e Openness

e Honesty

e Leadership

As Secretary General of the House of Lords | too am bound to uphold these principles. |
have also set four specific values for all those who work in the House of Lords:

e Respect

e Responsibility
e Professionalism
e Inclusion

Behind these values are a series of important behaviors that | and all my colleagues
must demonstrate, including a zero tolerance of all forms of bullying and harassment;
political impartiality; and a commitment to environmental sustainability.

Questions of values in public life are very sensitive. It would be wrong to suggest the
application, in other contexts of these, or other, value sets without proper debate and
discussion. But I think we will all agree that questions of conduct in public office;
propriety; and indeed our responsibilities to the planet at a time of climate change are
all values issues that are of increasing interest and debate in the public sphere, and thus
for us.



A particular challenge raised by a values based approach, and one worthy of further
detailed study, is how a Secretary General can, or even should, seek to align the values
by which they work with those of the members of their parliament. Can the core values
agreed for our individual roles be upheld without crossing the bounds of political
impartiality? Is it possible to respect all the views held by the very diverse members of
each Secretary General’s parliament?

> | suggest that an answer to the question “What do we expect of the Secretary
General in the 21st Century?” will in part be derived from the values of public
office and public service appropriate to that Secretary General’s Parliament.
The interface of our values with those of members would repay further
discussion and study.

A particular value: leadership

So is there a single values-based proposition that we might all think relevant for the
Secretary General in the 21st Century? Trying to identify one is a bold approach, and
among colleagues | do so with great humility, but I am very willing to assert that the
guestion of leadership is central to all we do.

There are many schools of thought about leadership, many models and many great
examples of great leadership. And leadership is very much linked into context - as we
have explored already with strategy and vision. | will here give a personal perspective: in
the context in which we work in the 21st century, values form a significant element of
leadership.

As a leader, and as | face the daily challenges and decisions of my role as Secretary
General, I am always thinking about our values; about public money; about
accountability; about the wellbeing of my colleagues in parliament; about delivering
great service to members; about the reputation of the House; and about being inclusive
in everything I do.

» An answer to the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the
21st Century?”, and one around which we can perhaps coalesce debate and
discussion, is “leadership”, and the personal commitment to the values needed to
lead.

Conclusion

We are very fortunate as Secretaries General in the 21st Century to have this continuing
opportunity as ASGP to learn and grow together. We are all different, and we all do
different things, but learning together and from different experiences helps us all. While
the answer to the question “What do we expect of the Secretary General in the 21st
Century?” really does depend on a range of factors (including the nature of our



individual relationships with members) common themes of leadership, values, strategic
thinking and delivery have emerged. In a time of change, and recognising that we are
human with all the challenges and vulnerabilities the last two years in particular have
revealed, as leaders at the most difficult of times we have each other to draw on for
mutual strength and support in our unusual, and exposed, positions. We will have
plenty to debate and discuss as the 21st century unfolds.
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