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Management of the Executive Officer Grade

1 Introduction

1.1 As an Executive Officer (EO) myself, I have taken a keen interest in 
the development and management of the Grade.  Being with the Grade for most 
part  of  my  career,  there  have  been  much  observation  and  thoughts  about  the 
position of the Grade in the Civil Service.  During the course of my work, I have 
come into close contact with many EO colleagues.  We have engaged in interesting 
discussions on how the Grade was managed, its strength and weaknesses, and ways 
and means on improvement.

1.2 The EO Grade is a very successful grade in the Civil Service.  It is a 
large grade and colleagues are posted to all bureaux and departments.  Also, it has 
gained the confidence of the Government and has been called upon on numerous 
occasions to undertake urgent assignments in times of crises.  It has an extensive 
network  in  the  Government  and  is  therefore  able  to  facilitate  the  flow  of 
information,  both  formal  and  informal,  between  departments.   Synergy  among 
colleagues everywhere represents an awesome power which has earned the Grade 
respect from others.

1.3 This  work  is  a  collection  and  organization  of  ideas  and  thoughts 
accumulated  over  the  years  which  I  hope  may  benefit  the  Grade  and  help  it 
improve  its  competitiveness.   Much  of  the  ideas  have  been  discussed  among 
colleagues before and there are diverse views on their practicability and feasibility. 
They  are  presented  in  the  ensuing  sections  with  a  view  to  stimulating  more 
discussions  and  hopefully  finally  identifying  some  worthwhile  options  for 
pursuing.
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2 Current Environment Description

Development of the Grade since 1947

2.1 I  first  examine  the history  of  how the Grade came into being and 
developed to her present state.  Some of the information below is obtained from the 
Government Executive Grade Association1.

2.2 The  Executive  Officer  Grade  was  created  in  1947  upon  the 
recommendation of the Salaries  Commission.   It  was created to fill  the role of 
management between the Administrative Service and the General Clerical Service. 
There were then two separate grades of Executive Officer and Senior Executive 
Officer, with Class I and II in each of them.  Entry to the Executive Officer was by 
examination and the minimum qualification was a university degree.

2.3 In  1953,  the  entry  qualification  for  the  Grade  was  lowered  to 
matriculation.  The main reason was that expatriate officers with a degree were 
appointed directly to Executive Class I, thus affecting the promotion prospect of 
Executive Class II.  To strike a balance between the number of local and expatriate 
officers recruited, the entry requirement of a degree for Executive Class II was 
waived for expatriate officers.  Coupled with the arrangement that a degree was not 
required for advancement from Clerical Service to Executive Grade, The Salaries 
Commission  considered  that  matriculation  plus  a  system  of  selection  by 
examination and interview were more appropriate.   It  took more than 20 years 
before the Standing Commission was convinced in 1979 of the need to revert the 
entry requirement of the Grade to university degree.

2.4 The  idea  of  establishing  a  central  unit  as  an  authority  for  the 
management  of  the  Executive  Grade  was  also  recommended  by  the  Salaries 
Commission in 1959.  However, the setting up of General Grades Office in Civil 
Service Branch of the Government Secretariat happened much later.

2.5 Subsequent studies by the Salaries Commission in 1965 and 1971 did 
not result in major changes, except that the two ranks of SEO II and SEO I were 
combined to form a new rank of SEO, and that CEOs were given the opportunity 
of bridging over to Administrative Officer Staff Grade C. 

1 Please refer to the website of the Government Executive Grade Association of HKSARG at http://www.eoa.org.hk.
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Present Situation of the Grade

2.6 We  declare  ourselves  to  be  professional  managers  specialized  in 
resource  and  system  management.   Our  Vision2 is  to  serve  Hong  Kong  by 
providing the highest quality of service in the management of public organizations. 
Our  Mission  is  to  plan,  manage  and  review  resources  and  systems  in  the 
organizations  in  an  overall  effort  to  meet  organizational  objectives  in  a  most 
efficient and effective manner.

2.7 From  the  above  statement  which  is  the  ultimate  goal  for  the 
development  of  the  Grade,  it  means  that  the  EO  Grade  is  a  generalist  grade 
specializing in various aspects of management duties.  Members of the Grade are 
posted  to  different  government  departments,  policy  bureaux  and  public 
organizations,  where  they  work  with  people  of  different  background.    We 
advertise  that  the  Executive  Officer  Grade  offers  an  interesting,  satisfying  and 
challenging career to quality people who share the Grade's vision. 

2.8 Indeed for a generalist grade, members of the Grade are deployed on a 
large variety of duties, including the following which are stated in public in the 
Civil Service Bureau website3 as our major duties.

 Departmental administration, including human and financial resource 
management and general administration work;

 Financial and human resource management in bureaux;
 District administration work in major departments;
 Planning and management of projects and systems; and
 Other  duties,  including  events  management,  protocol  services, 

committee work, planning and administration of elections and records 
management.

Present Situation of Grade Members

2.9 As  a  member  of  a  generalist  grade  with  a  wide  range  of  duties, 
officers are exposed to many types of work in many different areas in the field of 
management.  A mature officer should have acquired knowledge on all the duties 
required to be performed.  We call ourselves Jack of all trades, but of course all 
trades mean just the knowledge and experience associated with the various duties 
2 Please refer to the Executive Grade Resource and Information Network for the Vision and Mission of the Grade at 
http://www.egrin.gov.hk/egrin-cgi-bin/authenticate.cgi/VMV/vmv.html.  Access is restricted to EOs.

3 Civil Service Bureau website is at http://www.csb.gov.hk.
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that we have performed; but the range is wide.  Actually, besides the specialized 
professional  knowledge  required  for  professional  jobs  such  as  construction, 
medicine, law, etc., the skill set of an all-rounded Executive officer covers all the 
knowledge that  is  required to  run any organization,  or  for  that  matter,  run the 
government machinery.  Added to that, a major strength of the Executive Grade is 
its network in the Government.  Members of the Grade are posted to all units of the 
Government occupying management positions.  It is thus unofficially called the 
backbone of the Government.  The proper functioning of the backbone ensures the 
smooth operation of the body.

2.10 How can we do that?  With such heavy responsibility, there comes the 
heavy burden of the management and development of the Grade and its members. 
There is a need to critically examine how EOs are trained and developed.

2.11 In  most  occasions,  EOs  gather  and  accumulate  their  knowledge 
through on-the-job training.  I recall there was a one-week induction training for all 
new recruits.  It seems that we cannot enjoy such luxury now and new recruits are 
sent right to their job on the first day with some basic training to be provided in the 
ensuing  thirty  months  of  service.   The  one-week  pre-work  training  was  on 
rudimentary office routines and important government practices.  Although it may 
not  be  useful  for  their  long  term development,  it  can  give  new recruits  some 
comfort  to  enable  them to  settle  down  in  the  government  bureaucracy  setting 
which they are alien to.  When the new recruits are in post, they do their job by 
referring to file records and precedent cases, instructions given by the superiors 
and the guidelines and government regulations on specific topics...

2.12 EOs gradually accumulate their knowledge and experience on the job. 
Their knowledge horizon expands through exposure to various types of work.  This 
is  arranged  through  postings  to  difference  areas  of  EO  duties  in  various 
departments every few years.  There has been an unofficial rule that a new recruit 
must change post in 18 months, and that a posting should not be longer than 30 
months.   It  seems to  be getting  more  difficult  recently  to  have  a  new posting 
according to such planning.  Durations of postings are getting longer. 

2.12 It  is  interesting  to  note  the  posting  arrangement  from a  customer 
perspective.   As  observed  from the  previous  paragraphs,  we  depend  much  on 
postings to provide on-the-job training and exposure to members of the Grade. 
Departments are being looked at as training ground for EOs.  The dilemma from 
the  customer’s  viewpoint  is  that  departments  should  be  looking  forward  to 
receiving an officer who is fully functional and can perform the job well as soon as 
possible.  The notion of receiving an officer who is unfamiliar and inexperienced 
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in the job he is  going to do is a paradox.   This can only be explained by the 
existing  network  of  EOs  in  departments  and  their  relationship  with  the  grade 
management.   As  I  see  it,  department  as  the  receiving  end  of  EOs,  is  both  a 
customer as well as a partner.  EOs have their own hierarchy in an organization. 
Usually, in particular in departmental management and administration, there is a 
team of EOs of various ranking performing various management duties, headed 
normally by the Departmental Secretary, a senior ranking EO member.  Besides 
being  the  customer  requiring  the  provision  of  staff  resources  from  the  grade 
management,  senior members of the Grade in departments  must  also fulfill  the 
mentor/trainer role and provide the necessary coaching and on-the-job training to 
junior members.  However, this scenario may not always be true, in particular in 
the more senior ranks where the officials receiving a new transferee are not EO 
grade officers.

2.13 On  the  development  of  EOs,  I  have  to  refer  to  the  Career 
Development  Manager  Scheme in General  Grades  Office.   I  must  say  that  the 
scheme  represents  the  strongest  team  among  all  civil  service  grades  in  the 
management of the career development of grade members.  There are 1 SPEO, 2 
CEOs and 6 SEOs in the team.  The sheer number of this army of officers gives us 
comfort  that  all  aspects  of  career  development,  character  development, 
performance  management  and  personal  problems  at  work  should  have  been 
properly and promptly dealt with.  This is beneficial to the long term and sustained 
development of the Grade and all its members.

2.14 With several years’ experience in the rank, EOs are expected to be 
given the opportunity to advance to the next higher rank.  The present arrangement 
is for officers who are appraised of having potential for higher responsibilities to 
be tested in the higher rank in acting capacity.  There is very few exception to this 
arrangement.  Promotion is determined by promotion boards.  EOs are not required 
to pass examination nor attend interviews in order to be considered for promotion.

2.15 Besides on-the-job training, the Grade has a comprehensive training 
and development programme4 for various ranks.  They include-

 some  structured  training  and  development  programmes  to  develop 
junior to middle ranking EOs into professional system and resource 
managers

 human resource management training

4 Please refer to the Executive Grade Resource and Information Network for the Training and Development Plan of 
the Grade at http://www.egrin.gov.hk/egrin-cgi-bin/authenticate.cgi/TD/td_plan_1.html.  Access is restricted to EOs.
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 training for enhancing management competency
 training on financial management
 training on information technology
 language training
 training for career and personal development
 China studies
 experience and knowledge sharing

2.16 As can be seen from the programme, the training and development 
opportunities cover a wide range of knowledge required for the discharge of EO 
duties as well as the development of personal competence.  At present, only a few 
structured  training  programmes  are  mandatory  for  the  junior  ranks  where  the 
General Grades Office takes the initiative of arranging the training.  For the rest, 
officers will have to make application as they wish for the attendance of particular 
training programme.  Most training programmes are open to all officers.  Some are 
restricted to officers of a certain level.  On the basis that all EOs should equip 
themselves for all kind of duties, they are free to apply for training in any field.

2.17 To track the performance of each officer  for  the purpose of career 
development,  the  Grade  adopts  the  performance  appraisal  system applicable  to 
most  of the civil  service grades and uses the form GF1.  It  is a  well  designed 
system  targeting  on  the  appraisal  of  an  officers’  actual  performance  in  the 
discharge of duties, overall observation of performance, various competencies and 
potential  for  development  and advancement.   Assessment  by  various  parties  is 
hierarchical,  i.e.  the  system  goes  through  various  sections  completed  by  the 
appraising officer, countersigning officer, departmental secretary and then the head 
of grade.  It is supposed to provide the check and balance for a fair appraisal.  The 
performance appraisal records form the basis of the career of the officer.
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3 Competitive environment

3.1 Some  colleagues  may  think  that  it  is  futile  to  talk  about  the 
competitiveness  of  the  Grade.   Being  an  established  functional  group  in  the 
Government, it is natural that the Grade is called upon to perform the prescribed 
duties.  EOs have firmly established a foothold in all departments.  For any new 
activities or expansion of activities in the Government, there are always places for 
EOs in providing supporting services.  Senior members of the Grade are holding 
strategic management positions in all organizations.  They provide a guarantee that 
the  services  of  EOs  are  required  in  many  facets  of  management  functions  in 
departments.

3.2 There are also colleagues who are more practical and pragmatic and 
consider that the EO Grade of more than 2,000 members is already a large grade. 
Instead of competing with other grades and seeking expansion, it should consider 
consolidation.   This  is  particularly  true  owing  to  the  budget  deficit  of  the 
Government and the trend of downsizing of the Civil Service.

3.3 Competitive advantage is not confined to growth and market share. 
For a company to survive, it must compete for revenue in the market.  For public 
organizations, they have to compete by adopting the best practices available and 
also  differentiating  itself  from  its  rivals.   According  to  Michael  Porter5, 
organizations must assess the challenges they face in their business.  This is how 
an  organization  earns  respect  in  its  living  environment  and  perpetuates  its 
existence.

3.4 The competitive advantage of the Grade is fundamentally affected by 
it being a professional grade or a generalist grade.  We call ourselves generalists 
and the general perception is that members of the Grade are performing general 
duties.  There are actually a wide variety of duties for EOs as shown in Section 2. 
It is quite demanding for an officer to excel in all these areas.  However, during our 
career, we probably would have worked in most areas, with varying degrees of 
expertise in each of them.   A more accurate understanding of a general grade is 
that the grade performs a variety of general functions that are not entrusted to a 
particular professional grade, and that members of the grade are found in many 
departments.  One officer may not have the knowledge and experience for all jobs, 
but there are always some members of the Grade who are experts in a particular 
type of EO duties.  The origin of the generalist approach is from the British system 
of Administrative Service, where generalist Cadet Officers are developed through 
5 Michael Porter, Michael E. Porter on Competition, Harvard Business School Press
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the ranks to important positions in the government.  There have been prolonged 
debates in the academic field on whether generalists are able to lead professional 
departments  where  professional  knowledge  is  required  for  the  satisfactory 
discharge of duties.  Vice versa, there are queries that persons with a professional 
background are  suitable  for  senior  management  position owing to their  limited 
exposure to management and administrative issues.  The debates have not led to a 
solution.  The modern approach is for fair competition to be carried out and for the 
best person to be given the suitable job.

3.5 There have also been some discussions among Grade members in this 
respect.   The  consensus  is  that  we  should  move  in  the  direction  of 
professionalizing the Grade while still maintaining the general grade status, i.e. we 
should  develop  to  be  professional  generalists,  or  generalized  professionals. 
Among these confusing terms, it is noted that we are now officially declared as 
professional managers specialized in resource and system management.

3.6 To illustrate our competitive environment, I wish to refer to Michael 
Porter’s model of the five forces of competition6.   It  is  a model  describing the 
relationship of competitors in an industry.  Although not all aspects of the model 
are applicable to the Grade, which is a public organization rather than a firm in an 
industry, it can provoke a thinking process which will facilitate the examination of 
what kind of competitive environment we are in, and how other players affect our 
competitive advantage.

3.7 Michael  Porter’s  model  describes  five  forces  that  should  be 
considered for a firm to compete in its living environment.  The five forces are- 

 Suppliers
 Buyers
 Substitutes
 Potential entrants
 Rivalry among existing firms

I  shall  examine  these  forces  one  by  one  and  find  out  their  equivalent  in  the 
competitive environment of the Grade.

6 Michael Porter, How Competitive Forces Shape Strategy, Harvard Business School Press
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Michael Porter’s Five Forces Model

Suppliers

3.8 Perhaps competition from suppliers is the least that the Grade should 
worry about.  Human talent and services are our products.  The EO Grade gets the 
supplies  from  fresh  university  graduates  as  well  as  those  with  some  working 
experience and attracted to the EO profession.  The Grade management trains its 
human  resources  in-house.   Thus  it  may  seem that  suppliers  do  not  have  any 
bargaining power.  However, in order that the Grade can get quality materials for 
its product and services, it needs to ensure that EO jobs are sufficiently challenging 
and rewarding so as to attract the best talent available.  The Grade also needs to 
ensure that the training and development efforts and services acquired are of good 
quality and are effective in producing good EOs. 

Buyers

3.9 As observed in the previous section, the customers of the Grade are 
mainly  the  EO  hierarchy  in  departments.   Thus  the  existing  market  share  is 
dominated by close partners who are members of the Grade.  They are obliged to 
accept products delivered by the Grade management.  However, there is also the 
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element  of  utilization  where  departments  still  require  EOs that  can  effectively 
perform  the  required  functions  and  provide  quality  services.   Some  of  the 
customers may not have much bargaining power.  However, there are instances 
where the customers are not members of the Grade, or are not obedient members of 
the Grade.  The Grade management cannot take it for granted that the customers 
will  accept whatever products delivered.  It  needs to take a close watch of the 
needs of the customers and fulfill them as appropriate.  There is still a threat that 
the customers may turn to substitutes or other competitors.

Substitutes

3.10 Can EOs, or the services provided by them, be substituted by other 
types of products in the market?  It has been a long time that EOs on civil service 
terms are  engaged in  providing general  management  duties  in  the government. 
The situation has changed in recent years, mainly arising from a period where there 
was  staff  shortage  in  the  Grade  and the  General  Grades  Office  was  unable  to 
provide the required manpower timely.  Coupled with the establishment of some 
independent public organizations including the Housing Authority and trading fund 
departments,  some customers have turned to engaging non-civil service contract 
staff  and  service-providing  companies  for  general  management  services.   The 
recent budget deficit,  downsizing of the civil service and the recruitment freeze 
further  aggravate  the  situation.   More  and  more  non-civil  service  executive 
assistants,  administrative  assistants  and  human  resource  consulting  firms  are 
engaged  to  substitute  EOs.   There  are  comments  from the  customers  that  the 
substitutes  provide better  services and are easier  to manage.   The flexibility  in 
hiring and firing of non-civil service contract staff is an advantage over EO civil 
servants.  While substitutes are sometimes used to tide over short term problem of 
General  Grades  Office’s  inability  to  provide  EOs,  some  departments  may 
eventually decide to use the substitute products permanently.  

3.11 Recently, General Grades Office organized centrally the recruitment 
of non-civil service executive assistants.  They are posted to departments to fill EO 
II vacancies.  This is a wise move in making use of the substitutes to tide over 
short term staff shortage problem while retaining the bargaining power with the 
Grade.  When civil service recruitment resumes, the Grade can either release the 
non-civil service executive assistants,  or recruit those with experience and good 
performance to the Grade.
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Potential Entrants

3.12 We must not overlook that there are other parties which are capable in 
performing duties that EOs are now doing.  Similar to being a kind of substitute, 
service-providing firms are potential entrants to the market and are able to compete 
with the Grade.  The trend in the private market as well as in some areas in the 
public sector is the contracting-out of services.  Many companies are contracting 
out their non-core functions to subsidiaries, or completely independent contractors. 
Such functions  are  mainly  supporting functions  such as  general  administration, 
office administration, accounting, executive and secretarial work, etc.  Many of 
such services are now being provided by EOs to government departments.  This 
may be considered a distant threat as the government may not wish to contract out 
its  internal  affairs  to  outsiders.   However,  as  long as  a type of  service can be 
isolated,  not  being  confidential  and does  not  have  any  bearing  on government 
policy making, such a move is not impossible.

3.13 Besides  contracting-out,  we  also  need  to  note  that  the  general 
management function can be performed by other civil service grades.  A typical 
example is the civilianization of some disciplinary services posts recently being 
contemplated.  It reveals that there are many management jobs in the disciplinary 
services which are at present being performed by disciplinary staff.  Owing to staff 
shortage in  the disciplinary services,  there  are  opportunities  that  these jobs are 
assigned to general grades officers.  However, the reverse may also be true.  Many 
management jobs in grey areas having both management and departmental work 
content can be classified as non-EO jobs, thus allowing new entrants to the Grade’s 
competitive environment.

Rivalry

3.14 The EO Grade cannot monopolize management jobs.  There are many 
other civil  service grades which are also performing management  duties in one 
way or another.  Whether a new job is classified as an EO job but not others is 
largely  determined  by  the  department,  with  reasons  set  out  in  Departmental 
Establishment Committee paper.  Over the history of the Grade, there have been 
many incidents that EO posts are re-graded to others.  To examine the impact of 
such  rivalry  among  existing  players,  we  need  to  consider  our  competitive 
advantage in the field we claimed to be our turf: professional managers in system 
and resource management.
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3.15 There  are  many  other  civil  service  grades  whose  work  has  been 
performed by EOs before.  They eventually established their professional status in 
the particular field, become an independent grade, and monopolize that type of 
work.

3.16 Way  back  in  1959,  the  Salaries  Commission  recommended  the 
separation of the two main functions of executive work of business management of 
the department in general and personnel matters, and the financial and accounting 
management of the departments.  Upon this recommendation, the accounting posts 
at  EO  I  or  above  were  re-graded  to  a  new  grade  of  Treasury  Accountant  in 
1960-61.   It is interesting to note that, up to this day, there are still many EOs 
doing departmental  accounting  work  as  well  as  financial  management  work  in 
policy  bureaux and the  Financial  Service  and  Treasury  Bureau,  as  well  as  the 
financial control of many large projects.

3.17 There  are  many  other  civil  service  grades  which  claim  to  be 
professional managers in their particular areas in the field of management, such as 
the  Management  Services  Officer,  Training  Officer,  Liaison  Officer,  Labour 
Officer,  Trade Officer  and even Transport  Officer.   It  is  quite  clear  that  these 
grades have their niches that make them professional.  Their professional skill set, 
also  in  system  and  resource  management  are,  respectively,  organization  and 
method,  training management and presentation skill,  liaison and communication 
skill, labour law and mediation skill, trade law and negotiation skill and transport 
management.   During  many  professional  conferences  on  management  issues,  I 
frequently  met  these  colleagues  who  were  quite  conversant  in  the  studies  of 
management.   Tracing back their history, EOs were assigned their duties many 
years ago.  When these jobs were professionalized, a professional grade was set up 
and EOs were excluded, with the notion that EOs belonged to a general grade.

3.18 To be able to compete among the rivals, we need to decide what our 
niches  are,  and  why  are  we  valuable  to  the  civil  service.   In  a  letter  of  the 
Government Executive Grade Association to the Standing Commission in 20027, it 
was stated that EOs were called upon in the past, sometimes at very short notice, to 
undertake special tasks to meet service needs, that they were called to undertake 
driving test duties and district administration duties in the 1970s, and the review of 
refugee  status  of  boat  people  in  the late  1980s  and early  1990s,  and provided 
logistics  support  to  the  LegCo  and  District  Council  Elections,  Hand-over 

7 Letter dated 29 June 2002 from the HKSARG Government Executive Grade Association to the Secretary-General 
of the Joint Secretariat for the Advisory Bodies on Civil Service and Judicial Salaries and Conditions of Service 
representing the views of the Association on the review of civil service pay policy and system.
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ceremonies  in  1997,  Delegation  to  the  Western  Region  of  China  and  the  14th 

General Meeting of Pacific Economic Cooperation Council in 2001.  From these 
activities,  it  can  be  seen  that  this  is  the  perception  of  how  EOs  serve  the 
government.   EOs are able to provide services for urgent and odd assignments. 
EOs are also a reliable source of manpower that can get the job done, and that they 
are readily available.  This is a niche that the Grade has; but is it lacking in other 
grades?  As a large grade and a grade directly under the Civil Service Bureau, we 
can take the advantage of being easy to mobilize, compliant to instructions, and are 
at a relative senior, and thus trustworthy, position in the Civil Service.

3.19 However,  for  the  Grade  to  compete  among  its  rivals  who  are 
professionals  in  management,  EOs  have  to  be  really  professional  managers  in 
system and resource management.   In addition to just  being a convenient team 
capable in fire fighting, EOs should also show their strength in professional areas. 
I therefore examine in more details the specific functions performed by the Grade 
vis-à-vis the particular fields in the profession of management studies.

3.20 Various  functions  of  the  Grade  have  been discussed  in  Section  2. 
Some of them require specific skills which are generally accepted as professional 
streams  in  the  academic  management  circle,  while  some  require  general 
management skills.  From the emphasis of the Executive Grade Information and 
Resource Network, the Grade has identified some core function areas for which 
special  attention  is  given,  including the  provision  of  reference  materials,  focus 
groups, and dedicated topics on training and development.  They can be grossly 
categorized as follows.

Human resource management

3.21 Human resource management is the most  important  function of the 
Grade.  Jobs in this area include appointment,  staff management and discipline, 
conditions of service, training and development, staff relations, and many more.  In 
fact,  this  is  an  area  which  many  other  civil  service  grades  also  claim  to  be 
specialized in.

Financial management

3.22 I  mentioned  in  paragraph  3.16  the  hiving  off  of  the  financial  and 
accounting functions from the Executive Service to form the Treasury Accountant 
grade in 1960-61.  However, financial management remains until now a core EO 
duty.   EOs  are  still  involved  in  departmental  accounting,  bureau  resource 
management, central resource management as well as financial matters concerning 
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the  legislature.   Duties  in  this  area  also  include  out-sourcing,  tendering,  and 
financial control of large projects.  There are also much competition in this area 
from  the  accounting  grades,  management  services  officer  grade  and  many 
professional officers who are owners of projects.

Information technology management

3.23 Information technology management is an area which has grown very 
rapidly  in  recent  years.   The  world  economy  is  fast  evolving  through  the 
information revolution where much of the information is now being distributed and 
used based on this technology.  In fact, there is no area in management which is 
not affected by this change.  The pace of change is so fast that almost all types of 
system and resource management are affected.  The technology is also becoming 
mature to the state that the technical part is differentiated from the management 
part, leaving managers being able to take the benefit of the technology as a tool in 
all their work without having to understand the full details of the technical part.

3.24 Accompanying  the  advance  of  information  technology,  there  come 
many  issues  and  problems  in  its  management.   Information  technology 
management  has  become  a  specialized  management  stream  in  its  own  right. 
Specialized skill in this respect has been included as one of the core competencies 
of  EOs.  At the same time,  the impact  of  information technology is felt  in all 
business  areas  and  many  other  grades  are  also  equipping  themselves  for  the 
challenge.   Notably,  the  Systems  Manager  grade  has  an  advantage  in  the 
technological  aspect.   Other professional  grades with a science background can 
also  compete  with  an  advantage.   For  the  EO Grade  to  compete,  professional 
knowledge in various management aspects of computer projects is required.

General management

3.25 There  are  much  management  work  requiring  general  management 
knowledge which no other grades have claimed to be specialized in.  Thus an all-
rounded EO with good general management skills and good common sense can fill 
the niche.  As there are no clearly defined professional management areas for these 
jobs,  the  strength  of  the  Grade  derived  from its  ready  availability,  reliability, 
integrity and highly versatile management skill is a good competitive advantage. 
Duties  in  this  category  cover  a  large  variety  of  EO  jobs,  including  office 
management, event management, record management, committee work, etc.

3.26 For the Grade to compete successfully, it has to demonstrate its ability 
to fill the niche of the type of specific services it provides.  It is importance that the 
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Grade could show professionalism in its areas of work.  At present, the Grade is 
focused in delivering a public image of a versatile workforce with its members 
being skillful in all types of management duties.  Knowledge and experience are 
mainly  accumulated  on-the-job,  with  training  and  development  provided at  the 
wishes of grade members.  When the Grade delivers its product, i.e. the posting of 
an officer to a new position, it is done so not with the full intention of providing 
the best person for the job, but rather exploiting training opportunity for the officer. 
This has been working fine when the buyers do not have much bargaining power. 
However,  if  the  job  matching  is  not  done  right  and  customer  dissatisfaction 
increases,  there  is  a  risk  that  its  competitive  advantage  will  be  eroded  when 
substitutes, new entrants and rivals are waiting in the sideline.

3.27 The answer to this potential threat lies in the professionalization of the 
Grade, or at least a perceived professionalism.  It needs to show the customers that 
the Grade has a pool of talents and experts in all core areas of service, and that the 
Grade could always provide professional  managers  specialized in the particular 
fields of system and resource management whenever required.
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4 Career Development

4.1 In the EO Grade where the duties are so varied, how can it develop its 
members to be professionals in so many areas?  The prevailing career development 
policy has been maximum exposure.  Members of the Grade are posted to different 
types of duties throughout their career.  The intention is to expose officers in as 
many  areas  of  work  as  possible,  so  that  they  can  be  all-rounded  EOs  having 
knowledge and experience in any EO duty.  It is hoped, in this way, mature senior 
officers  can  have  a  breadth  of  management  views  which  can  enable  them  to 
advance to directorate level.

4.2 The intention is good, and there have been some outstanding members 
of the Grade who have successfully advanced to the top ranks and beyond, i.e. 
appointed to senior positions outside the Grade.  However, in general, this policy 
may  dilute  the  professionalism  of  the  Grade  as  most  members  are  constantly 
seeking new knowledge in new jobs.  While the Grade can develop officers who 
are versatile and are Jack of many trades, not all of them can become King in one. 
This phenomenon is particularly prone to occur in the EO Grade where the services 
it provides are diverse and complex.

4.3 Talking  about  complexity,  I  think  what  the  Grade  does  is  much 
simpler than sending a machine to Mars, and remotely controlling it from planet 
Earth.  This is a job done by NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL), led by its 
director Charles Elachi.   In a recent interview in 2004 by Michael  Useem,  the 
director of Wharton’s Centre for Leadership and Change Management, Mr. Elachi 
was asked how could he manage an organization so complex and with so many 
streams of expertise working together.  Mr. Elachi’s answer was that in a highly 
technical institution such as the JPL, one would need to have a lot of depth in a 
certain area or field.  That was how he gained the respect of other professionals, by 
having deep expertise in a certain discipline.   His work in synthetic aperture radars 
and radar technology helped him get respect for being technically knowledgeable. 
On the other hand, his qualification in business administration helped him develop 
a broad background.

4.4 This  adequately  summed  up how one should  deal  with  a  situation 
where multi-discipline expertise is required.  It may be futile to try to be an expert 
in every field.  But the deep knowledge in one particular field, plus an appreciation 
of the overall picture should be a better way out.
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4.5 To  match  the  requirement  of  the  Grade  to  compete  successfully, 
Grade  members  need  to  be  developed  with  the  intention  of  enabling  them to 
become a professional in a chosen field.  This cannot be done by random postings 
to a large variety of jobs.  Their career development must be carefully planned at 
the outset, with professionalism in mind plus selected exposure to broaden minds. 
This points to the direction of streaming of EO posts and of individual officers.

Streaming

4.6 I  have  briefly  discussed  the  concept  of  streaming  with  some 
colleagues and have done research on the civil service practice.  Streaming has 
been adopted widely in many grades, in particular in those where specialized skills 
are required for specialized jobs.  For example, in the Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Conservation Department, there are many streams of Field Officers who specialize 
in work on agriculture, conservation, park management and market management 
respectively.  Also, for the Technical Officer and Survey Officer grades in many 
departments,  there  are  specific  streaming  for  different  types  of  technical  jobs. 
There  are  clear  Guides  to  Appointment  for  these  grades  which  specify  the 
streaming to the extent that cross-stream posting and promotion are not allowed in 
the junior ranks.  In many professional grades, there are also streaming for specific 
work types requiring specific professional knowledge, but the career structure of 
officers  are  loose.   For  example,  for  doctors,  they  are  normally  appointed  as 
general practitioners, but enter a selected specialty later in their career.  Finally, all 
experienced  doctors  in  various  specialties  are  eligible  for  promotion  to  senior 
management positions.

4.7 This is  a  model  which many colleagues consider  suitable  for  EOs. 
Many EOs do not want to miss the chance of working on a wide variety of jobs and 
exposing themselves to new knowledge.  At the same time, many of them have an 
aspiration to excel in a particular field and have taken effort to improve themselves 
by attending post-graduate courses and joining professional institutions.

4.8 I  consider  a  system of  implicit  streaming  may  be  suitable  for  the 
Grade.  It should first identify the core areas of work for which professionalism can 
be developed and recognized.  The core areas mentioned in Section 3 which the 
Grade should focus in order to establish its competitive advantage could be used as 
a starting point.  Implicit streaming means that streaming is not mandatory.  An 
officer can opt to equip himself intensively in more than one stream.  After all, 
there are many overlapping expertise between the core areas which all managers 
should possess.
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4.9 I have envisioned a model below for the introduction of streaming in 
the Grade with a view to increasing the professional standing of members and the 
Grade  as  a  whole.   This  may  improve  our  competitive  advantage  in  the  ever 
changing competitive environment within the Civil Service.

EO I/II
Junior officer 

development stage

SEO/CEO
Senior officer 

professional stage

PEO/SPEO
Directorate officer

Senior management stage

Human resource 
management

Financial 
management

Cross-stream 
senior positions

IT management

General 
management

4.10 First,  we  need  to  devise  a  career  development  policy  for  various 
stages of an officer’s career.  When officers are newly recruited to the Grade, they 
should be exposed to various streams of EO duties with a view to testing their 
competence, interest and aptitude for particular types of EO work.  I call this the 
development stage for junior officers.  This is a stage where EO II and I are tried 
out in several different postings.  At the same time, they go through the structured 
training and development programmes aiming at providing the required knowledge 
on the theoretical aspects of essential areas of management.

4.11 The second stage is the professional stage for senior officers at the 
ranks of SEO and CEO.  This is the main cadre of the Grade and customers are 
looking forward to officers at this level for the effective discharge of the required 
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functions.  When the Grade posts these officers to departments, it should be able to 
declare that the postees are professionals in the particular field of work, backed up 
by  resume  describing  the  track  record,  including  posting  records  and  past 
achievements, of the officers in the specific area of work.  It should also show the 
academic  and  professional  qualifications  of  these  officers  in  the  relevant 
disciplines.

4.12 For  each  of  the  proposed  streams,  there  are  specific  training  and 
development programmes available.  When an officer has been identified as having 
potential and aptitude to be developed in one or two streams, attention should be 
given to his  in-depth development  to be a  professional  based on intensive  and 
focused  training  plus  well  planned  postings  for  the  effective  accumulation  of 
experience.

4.13 At  the  directorate  level  of  PEO  and  SPEO,  the  rich  management 
knowledge and experience of officers should enable them to work effectively at 
cross-stream senior positions.  Being a professional in a particular field, together 
with the ability to appraise high level management issues, directorate members of 
the Grade should be able to compete for senior positions outside the Grade under 
the open directorate appointment arrangement for many senior civil service posts.

Planning of posting

4.14 Training and development efforts are essential to enable an officer to 
become  knowledgeable.   To  be  a  professional  in  any  field,  relevant  working 
experience is also invaluable.  Thus it is very important to plan carefully the career 
path of an officer, and the effect of each individual posting to his/her development 
to be a professional manager.  The present arrangement of random postings for 
widest exposure is suitable for junior officers in order to find out their aptitude for 
a particular work type.  When agreement is reached on the direction on how an 
officer should be developed, there should be a career development plan with clear 
target paving the way for future postings.  Postings should be planned strategically 
with a professional stream in mind while providing some exposure in other areas of 
work when appropriate.

4.15 Planning of career development should not be top-down.  For career 
development to be successfully implemented, the participation of staff is essential. 
Only with the agreement and co-operation of staff could a career development plan 
be  meaningful.   The  career  development  plan  should  take  into  account  the 
aspiration of officers in the early stage of the career.  The Career Development 
Manager scheme is the most powerful weapon in assisting officers in making the 
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right choice, to improve their psychological preparedness for the road ahead, and 
to enlist their partnership in the implementation of the plan.

4.16 There have been comments from members of the Grade that they have 
not been consulted on their postings.  In fact, any information on their postings was 
being kept from them and they were being informed of the new posting at short 
notice.  Should postings be planned with a long term goal in mind, officers should 
have an early understanding of what their future jobs may be.  This can reduce 
much uncertainty and anxiety.  After all,  a new posting is always an important 
event in one’s career and is usually the most concerned issue for officers.

4.17 A better way to make posting a success is the regular involvement of 
the  officers  concerned.   While  colleagues  could  appreciate  the  difficulty  in 
arranging postings and the many changing factors that affect the smooth change 
over of staff, good planning could always solve half of the problems readily.  With 
the strong team of Career Development Managers in the Grade, we should be able 
to afford spending more time in planning postings.  I think preliminary planning of 
a new posting should commence one year ahead, with discussion held with the 
officer  and the departmental  management.   It  can give a clear indication to the 
officer on what he/she should be looking ahead, while department could have an 
early  reminder  for  succession  planning.   Intensive  posting  arrangement  should 
commence three months before.  This can allow ample time for any unexpected 
change to the plan and for remedial actions to be taken where possible.  A well 
arranged posting could ensure that the officer follows the career development path 
and is developed to be an effective professional manager according to plan.

Performance management

4.18 Effective  performance  management  is  an  essential  link  because  it 
provides the necessary information for the career development of an officer.  The 
performance of an officer in different types of work and the assessment on his/her 
potential  and  aptitude  for  development  will  form the  basis  of  the  career  path. 
Notwithstanding  that  the  Grade  is  adopting  the  service-wide  standard  in 
performance  appraisal,  the  system still  has  much  room for  improvement.   The 
basic weakness of the system is its emphasis on check and balance.  I view this as a 
sign of mistrust where the appraising officer is presumed to be prone to making 
inaccurate and unfair assessment.  Thus there is a need for a countersigning officer, 
and for that matter, similarly a need for assessment by the departmental secretary 
and the head of grade.  As the hierarchy grows, the assessment is getting further 
away from the truth.  Some parts of the appraisal have become an assessment of 
the standard of appraisal, or an assessment on the appraising officer instead.  A 
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better approach being adopted by many organizations is the 360 degree assessment 
or  peer  assessment.   The  introduction  of  additional  assessment  from peers  or 
subordinates who know better the actual performance of the officer could give a 
more  accurate  performance  appraisal.   This  is  a  subject  with  far  reaching 
implications and I have to reserve my observation.  But for the career development 
of  officers  and  consequently  the  development  of  the  Grade,  an  effective 
performance  appraisal  system  will  go  a  long  way  to  increase  our  long  term 
competitiveness.
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5 Epilogue

5.1 I  do  not  wish  to  call  this  last  Section  conclusion,  findings  nor 
recommendations as they do not represent the result of this work.  My ideas on the 
development of the Grade and career planning of officers are personal views which 
may not meet with approval of the grade management nor other colleagues.  Thus 
this  epilogue  is  just  a  summary  of  the  ideas  presented,  which  I  hope  can  be 
regarded as food for thought for some further discussion.

Grade development

5.2 I consider that the Grade needs to take a critical look at its competitive 
environment and be aware of the need to compete.  The worst that could happen is 
complacency.  From the analysis of the forces of competition around it, the Grade 
is by no means living in a very secure environment.  The recent event of voluntary 
retirement being applied to the Grade should keep it awake of its vulnerability. 
The trend of the Civil  Service downsizing will  pose a threat  to the continuous 
development of the Grade.

5.3 Foreshadowed by the threat, the Grade should seize any opportunity 
in demonstrating that it is a professional grade which can contribute significantly 
to the public service.  To be able to compete successfully, it should sharpen its 
competitive edge by taking positive steps to professionalize, and by grooming its 
members to be professional managers in system and resource management.  Not 
only  that  we  need  to  improve  our  professional  strength,  we  should  also 
communicate  extensively  externally  by  promoting  our  services  and 
professionalism to our partners and customers.

Career development

5.4 The  development  of  the  Grade  is  an  aggregate  of  the  career 
development  of  its  members.   Thus  the  career  planning  of  individual  officers 
should match with the requirement of the Grade.  To be a professional grade, it 
requires  a  well  defined  professional  skill  base.   The  career  development  of 
individual officers should aim at increasing the professional capability of the Grade 
in all its core work areas.  This should be done more effectively if officers are 
intensively  developed  in  dedicated  work  areas,  or  streams,  while  maintaining 
adequate exposure in other areas of management in order to keep a well-informed 
overview of management issues.
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5.5 Lastly,  the  basic  theory  of  human  resource  management  points  to 
good internal communication between management and staff.   This is particular 
important for the EO Grade whose members are human resource managers.  While 
members are practicing such human resource management  theory in their  daily 
work, it will be very frustrating if they are not being treated in the same manner 
themselves.  Members of the Grade should be regarded as partners starting from 
the  early  stage  of  their  career.   They  should  be  involved  in  their  own  career 
planning, postings, and dedicated training and development plan.  The best way to 
motivate managers is transparency, communication and whole-hearted partnership.

July 2004

-  End  -

-  25  -


