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Alternative Futures for Public

Administration

B. GUY PETERS

There have been any number of pre-
dictions about the future of governing
and public administration. Some of
these now appear quaint or totally rea-
listic, but others have become standard
practice in the public sector. The simp-
lest and most accurate prediction is that
the future of the public sector will be
very much like its past, given that most
of the same programs, and many of the
same ways of delivering those public
services will persist. Despite genera-
tions of reforming government much
of the structure and process remains
remarkably unchanged, even if the
tasks are performed by computer rat-
her than by hand. Thus, when we make
our brave (or more probably fool-
hardy) predictions about the future, we
should be careful not to assume that
everything is easily mutable.

The above having been said, there
have been, and continue to be, genuine
changes in governing, and those
changes in turn may be producing the
necessity for even greater changes. And
government does not function in a
vacuum, so that any emerging patterns
of governing must reflect changes in
the socio-economic, fiscal, and politi-
cal environments, as well as changes in
the technological possibilities for go-
verning. Further, some reforms in the
public sector will be the product of
changing ideas about how best to go-
vern society (see Pollitt and Bouckaert,
2004). Therefore, to make any accurate
predictions about directions of move-
ment in the public sector require an
extreme degree of good fortune.

One way to enhance the possibilities
of making accurate predictions about
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the future of public administration is
to make several simultaneous estimates
of future changes. In the present case
this is not just an attempt to be at least
partially correct but rather is an attempt
to reflect the complex reality of the
contemporary public sector, as well as
of contemporary politics. On the one
hand, there are continuing pressures to
move away from conventional hierar-
chical, command and control instru-
ments for government toward the
instruments of “New Governance”
(Salamon, 2001). The changes proposed
in this style of governing reflect conti-
nuing moves toward involving the
private sector more directly in gover-
ning, having been characterized as
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“citizen engagement”, “partnership”
“Burgernahe”, “stakeholder democracy”
and a host of other names. The general
pattern has been to decentralize, de-
volve and generally to make the public
sector closer to the public.

The other contemporary prospec-
tive change in the public sector may
appear to be almost diametrically op-
posed to the movement toward “New
Governance”. Governments have been
moving control down to lower levels
within public organizations, as well as
out to stakeholders and to autonomous
public organizations (Verhoest,
Verschuere, Bouckaert and Peters, 2004)
in order to enhance democracy, as well
as to leverage private resources for
delivering public services. While those
reforms have produced real benefits for
government, and for the society, they
also have produced real problems of
control and accountability at the top of
government. While service delivery is

important for governing, so too is
coherence, coordination and strategic
direction, and those virtues have been
undermined by the continuing move-
ment toward governance at the bottom.

Therefore, we need to think about
these two alternative directions in
governing, and perhaps more impor-
tantly think about the ways in which
the two directions of change can be knit
together to provide a more coherent
system for providing direction and
control to society. While this may not
be the hierarchical, “top down” govern-
ment that was typical of the past, on the
other hand it will not be the highly de-
centralized “governing without govern-
ment” that some critics of conventional
mechanisms of government have
advocated. Rather it will represent some
attempt to reach a balance between the
two directions for change and provide
also a comprehensive and coherent sys-
tem of governance.

The concept of governance is one
means of integrating these two dimen-
sions of change in the public sector
(Pierre and Peters, 2000; Kjaer, 2004).
Governance implies the capacity of the
public sector to steer society and
economy, and to provide some more
or less coherent direction. How that
steering is actually placed into opera-
tion is an empirical question, and may
be achieved through the types of
decentralized and delegated methods.
On the other hand, the coherence and
control function almost of necessity
must come from the center of govern-
ment, so that at the same time that
power is being delegated, some aspects
of control may have to become more
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centralized, and move back toward pre-
sidents and prime ministers. Some
scholars (see Kickert, Klijn and
Koopenjaan 1997) have discussed the
possibilities of “steering at a distance”,
but it is important that steering and
governance is indeed performed, and
that all the emphasis is not placed on
the “distance”, de-centered, aspects of
the process.

The remainder of this paper will
first examine these two simultaneous
drives for reform in the public sector as
sources of new styles of governance. Af-
ter describing each of the varieties of
reform separately, I will proceed to dis-
cuss the ways in which these two alter-
native futures can be joined, and the role
that leaders in the public sector can play
in bridging the gaps between changing
forms of service delivery and changing
forms of strategic management and
strategic governance at the center. This
latter aspect of the reform process is that
which is least developed, and which
will require the greatest use of politi-
cal and administrative skills.

The New Governance

The shift toward the “New Gover-
nance” is discussed more often than
other changes in the public sector, and
in many ways has become well
institutionalized in the public sector, and
has become to sense the conventional
wisdom. This change is in part related
to the more general transformation
associated with the “New Public Mana-
gement”, given that one of the most
important tenets of NPM was that

government should “steer and not row”,
meaning that governments should
directly deliver relatively few public
services but instead should attempt to
use other actors, whether in the market
or the not for profit sectors as their
agents. The assumption of this approach
was that government was relatively
poor and inefficient at delivering
services and they should be contracted
out.

But the concerns about using non-
traditional instruments for service deli-
very extends beyond contracting with
non-governmental actors. The under-
lying logic is one of moving away from
hierarchical instruments toward more
collaborative instruments, and also
using more autonomous public orga-
nizations “agencies” that can be more
efficient in delivering programs, in
part because they would be expected to
concentrate on delivering a single pro-
gram or service. In addition, the ideas
of New Governance involve collabora-
tion and cooperation with actors outside
government, and the creation of a va-
riety of relationships unlike those
traditionally expected in the public sec-
tor.

Another way of describing these
changes has been as “soft law”, invol-
ving the use of guidelines, agreements,
benchmarks, and other instruments that
do not command so much as cajole ele-
ments in society to follow the princip-
les set forth by government (Morth,
2003). Further, this softness extends to
relationships among governments
themselves so that multi-level gover-
nance becomes a more apparent feature
of governing even in nominally unitary
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states. One of the clearest manifes-
tations of soft law has been the Lisbon
process within the European Union, and
the Open Method Coordination that has
to some extent evolved from Lisbon has
carried the practice into a range of po-
licy areas (Borras and Jacobssen, 2004).

The implications of such a shift are
rather obviously that government will
be a different institution than it has been
in the past. Rather than being in essence
a hierarchical organization attempting
to control society through command
and control instruments the public
sector is becoming a more collaborative
set of organizations attempting to con-
trol, but to do so in a less single-minded
manner. This “softness” in the style of
governance can help to legitimate ac-
tions, but it also places greater demands
on government for effective monitoring
and some capacity to retain some con-
trol over the frameworks created, often
through the budget.

In addition to the actual changes in
service delivery there will also have to
be analogous changes in other aspects
of governing such as accountability
(Mulgan, 2000). Accountability will be-
come a much more complex problem
than was true in conventional parlia-
mentary notions of governing, in which
civil servants were responsible to
ministers, and ministers to parliament,
for the delivery of services. Now
accountability must be extended not
only upward toward parliament but
also downward toward clients and
outward to members of networks,
partnerships, and other “stakeholders”
in the process. This governance world
is therefore more complex and more

difficult than the old system.

This style of governance will place
public servants even more in the center
than had the conventional system. The
public servant is typically the person
responsible for negotiating contracts,
establishing partnerships, and inter-
acting with networks. If the “new gover-
nance is to be successful, it will depend
very heavily on public servants who
must develop a somewhat different set
of skills than they had in the past.
Perhaps most importantly, they must
develop a set of political skills to deal
with society in ways that are not typical
for the usual conception of what a pub-
lic servant does. But going along with
those political skills are skills in
managing networks so that they are
effective ways of coping both with
inputs about policy and actual delivery
of public services.

Asnoted, in many areas and in many
political systems this style of governing
has become well institutionalized to the
point of becoming the new conventional
wisdom, but both ministers and many
civil servants have yet to internalize
these changes and deal with all their
implications.

The need to “steer at a distance” and
to govern through less direct means
may be difficult for politicians who
find they are being held responsible in
public for outcomes over which they
have relatively less direct control than
in the past. In addition, civil servants
may need to undestand that their role
in linking state and society is more
crucial, but also more political, than in
the past and hence may have to alter
some of their self-conceptions.
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Back to the Center?

A great deal has been written about the
movement into the range of alternative
mechanisms for service delivery
discussed above. Relatively less has
been written about the perhaps less
obvious shift of control over policy
back to the center of governments.
Politicians have often complained that
although they have been elected to
make policy that once they are in office
they find such control difficult. This is
true for ministers and agency heads, but
also has been true for presidents and
prime ministers who appear to find
themselves at the head of large and
complex systems of government but
with relatively fewer levers at their
disposal to control that system than
they might have liked.

The need to think about the antithesis
of the reliance on decentralized solutions
is more than a political requirement,
however. It also reflects a genuine need
in governance to create greater cohe-
rence and coordination in the public
sector. The numerous reforms of
government during the past several
decades, whether coming from a
managerialist perspective or a more
participatory perspective (Peters, 2000)
have tended to drive control away from
the center and to empower individuals
as well as more or less autonomous
organizations, whether in and out of
government.! These actor believe that
they have the right, and in some cases
almost the obligation, to make their
own decisions and to implement pro-
grams in the manner they consider most
appropriate. Likewise, the emphasis on

performance as a means of assessing
these organizations and their managers
tends to make them focus on their own
narrow set of goals rather than to think
about government-wide approaches to
policy and steering society. The obvious
result of such an approach to governing
is considerable inconsistency and a
need for improved coordination.
Coordination is a crucial value for
government, but it is also to some ex-
tent retrospective, looking at what
governments have done or are doing,
and trying to correct the problems
associated with inconsistencies in the
approaches of different programs.
Governments are also finding that they
need to be more prospective and more
strategic in how they choose to inter-
vene in society and economy. To some
extent the need to be more strategic
reflects prior failures of coordination
and the need to make governments
more effective in the eyes of citizens. It
also reflects the increasing fiscal pro-
blems of many governments, squeezed
by demands from rapidly aging popu-
lations, activated interest groups with
increased demands, and public resis-
tance to increased taxation. Govern-
ments now need to make more strate-
gic decisions about what they want to
do and how they want to do them.
Thus, from several perspectives
governments need to marshal their
resources for a more comprehensive
and coordinated public sector. From the
perspective of democratic governance
as well as from a more managerialist
perspective there is a need to move
some degree of priority setting and
issue management back into the center
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of government and to make govern-
ment a strategic actor. The trick, as
already implied, is to accomplish this
without also becoming a rather over-
bearing policy administrator as well.

Knitting Together the
Public Sector

Although these two approaches to
governance have been presented as
being somewhat antithetical, they are
in essence complementary. Each pro-
vides some virtues for would be gover-
nors, whether it is making implemen-
tation more acceptable to the public,
and perhaps less expensive, or it is ma-
king choices about what should be im-
plemented through those softer mecha-
nisms. Effective governance can be
assisted by both of these virtues, but
they need themselves to be coordinated
and made to work together.

Perhaps the major for coping with
the two alternative perspectives on
governance is not to recognize their
virtues and the complementary nature.
The real trick is to find ways to nit them
together in a more coherent web. As
implied above, this may not be easy,
given that the actors involved tend to
believe that they are empowered to
pursue their more differentiated styles
of governing (Peters and Pierre, 2000).
Political leaders certainly believe they
have been elected to provide direction
to state and society, and want to over-
come the blockages they perceive in
that mission. Similarly, administrators
believe that the continuing reforms of
administration empower them to search

for new mechanisms for delivering
services and more effective means of
linking state and society.

Several programs have been deve-
loped in governments to attempt to
make this linkage, or at least to mini-
mize conflicts among the sets of actors.
For example, the Finnish government
has embarked on an ambitious pro-
gram for managing issues driven from
the center of government, but at the
same time recognizing that the style of
implementation for public programs
has been altered significantly over the
past decades, and that Finland has been
one of the leaders in devising alter-
native forms of service delivery
(Bouckaert, Ormond and Peters, 2000).
Other countries such as Denmark have
focused attention on a limited number
of strategic and coordination devices-
notably the budget- and allowed mini-
stries and agencies to make many of
their own choices within that frame
(Jensen, 2004). Still others have attemp-
ted to emphasize the integrated nature
of governing and to focus on govern-
ment as a whole, rather than the many
disparate parts comprising government
(Laegried and Christensen, 2006).

In addition to procedures, the ob-
vious source of integration in the pub-
lic sector will have to be leadership.
This is a rather old-fashioned virtue,
and does not perhaps appear as inno-
vative as some of the managerialist
techniques that have come to dominate
thinking about governing, but it is
nonetheless crucial. Making the various
components, and perhaps more difficult
making the various ideas about
governance work together effectively
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requires individuals committed to
those goals. These goals are more
diffuse and less difficult to identify in
practice than some of the elements of
good practice in the public sector, but
they are still very real, and crucial, for
government to perform well as an
entity.

Again, I should point out that many
of the reforms of the past several deca-
des make this type of integration of
programs within the public sector less
probable, and yet more necessary. Not
only have there been structural changes
that have tended to disconnect many
aspects of governing, so.too have there
been a number of changes in personnel
and management that also have tended
to make coherence less likely. Perhaps
the major source of the glue that could
hold together the various elements of
governance- the career public service-
has been undermined and denigrated
by many of the reforms associated with
New Public Management (Campbell
and Wilson, 1996). In addition, the
tendency to shift from more organic to
more mechanical forms of coordination
among organizations in the public
sector has tended to exacerbate diffe-
rences, and to reduce integration.

Performance management has been
lauded as a significant addition to the
management tools available in govern-
ment, and indeed it is, but it too can
tend to exacerbate differences and to
focus attention on the delivery of
individual programs rather than on
broader social goals. These perfor-
mance programs tend to provide few
incentives for collaboration and co-
operation across programs, and make

managers focus on particularized
measures of success and failure, for
themselves and for their organizations.
That having been said, however, if de-
signed well performance management
systems may be able to assist in inte-
grating government. If system-wide
goals can be identified, and measures
developed for those goals, then per-
formance measurement and manage-
ment can identify how programs and
policies fit together in more compre-
hensive packages.

The New Zealand government has
been able to develop an approach to
performance management that links
individual program goals to systemic
goals. This system depends upon iden-
tifying Strategic Results Areas (SRAs)
for government as a whole, and then
linking Key Results Areas for each pro-
gram to the SRAs. This methodology
points out that all major policy areas in
the public sector involve a range of
individual programs, and also that most
organizations and programs contribute
to a range of systemic goals. While this
insight is hardly new, it is often forgot-
ten in the concentration of most minis-
ters and most managers on their
quotidian tasks.

Local and Regional
Government

Much of the above discussion has been
focused on these two aspects of gover-
nance at the level of the national govern-
ment. Those problems are very real at
that level, but they are none less real
for sub-national governments. Indeed,
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several factors may tend to exacerbate
the differences between the two types
of governing in local and regional
governments. One of the most impor-
tant of those constraints is that sub-
national governments are not fully
autonomous, and may have greater
difficulties in setting their own
priorities and in deciding on gover-
nance strategies on their own. Local
governments in Scandinavia have
substantially greater autonomy and
have more resources than do those in
many other types of government, but
they still face important constraints.

Sub-national governments also are,
in general, closer to the actual delivery
of many public services, and also have
closer relationships with their partners
in delivering services. This proximity
to the actual work of government and
their contacts with clients can lead to
their becoming absorbed with the
needs of the community. There is no-
thing wrong with that concern, quite
the contrary it is one of the virtues of
decentralized local governance, but it
does make more strategic approaches
to governance more difficult. This may
be especially true when the problems
being confronted can not be contained
neatly within the boundaries of the
single local authority, as indeed few
problems can be.

Associated with the above state-
ment, local authorities may be espe-
cially interested in finding softer forms
of governance to perform their tasks.
This growing preference for more
collaborative forms of service delivery
is true not only so that local govern-
ments can conserve their scarce finan-

cial resources, but it is evident also
because of the closer connections of this
level of government with the commu-
nity. Local authority leaders may be
better able to identify the opportunities
for implementing the less hierarchical
forms of governance, and may also see
more clearly the political costs asso-
ciated with command and control in-
struments in populations with whom
they must interact, often face to face, on
a regular basis. Command and control
forms of governance appear increasing-
ly unacceptable to citizens, and appa-
rently all the more so when implemen-
ted by friends and neighbors.

Their important role in service deli-
very does not, however, relieve local
governments of some necessity for
more strategic thinking about their role
in governing. In part because their
financial resources are often more
constrained, and their autonomy also
limited, effective local governments
may have to be extremely careful about
establishing priorities and using their
resources in the most strategic manner
possible. Some of the responsibilities
presently undertaken by sub-national
governments, notably local economic
development, may require developing
clear strategies and bringing together
a range of programs and actors to
achieve the desired goals. Even more
traditional functions, such as effective
management of transportation, may
also involve making establishing clear

priorities and making strategic trade- -

offs with other goals, e.g. environ-
mental protection.
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Summary and
Conclusion

The above discussion has pointed to
emerging trends of, and emerging
requirements for, effective governance
in the industrialized democracies. This
discussion has pointed to the extent to
which the two dominant strands in
contemporary reform are apparently
somewhat at odds with one another,
one driving power downward and out
to civil society, and the other tended to
draw power back into the center of
government. Both of these trans-
formations are important for effective
governing, and they need not be
incompatible, but they are different and
they do require developing means for
drawing the two strands together. This
knitting together of strands of gover-
nance will become perhaps the central
challenge for most systems of
governance.

Much of the discussion of effective
governance, especially the strategic di-
mension, has been focused on the role
of central governments, but the issues
are hardly confined to that level, and
sub-national governments have the
same considerations about governing.
The demands for softening their style
of program implementation may be
especially important for sub-national
governments, given that they are gene-
rally charged with large volumes of
program implementation- especially of
social and educational services that
affect many citizens directly. That
having been said, however, the local
governments can not avoid the de-
mand to make strategic choices about

what they want to do, and how they
will do it.
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The problem often is that these organizations are in part in the public sector and in
part in the private, making exercising control over them a more difficult proposition,
and one that to some against contradicts the logic of granting them autonomy in the
first instance.




