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Comparing Reforms

Book Reviews Larry D. Terry Editor

What Do We Want Public Managers To Be

Anne M. Khademian, University of Michigan

Pecer Aucoin (1995). The New Public Manage-
ment: Canada in Comparative Perspactive. Montre-
al, Quebec: IRPP, Ashgate Publishing Company;
$19.95 paper; 286 pages.

Jonathan Boston, John Marcin, June Pallot, and
Pat Walsh (1996). Public Management: The New
Zealand Made!l  Oxford University Press; $65.00

paper; 416 pages.

ublic management reforms around
Pthc globe face a perennial challenge:

How can governments give civil ser-
vants enough autonamy o maintain neu-
trality and insure the flexibility necessary to
manage public programs efficiently and
effectively, yer still ensure managers'
accountability to a government’s fiscal and
programmatic priorities? Where should we
draw the line, and whart institucional
designs and incentives should we construct
to keep the line in place? Any solution to
the challenge is political, requiring govern-
ments to grapple with definitions of
accountability, the appropriate distribution
of executive and legislative powers in gov-
ecnment, the identification of chains of
command, and citizens’ proper role both as
demanders of quality services and as sup-
pliers of the ultimate course of accountabil-
1y,

According to Jonathan Boston, John
Martin, June Pallot, and Pac Walsh, authars
of Public Management: The New Zealand
Model, and Peter Aucoin, author of The
New Public Management: Canada in Com-
parative Perspective, advocates of the “new

public management” in the four Westmin-
ster systems of New Zealand, Britain, Aus-

tralia, and Canada offer a sutprising and
familiar answer to the chalienge: Define the
“rules of the game” in a manner that sepa-
rates policy making (the definition of
objectives, organizational missions, petfor-
mance targets, and measures) from opera-
tions. The answer is familiar because it is
the traditional premise of public adminis-
tration thought and practice. [t is surpris-
ing because it has been explicitly rejected
by American public management scholars
and practitioners who also identify them-
selves with che “new public management,”
but wha stake our a field of study distinct
from traditional public administration
writing and practice.!  In the American lit-
erature, a public manager is typically called
2 “leader,” “executive,” or even
“entrepreneur,” respansible not only for
assessing the palitical feasibility of manage-
ment efforts, buc ac times facilicating delib-
erative processes that help hone agency
missions, ot building cealitions of support
for the public pragrams they manage.
Focusing on New Zealand reform
efforts, Jonathan Boston and his co-authors
clearly recognize the practical difficulty of
separating palitics and operations, arguing
that “[a]t some point [the] twin imperatives
of political control and neutral competence
will conflict” {9). Operational issues {such
as “matters relating to decisions on individ-
ual employees”), they note, can readily
become political. Similarly, comparing
teforms in the Weseminster countries, and
how they might specifically inform Canadi-
an efforts (of which he is critical), Peter
Aucoin notes that separation creates a diffi-

culty with the need ta protect the “merit
principle whife retaining the advantages
that flow from the exercise of the executive
prerogative” to intervene in agencies’ opera-
tional affairs {75). Complicate this formula
with what Aucoin argues is an increased
propensity by membets of the Canadian
Parliament to become involved in imple-
menting policy, and the task of distinguish-
ing politics from operations grows more
daunting. Nevertheless, the authors of
both books argue that the basic premise is
essential to reform effort. The reform
experiences of New Zealand and Britain,
Aucoin argues, “represent an explicit
acknowledgmenc thar the traditional minis-
terial department no longer achieves mean-
ingful ministerial dicection, control and
accounubility for public pelicy and admin-
istration. They have descroyed the mych
that responsibilities for policy and apera-
tions cannat be separated withour a loss of
political control over adminiscration”

(247).

Common Ground

Ametican and Westminister advocates
of the new public management find com-
mon ground in explaining why such reform
is necessary, Peter Aucoin summarizes a
“trinity” of broadly based challenges with
which western democracies have coped,
partly through management reform: 1)
growing demands for restraint in public-
sector spending, 2) increasing cynicism
regarding government bureaucracies’
Tespansiveness (o citizen concerns and
political authority, and hence dissarisfac-
tion with pragram effectiveness, and 3} an
international, market-driven economy that
does not defer to domestic policy efforts,
Jonathan Boston and his colleagues similar-
ly identify concerns in New Zealand aver
the “accountability of officials to ministers”
and whether or not “public servancs [were]
propetly responsive to their superiars” as
appesed to “special” or industry incerescs;
questians about public-sector agencies'
capacity to “achieve the objectives set for
them”; concern for the efficiency of the
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public sector and its price tag as a propot-
tion of GDP; and daubts regarding public-
sector agencies' ability to “address equity
concerns and specifically bicultural issues®
(57). Such broad concerns for budget
deficits, bureaucratic responsiveness, and
performance, and for the “drag” govern-
ment sector activities place upen the pri-
vate sector’s campetitiveness ate alsa fre-
quently identified as the rationale for
American public management reform.

Despite inscicurional differences
between a parliamencary system and thac of
the United Staces, diagnosis of the more
specific “bureaucracy problem” embedded
in the above concerns, particularly thae of
Canada, reveals similar patterns in elected
officials’ oversight of government agencies.
Just as the frustration of legislative “micro-
managemene” has prompted U.S. reforms
{often with the assumpcion thac legislative
“meddling” can be reformed away), Aucoin
points to changes in the behavior of Cana-
dian membets of Pacliament that make cra-
ditional public managemenc difficult and
prompt management reform efforces: che
decline of scrang party government and the
intensified focus on constituent concerns
among members of Pacliament, individual
members' growing interest in the adminis-
tration of programs {fueled partly by mass
media scrutiny of government operations),
and the greater complexity and compeehen-
siveness of government mandares that
invite conflict and lack of goal consensus.

Both groups of ceformers also concur in
telying on economic theory to diagnase
and solve government problems. In a con-
cise, astute overview, Jonathan Boston and
his co-authors assess the contributions of
public-choice, agency, and transaction-cast
theory in addressing che accountabilicy
challenges of the New Zealand govern-
ment, and suggesting ways to alter the
incentive structures becween Parliament,
ministers, and managers in order to
enhance responsiveness to public priorities
and increase efficiency and effecciveness in
achieving public goals. Peter Aucoin also
offers an analysis of economic theory's role
in the reform effort thus far, focusing on
“bureaucracy bashing” as practiced by
elected officials concerned about bureau-
cratic control, and on ways in which eco-
nomic theory has informed che debate and
justified governmenc reform efforts.

In the U.S. reform literature, the casual

170

thetoric of the marketplace is the norm
(“entrepreneurial” leaders, citizens as “cus-
tomers” and the importance of “competi-
tion” in procuring and developing govern-
ment goods and services), while the formal
logic of principal-agent theory and transac-
tion cost analysis is slowly raking hold as
the theoretical framework of chaice {Lynn,
1996}, For evidence of the intelleceual
power of public-choice theory in the Unit-
ed States, one need only recall the Career
and Reagan years, when economists trained
in public-choice theory initiaced regulatory
reforms challenging tradicional rule
enforcement and focusing instead on har-
nessing market dynamics to coreect for reg-
ulacory imperfections that serve special
interests rather than the public interest
(Miller, 1989; Khademian, 1992).

Finally, ceformers in the Westminster
systems and America find common ground
in defining what makes the new public
management so “new.” Performance
should replace process as the focus for
accountability, and citizens as “customers”
should play a prominent part in defining
and assessing high performance; perfor-
mance-driven, short-term contracting
{within the chain of command and
between government and the private sec-
tor) should take precedence over vertical
incegracion in defining responsibilities and
securing the most effective, efficient deliv-
ery of goods and services; devolution and
flexibility — not rule books and centralized
and executive oversight — should shape
the job of a manager; and a “transparent”
budgec process driven by the idencification,
pursuic, and assessmenc of performance
indicacars should replace incremental pro-
cesses decermined by bureaucratic requeses
and poor legislative informadion.

Where the Reformers Pare Ways

It is the Aow these feacures of the new
public managemenc are operationalized
(the precise role public managers should
play in the policy process) that separates
the American reform effore from that of the
Weseminster countries. Advocates of che
Weseminster approach (with slight varia-
tions on the theme) accept the premise that
policy and operations can be clearly sepa-
rated and management efforcs cightly
framed by elected officials. Both Aucoin
and Boston and his colleagues reject the

idea of managerial discretion thac is

entrepreneurial, mixing policy making with

management. As Aucoin puts ic:
Unfortunately, there is still refiance
lin Canada] on the ill-conceived
nation that management reform
means increased managerial discre-
tion and che empowerment of pub-
lic servants. The assumption has
been that, to achieve better results,
public servants musc be freed from
controls, rules and compliance
with procedures. To the extent
that Canadian reformers have
framed the agenda in terms of dis-
cretion and empowerment {even at
times implying that “entrepreneuri-
al” public servants should ignore
cancrols and procedures to over-
come bureaucracy), ic is not sur-
prising that ministers and Mem-
bers of Patliament have been less
than enthusiastic supporters of the
new public managemenc. And
with good reason: such ideas are
contrary to good government
(250).

According o Aucoin, this loosey-goosey
approach (I am paraphrasing} resules pri-
marily from American and Canadian
reliance on “North-American private-sector
management gurus for its inspiracion. In
contrast, reformers in the other chree West-
minster systems, [Bricain, New Zealand,
and Australia] have done their own think-
ing. (250).

Their own thinking, in New Zealand’s
case, has produced whac Boston and his
colleagues call a reform model thae is dis-
tinguished by its “conceptual rigor and
intelfectual coherence” and its serict adher-
ence to the “principles of straighc-line
accountability and managerial autonomy.”
Essential to this model is the “clear separa-
tion of the responsibilities of ministers and
departmental chief execucives (CEs): minis-
ters should be responsible for selecting the
outcomes they wish to achieve and pur-
chasing their desired outpucs; CEs should
be responsible for selecting the inpucs
required to produce the desired outpurs
with the minimum practicable interference
from ministers and cencral agencies” (4).
In other words, managers should practice
the flexible, market-driven techniques of
the new public management, but they

should do so within a tighdy defined con-
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tract, negotiated with che State Services
Commissioner, that adheres to “policy
guidelines set by the government” {105).
So, for example, CEs may appoint mem-
bers of the senior executive service wichin
their agencies, set their conditions of
employment, monitor their performance,
and reward them as they see fit. But they
are constrained in this endeavor primarily
by the State Services Commission, which
oversees appointment and review processes
and approves members of the senior execu-
tive service in the first place (118).

Aucoin, too, is a firm believer in the
principles underlying the New Zealand
moadel, though critical of Canadian reform-
ers inability to embrace those principles
fully. His discussion of devolution illus-
wrates the principles:

The puepose of devolution is nat
to eliminace controls, procedures
and rules, but to reduce them
where they hinder good manage-
ment and do not promoce ar
accommadare best pracrices in pa-
ticular sectings. Rules and controls
are essential o good management.
By devolving autharity to opera-
tional agencies, these essentials do
not disappear. They are estab-
lished, however, by thase to whom
authority is devolved for the man-
agement and delivery of public ser-
vices and who are thus responsible
and accountable to their ministers
for meeting the requirements of
goad public management (251).

Again, government should let managers
manage operations, bue within a tighely
articulated framework that prompes specific
types of managerial behaviors desired by
the central governmenc.

In both scudies, policy is separated from
aperations, cthe authors argue, largely
theough insticutional reform. According to
Baston and his colleagues, institutional
reforms in New Zealand that separate com-
mercial and noncommercial government
operations, and thac bolster a separate yet
growing policy advisory sector, have gready
facilitated performance-based management
and improvement in the quality of services
{355). Similarly, in a concluding section
entitled “Designs for Public Management,”
Aucoin stresses the importance of structural
changes that separate policy and opera-
tional functions physically but link them to
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ministers for accouncabilicy purposes
through a contract regime (246-48).

The dialogue advocating the new public
MANAZEMENE ACEOSS ZOVETNMENt sectors in
America, on the other hand, is more
ambiguous regarding the role to be adopted
by managers, and less definite about the
significance {or possibilicy) of institutional
teform to facilitate new management.
Reform-minded Americans (politicians, cit-
izens, and academics) have also done a
great deal of their own thinking, but have
not yet reached the consensus apparently
fostered by a parliamentary system. While
there is a professed intetest in establishing a
dichotomy as articulated by the Westmin-
ster reformers, making managers account-
able moare directly to policies defined by
elected officials (the Government Perfor-
mance and Results Act of 1993, for exam-
ple}, thete is not yet any agreement on the
role public managers ought to play in che
policy process. This lack of consensus casts
doubc an the appropriateness of trying ta
establish a dichotomy in the first place.
This difficulty has been vatiously identified
as the embrace of two conflicting ideas —
"letring managers manage” and “making
them manage” (Ketel, 1997) and as the
“coordination and empowerment conun-
drum” (Peters and Savoie, 1996). Buc
whether managers are free to manage ot
made ra manage is a deeper concern than a
debate over identifying best management
practices. [t is fundamentally a question of
what role we think public managers should
play in developing and implementing pub-
lic policy in a democracy.

In the Westminster systems of New
Zealand and Britain, in parcicular, public
mﬂ.ﬂagﬂrs are suppOSCd to be Opcfators
under concract with ministers. Policy and
aperations are strictly separaced (in cheory),
allowing the public manager to focus on
maximizing operational effectiveness to
achieve the performance measures defined
in the political arena, In America, on the
other hand, such clarity is lacking, and
reformers seck out roles for the public
managet that go far beyond the strict defi-
nitions of New Zealand and Bricain, in an
effort to resolve the lack of clarity. Public
managers are presented as facilicators of
deliberative processes, creatots of public
value, and even as educators of the public
concerning social problems and their
responsibilities as citizens (Reich, 1988;

Moore, 1993). . In che absence of agtee-
ment on how policy and operations should
or could be separated, which questions are
political, and under what circumstance
management flexibility is co be practiced,
the public manager’s role remains open to
debate.

The dilemma is parcly che product of
the American political process. The inst-
cucionally pluralistic U.S. government
often prevents articulation not only of
intellectually coherene and rigorous reform
ideas, buc also of clear policy mandaces
from the political arena. Disputes between
the legislacive and exccutive branches easily
spill into che oversight—and eventually che
management—of programs. Changing
conscituent needs (cagerly attended co by
members of Congress quite independent of
their parties) must be met before a slow-
moving, divided government can make leg-
islacive changes. The judicial system and
50 separate state experiences provide con-
stant feedback to managers trying to serve
dozens of political principals and still
achieve efficiency and effectiveness. Man-
agers wrying to identify some clarity in their
mandates within this contexc must rypically
engage in the process that achieves mission
definition, the setting of goals, and the
building of public support for their pro-
grams. The specification of goals and con-
tracts, hailed by Aucoin as key to the trans-
parency and hence accountability chat
make the New Zealand system chrive, is
precisely what is most difficult to achieve in
the American system {GAQ, 1992). In
Canada, according to Aucoin, the unified
approach to the new public management is
thwarced by a parliament composed of
members increasingly driven to serve con-
stituenc interests, racher than party, and
increasingly interested in exercising man-
agement oversight from a variety of com-
mictee posts. Thus, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that reform rhetoric in the United
States and, to some degree, in Canada
{much to Aucoin’s dismay) has become
manifest in the image of an entrepreneurial
ma.nagcr.

Yer another dimension of the ambiguity
of American reform efforcs is the high value
placed on the characteristics of che private-
sector manager. Much more chan in Cana-
da, Britain, New Zealand, and Australia
where a “career public service” stands as
one of the “pitlars” of the Wescminster sys-
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tem, comparisons between the public and
private sectors figure prominently in che
American management literature, and
“public” managers typically take a beating
for not behaving more like their private-
sector counterparts. While Aucoin com-
plains of North Americans’ reliance on pri-
vate-sector management gurus, che deeper
concern might be why American reformers
have turned (as some have in Canada) to
the gurus in the first place. The private
sector has always been prominent in Amet-
ican reform efforts, largely because of the
value placed on private-sector behaviors
and the un-“pillar”-like place of the civil
service in American democracy. The tradi-
tional prominence of a career public service
in the Westminster systems may facilitate a
more cooperative reform effort between
elected officials and managers. American
politicians, put off by an “unrespansive
{public) bureaucracy” and anxious to meet
a variety of constituent needs, are mare
likely to shape reforms without the benefit
of civil servants’ input (Derthick, 1990).

Both characteristics {an insticutionally
pluralistic system and the high culeural
value placed on  private-secror
entrepreneurism) alse help explain the lack
of interest in the accompanying insticution-
al reform emphasized by Aucoin and by
Boston and his colleagues. Structural
choice entails political choice, and an insti-
tutionally divided system rarely finds che
coherent muster to make streamlining deci-
sions that tamper with policy niches carved
out to special interest specifications (Moe,
1989). Mateaver, if managers can make
significant changes by leading (setting mis-
sions, changing culture, emphasizing quali-
ty of service and product) why bother wich
structural changes?

Are the American Reformers Casting
Politics Aside?

Perer Aucoin offers an interesting incer-
precation of differences berween reform
efforts emphasizing managerial autonomy,
and those emphasizing flexibility within
tightly defined parameters. The post-
bureaucratic paradigm, he argues, as pre-
sented by Michael Barzelay (1992), “envis-
ages public managemenc as a kind of
governance that is devoid of power, canflict
and competing interests because it assumes
that dialogue and deliberations between

7

citizens and public servants can achieve
consensus about ‘resules citizens value.’
Policy conception and its implementation
are the domain of public servants accing in
concert with citizens in an environment
characterized by great uncertainty, com-
plexity and democratization” {172). In
contrast, Aucoin argues, the Weseminister
movement “beyond bureaucracy” is explicic
in its “focus on power, conflict and com-
peting interests. It seeks ways to restruc-
ture power, resolve conflice and reconcile
competing interests by changing the rules.”
The altered rules give managers the incen-
tive co “manage down the organization”
with the articulation of clear objectives in
explicit contracts ar performance agree-
ments with their political superiors. How
managers manage, he argues, is a function
of how governments insist they manage.
“In effect, management in the public set-
vice is bureaucraric {for example] only to
the extent that governments insist that ic be
so” (175). In an interesting twist, Aucoin
argues that Barzelay and other American
teform scholars are che anes clinging to the
politics/administration dichotomy by view-
ing the manager-led consensus-building
process s a political (177-78).

This argument is not entirely convinc-
ing. The absence of conflict, power, and
competing incereses, versus the embrace of
all three, may be less importanc than the
question of where the conflict aught to be
resolved. If managers are to engage in
deliberative processes with citizens to
define policy, conflict resolution (and
hence politics) is taking place in the man-
agement arena, nat among elected officials.
Whether this is appropriate is another
question, but the poinc is still the American
system’s ambiguity as to whar in fact is a
political question, how and where political
answers should be reached, and the role of
the public manager in that process.

The Comparative Perspective and
Questions for Continuing Reform

Both books discussed here provide
overviews of complex reform efforcs.
Boston and his colleagues offer a dense,
thorough analysis of whae has become the
“model” of new management reformers. Its
comprehensiveness as both political and a

. managerial reform is impressive, and ics

results are even more so. The reform

cfforts have been partly credited for a grow-
ing economy {4 to 5 percent since 1990)
and falling unemployment, a drop in pub-
lic spending as a proportion of GDP from
40 ta 35 percent, and a reduction in expen-
diture on administrative agencies. Other
positive changes include administrative cul-
tures that are gradually embracing strategic
planning, performance-based budgeting,
and the use of contracts for services and
employment. Much less clear, the authars
point out, is just how much mare effective
this approach is in serving the public inter-
ese. While the definition of cutput mea-
sures giVeS mana.gcfs grcatcf Clafity ﬂ.nd
guidance, the identificatian of real outcome
measures linked to management perfor-
mance has not yet been achieved by any
government entity.

Oftering strong praise for reform effores
in New Zeatand and Brirain, Aucoin con-
cludes his study with lessons for Canadian
tefarmers. He argues thae insticutional
teform that separates policy and operations,
concract-based hierarchical relationships,
and rigorous performance management sys-
tems, have greatly improved accountability
“of ministers to Parliament, public servancs
to ministers, and through them to Patlia-
ment...in the other three Weseminister sys-
tems” (253). Aucoin focuses his criticism
an the Canadian reform effort which,
despite some progress in perfarmance man-
agement, has stalled largely because of poor
leadership and the failure to combine struc-
tural and managerial changes.

With the fundamental premise of the
Westminster systems in a state of limbo
within the American reform effore, drawing
lessons is a bit complex. The importance
of improved communication berween che
branches of gavernment and public ser-
vants {emphasized in both studies), as well
as between agencies and citizens, readily
teansfers o the American experience. As
Aucoin nates, performance managemenc is
fundamentally a means of enhancing the
flow of information between decision mak-
ets and managers. But throughou the lit-
erature on public managemenc reform, the
jury is seill out on the significance of scruc-
tural reform versus the creative effores of a
leader and the desirability of limiting
{steucturally and normatively) che realm of
public management activities o technical
operacions. Even if cthe Westminster
mantra were accepted by U.S. reformers,
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there is little chance of a coherent reform
effort similar to thac of New Zealand or
Great Britain. The studies might be made
moare relevane co the American reform
experience through a deeper focus on the
politics of the reform effort—specifically,
the politics of expertise.

The New Zealand reforms are found in
1 Treasury document, complete with thea-
tetical references to the source of poar gov-
ernance and ways of reforming it (Boston
et al., 3-4). This explains much of the
intellectual coherence of the New Zealand
experience. Hence, the significance of eco-
nomic theory should not be startling, nat
should we be surprised at the Treasury
Department'’s prominence in praviding
expert palicy advice for implementing
teforms (125-26). The politics of market
liberalism have definitely elevated (ar rein-
forced?) Economic expertise within the
state civil service of New Zealand. But
such a transformation of academic ideas
into public policy could only be the stuff of
American academics’ dreams. What made
economic theoty such a powerful vehicle
for reform? How and why did these ideas
appeal co elecred officials? Why was sup-
port so easily rallied> The parliamencary
syscem obviously explains some of the con-
sensus-building process, as does the rela-
tively small size of parliamentary members
in New Zealand, all of whose members
share che same office building. But why
economic expertise? The power of the
ideas alone? The political clouc of those
with the expertise?

The expertise question plays out a bit
differenly in the work of Aucoin, who cat-
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egotizes American reform efforts cogecher
with the “past modernist assault on exper-
tise” {I71). Technical management exper-
tise not only has its place within the West-
minster reform model, it is clearly valued.
Indeed, the respect for expertise is whae
makes the civil service a pillar of the West-
minster systems. The attempt to separate
policy from operations is as much an effort
to enhance the political direction of agency
activities as ta build a protective wall
around the expertise of those with the skills
to operate agencies. While Aucoin criti-
cizes a reform effort chat places greater
value on entreprencurial managers seeking
guidance through public deliberation, his
criticism illuminaces a2 more fundamencal
difference between the reform efforts. As
he suggests, it is nat so much whether
expertise should have a place in manage-
ment, but whar role we expect public man-
agers to play in cthe American policy pro-
cess. This core difference, so essential to
the polities of reform and its eventual oper-
ationalization, somewhar limits broad com-
parisons berween both experiences, buc is
also the reason why such comparacive
efforts should be embraced—particularly to
enhance our understanding of the differenc
politicat contexts faced by practicing man-
a.gCl'S.

Notes
1. For discussions of the field of public manage-
ment as distinct from public adminiscrarion,
see Lynn {1996) and Roberts (1995)
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