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It has been fifteen years since Creating Public Value was first published – more than twenty since it was initially conceived. (I am, unfortunately, a slow writer!) Surely times have changed. Surely I have learned from my mistakes. Surely, there are parts of the book that, with the benefit of hindsight, I wish I could now re-write. 

All this is true. But the principal regret I have is not about any particular part of the argument I made. It lies, instead, in the way I framed the book. 

The book was presented as practical advice to those I described as public managers. I did not offer it as a commentary on the role of government in a modern, liberal democracy. Nor did I construct the book as defense of the idea of “the public” against the encroachment of the idea that society was made entirely of atomistic, self-regarding individuals. Nor did I offer a complete account of how democracy could be reclaimed as a powerful mechanism of collective problem-solving. 

I tried to steer clear of the fields of political theory and political economy and stay focused on what could be seen as the narrower and more practical concerns about public management and administration. In doing so, however, I failed in three critical ways. 

· First, I failed to insist on the theoretical point that one could not, in fact, address public managers in democratic societies about the doing of their work without having and articulating a wider theory of democracy. 

· Second, I failed to own up to the fact that I was making an argument that was shot through with a commitment to democratic government, and a particular view of what the challenges of meeting that commitment were in contemporary times. 

· Third, I did not fully develop and defend the practices I urged on public managers as important – perhaps even essential – to developing the full potential of democratic government to identify and pursue a tolerably accurate view of a good and just society.

In short, I did not adequately state, emphasize, and defend what I took to be the firm democratic roots of the argument about public management that I was making. 

It was clear to me then and remains clear to me now that a democratic polity, a democratic government that served that polity, and a democratic public administration that served the democratic polity and democratic government all had to be concerned about the core issue in democratic governance: namely, how the public to which government responded was constructed. As John Dewey observed more than a century ago, the core problem for democratic governance is how those officials who seek to act for the people can call a public into existence that can understand and act in its own collective interests. Without a self-conscious, articulate, representative, and insistent public that both gives guidance to public managers and calls them to account, all governmental action carried out by public officials would be suspect as to its legitimacy. This had to be of concern to the citizens in whose name the government acted. But it also had to be of concern to government officials. It seemed obvious that those who wielded  discretionary authority over the use of the collectively owned assets and powers of the state had to believe that they were acting for collectively well-defined purposes – for a conception of public as opposed to individual or private value. Nothing else could normatively legitimate their actions. Nothing else could ensure that their projects could be practically achieved.


From this particular position that emphasizes the importance of the public as something more than a mere collective on individual citizens, the idea that government should think of individual citizens as “customers” (an idea that was quite common at the time that Creating Public Value was written and remains so today) seemed like an inapt – even dangerous – metaphor. It seemed to suggest that the goal of government in general, and public managers more particularly, was to satisfy individuals who, like customers, were thought to be materially self-interested, entitled to advance their own interests without any consideration of the common good, and enshrined as the appropriate arbiters of value for the society as a whole. 

What seemed problematic about this was not just the idea that the individuals who constituted a liberal polity often had narrow, self-interested, material motivations. It was even more importantly the idea that no public could be called into existence to give guidance to public officials. If individuals were allowed to think of themselves as entirely independent of one another as a condition of their lives, if they were allowed to form and act on their ideas of their particular interests or their own idiosyncratic idea of the good and just, how could any kind of unum be created from the atomistic pluribus that is encouraged by the idea of citizen as customer? And without some reasonably competent and articulate unum, how could a public official have any basis for acting with the collectively owned powers and assets of government?  In short, the idea of a individualistic, customer-oriented government trivialized both the complex relations that government enterprises had to particular individual citizens in the polity, and the challenge of helping them become a public that could provide a legitimate basis for effective governmental action. 


The rhetorical difficulty I faced at the time was that to take on the idea that government should be more “customer oriented” would have required me to confront the very powerful ideological forces that were then at work. These ideological forces made individual freedom and economic growth the dominant values in political discourse and, when carried over into the world of government, made the claim that government should be focused on serving its customers seem entirely self evident. What else would be consistent with the idea of democratic government that put the individual ahead of the larger society? What else would be consistent with the idea that we should transfer the lessons of efficiency in markets to the work of government?  I would have had to write a book about political economy and political ideology, not about the practices of public management. 

The simple fact is that I didn’t want to get into the middle of that fight. I wanted to find and speak to an audience that I had met in my classrooms – the audience of practicing public managers – whose lives were being made even more difficult by the encroachment of a market ideology into government. I wanted to help them do their jobs better. I knew that this meant finding a way for them to engage and strengthen democratic politics, not just pretend that this problem could be ignored by concentrating on satisfying the so-called customers of government. 

In my heart of hearts, I knew that I couldn’t write a book about how to manage in government without writing at the same time writing a book that offered a commentary on democracy in our time. But I lacked the courage of my convictions. Of course, the broad issues found their way into the book.  And they have also shaped the way that many readers have reacted to the book. But I took the coward’s way out and tried to duck these contentious issues. 

In this afterword, I would like to correct that error. Below, I try to be as clear as I can be about what I am claiming about the role of government in democratic societies, about the role of politics in guiding government action, and about the role of public managers in shaping the politics that both guide them and call them to account. In addition, I would like to look closely at the more practical concerns of the book, and consider which among the ideas I developed as advice to managers have held up well against the challenges of intellectual criticism and changes in the world in which we inhabit. Finally, I would like to point to what I see as the important frontiers to be explored in thinking about how to Create Public Value.

The Ideology of the Market and its Claims on both the Theory of the State and the Effective Practices of Public Administration and Management 

This book was written at a time when the ideology of the market was making strong advances in both our political thought about the proper role of government in advanced liberal democracies, and our administrative ideas about how the operational side of government should be designed and managed. Margaret Thatcher, that notorious radical, had claimed that “there is no such thing as society, only individuals,” seeking to end decisively any discussion of whether and how a public that consisted of more than a collection of atomized individuals could be constructed.  Ronald Reagan had branded government as “the problem, not the solution,” undermining any reasonable claim that government could be a value-creating activity rather than a necessary scourge on private life. Management theorists from the private sector were heaping contempt on the outmoded practices of government managers, and urging that the stodgy old bureaucracies that they led should be “privatized” and become more “customer focused” in the interests of greater efficiencies and improved government service.  


The general shape of this broadside is familiar enough, but it is important and useful to see that it bundles together distinct attacks on three distinct targets. And third, it claims that public monopolies are much less efficient in achieving public purposes in both the short and long run than competitive markets
.  

First, it takes aim at the proper scale and scope of government (or more generally, the public sphere) in economically advanced liberal democracies. Market ideology insists on the virtues of a small rather than a large government – one that sticks to the necessary and essential core purposes of government and does not stray into impractical social engineering experiments; one that preserves swaths of individual liberty both as a matter of right, and as a prudent way of promoting the vigorous economic activity that was held up as the key to overall social welfare; and one that takes a jaundiced view of any broad claims of justice focusing on the material and social positions of those most deprived and most oppressed in the society. The major advantages of living in such a state would be primarily the broad spheres of liberty each citizen could enjoy. Their independence from one another would not be compromised by the entangling coils of the state; they could live most of their life in the private rather than the public sphere. The only public or community life citizens would have to endure would be to live in the economic and social communities they voluntarily formed, and to maintain sufficient vigilance over government institutions to ensure that they did not violate the principles of a small, watchman government
. 

Second, market ideology focuses on individual satisfactions and judgments as the only proper basis for determining value – whether individual or public – in a liberal democracy. This position might not seemcontroversial at first blush, but it re-defined the purposes of governmental action from achieving public aspirations that were formed and expressed through the complex mechanisms of representative government to satisfying the needs and desires of individual citizens as they defined them without the discipline of public discourse and representation. Responsiveness and efficiency in government came to mean trying to produce the maximum individual citizen satisfaction with government. This a sufficiently subtle and important point that it is worth pausing a moment to look at this idea a bit more closely. 

For much of the recent history of advanced democratic societies, a concept of the public as a collective body that differed in some ill-defined way from a simple aggregation of the individuals who constituted the collective remained roughly intact. True, totalitarian ideologies on both the right and the left had given claims that a collective was more important than an individual a distinctly bad odor. True, too, the question of whether and how a collective could form and become articulate about its purposes remained somewhat mysterious. And true, also that any claims about an agreed-upon public purpose would trigger alarm in the heart of any person who imagined they might hold a minority position in a society where the majority rules. 

But for all these hesitations, it was still intellectually respectable – one could even say legible
 --  to claim that society as a whole could be examined from a “social perspective,” with the assumption that this perspective somehow took into account the varied interests of many differently positioned individuals in the society. One could also reasonably talk about “policy mandates” painfully constructed through the processes of representative government that could claim the status of a collectively defined aspiration for government action. One could also talk about the “public missions” of government organizations as though a public continued to advise the organizations of the purposes they were supposed to achieve through legislation and consultation. And, one could talk about the “desired social outcomes” that had prompted governmental action, and served as the basis for objectively evaluating whether government agencies had been successful in their purposes or not. It remained imaginable that a body politic could form a collective purpose that society, and government acting as the agent of society, could articulate and organize itself to achieve. It was also possible to imagine that the body politic could not only seek to satisfy individuals, but could also justly and fairly impose obligations on them, and expect individuals to respond to those obligations with tolerably good grace if not active enthusiasm. 

In the new age of customer-oriented government, however, a kind of radical individualism emerged that not only properly celebrated individuals as the most important arbiters of value – both individual and social – but also seemed to deny the possibility of any collective will being formed from diverse individual perspectives. Social science theories had been developed that showed that it was impossible for a diverse collective body to reach a stable view of where their common interests lay. 
Much empirical research had shown that real democratic political processes rarely delivered a clear, coherent, stable mandate to government agencies. Without a collectively defined purpose to guide the actions of government, and with the powerful example of the market standing so tall as an idea about how to organize socially productive activity, it seemed natural to make the focus of government not the definition and accomplishment of collectively defined public purposes, but instead the delivery of public services to individual citizens. The vision of government primarily as a service delivery mechanism – not as a forum where individual citizens could come together to argue with one another about how the collectively owned assets of government could be used to achieve a good and just society, nor as a place where individuals could come to understand the burdens that might have to be placed on them in the pursuit of common objectives – became dominant. In this view, each individual was entitled to their rights, and their own ideas of what government should provide to them and others. From such a determinedly unsocialized pluribus, there was little hope that any kind of unum could be constructed. The best that government could do was to stay out of the way as much as possible (part of the first argument made above), and to be sure that when it was active, that it was highly responsive to what individual citizens wanted and thought was right (the main thrust of the second argument made here). 

The third target of market ideology was government operations. Proponents of the market view claimed that government could become more efficient in satisfying the individual needs and desires of citizens if it “privatized” much of its operations. If the goal of government was to satisfy individuals, and if what we meant by privatization was to give to individuals the right to make choices about government services, then by definition the privatization of government would make government more efficient. 
It would make government more responsive to individual judgments as to value. But if by privatization we meant not that judgments as to value would be made by individual clients of government, but instead only that the government could and should turn to private producers of goods and services that the public as a whole acting through the government wanted to produce and supply to particular individuals, then the argument became a practical, instrumental claim. Society, acting through government, could be more efficient and effective in delivering public goods and services it wanted to supply if it did not restrict itself only to government agencies as suppliers, but instead looked to for-profit and non-profit service providers who could do the publicly defined job better at lower cost. Key to this set of arguments was the idea that competition among suppliers was the only or best means of keeping costs low and rates of innovation high in industries in which the government was particularly active as a supplier, purchaser, or regulator. 


There was much in these challenges to government that deserved a response. Perhaps government had over-reached in some of its ambitions. Perhaps government bureaucracies had become arrogant, entitled, rude, and unresponsive to the individual citizens in whose name and for whose benefit they acted. Perhaps those entrusted with the responsibility for the vigorous execution of legislated public purposes had lost their zeal for the job, and instead of searching intensively for improved methods of accomplishing their assigned purposes had decided instead to devote their considerable knowledge and power to nothing more than perpetrating the organizations they led, even when the ultimate purposes of those organizations had faded in importance, and their performance had become shoddier. 

Certainly many in the electorates of advanced democratic societies found these claims plausible. And what politicians championed and the electorate supported must eventually be expressed in the way that those who wrote about institutional design and government management talked about their subjects. Thus, the New Public Management was born. It sought to replace the antiquated and exhausted ideas of Weberian Bureaucracies, and Wilsonian Public Administration that had previously guided public administration, and usher in a new era of “privatized,” customer-oriented government. 

Part of what made this broadside so effective was that these three different claims about the size and scope of government, the critical role of individuals, and the general efficiency of competitive markets were woven together in a neat ideological package that put individual freedom and economic welfare at the center of individual and public concern. All we had to do to have a better society was apply market principles to the whole of society and government, not just the economic sphere. We should recognize that individuals are the best judges of their own welfare, and the only appropriate arbiters of value for themselves and others in a liberal democratic state. Since liberty is an important condition that allows individuals to pursue their own views of the good and the just, and since the leviathan of the state always threatens liberty, it would be best if we agreed to keep the state small and non-intrusive. Since competitive markets work to cause suppliers of goods and services to produce what individuals want, and since the goal of government should be to satisfy individuals, government should take advantage of markets and competition in the delivery of the goods and services that even a small government must provide. These ideas were simultaneously a theory of political economy and the proper role of the state on one hand, and a theory about the efficient and effective management of governmental enterprises on the other. And in the background was this crucial question of what standing should be given to an imperfectly formed collective, and an imperfect institution called the government in the pursuit of individual and collective welfare.  

To some degree, I was swept up in these trends. I had joined a faculty and helped develop a school that sought to challenge the traditions of public administration and management by bringing newly developed analytic tools to the design and evaluation of government policies. We were focused on the substantive ends of government, not the organizational means. We were focused on innovations in government, not the perpetration of the status quo.  We thought that the best way to evaluate the performance of government was to rely on the techniques of benefit-cost analysis which sought to mimic the judgments about value that would be made if individuals could express themselves in markets for public goods and services. 

All this put me on the side of a vigorous public executive that could help a public express what it wanted in particular circumstances, and then creatively achieve the desired ends – even when the electorate wanted to cut fraud, waste, and abuse, or eliminate obsolete government activities, or down-size government more generally. I was interested in accounting objectively and accurately for the value that government was creating for individuals and for society at large. This, I thought, was what management – even public management -- was all about. It was about restless, value-creating imaginations spotting and exploiting opportunities to create public value by increasing the value or reducing the costs of government operations. I still believe in these things. 

What seemed wrong to me, however, was the way in which the market ideology wanted to dispense with the idea of a public, and to deny the capacity of a public to form and choose purposes to achieve through government. Even libertarian societies needed a government to help individuals produce their particular conception of the good and the just. It seemed wrong to ignore the fact that the necessary existence of a democratic government always provided an occasion for a body politic to arise and consider the question of whether and how the powers of the state could be used to advance an idea of a good and just society – even if the conclusion was over and over again a libertarian answer. And it seemed wrong to ignore the fact that government was often in the business of using its authority to impose burdens on individuals
, and that the use of such authority had to be justified in terms not only of the collective good that could be done if the duties were imposed, but also in terms of the fairness with which the duties were imposed, and the degree to which the actions that the government took advanced the cause of justice in the world as well as the cause of the public good. As a global view of society or political economy, market ideology wanted to deny the existence of a public interest distinct from the private interests of individuals, to look away from the problem of how one could legitimate any kind of democratic government without the capacity to create some kind of competent public, to deny the possibility that a body politic could form that would choose to pursue a broad conception of justice that included material guarantees as well as procedural rights, and that would  ignore the valuable role that government plays in constructing the material conditions of individual and social life.  

The issues that market ideology ignored or wanted to deny lay at the core of public administration and were part of the daily lives of those government officials we trusted to use the collectively owned assets of the state – the liberty we had ceded to give them authority over us, and the money we had given over (under that authority)  to public use. They knew there was a public out there; it spoke to them, made claims on them, and criticized them every day for deeds large and small. They knew that their actions created the occasion for collective discussions not only about what was good and bad, and efficient and inefficient with respect to some goal, but also what was fair and just. They knew that the individuals who appeared on the other side of the counter were not simply people whom they were trying to satisfy and make happier; they were people on whom they would have to impose obligations as well as provide services; and even if the individuals were there to get services, it was likely that they would have to provide all kinds of information to prove that they were eligible or entitled to the service, and it was likely that the service came with some strings attached – some idea that that the body politic had about what would be good for the individual clients to do with the services they had received at public expense. They could see a big gap between the theory that lay behind the ideology of the market on one hand, and the reality they faced as managers of public enterprises on the other. What was hard to see was exactly where the flaw lay, and what the implications of seeing the flaw should be.  

The market ideology began with the fundamentally sound idea that in a liberal society individuals should be the important arbiters of value – both for themselves individually, and for the kind of society they wanted to live in and create with their fellows. But it proceeds from this solid premise all too quickly along familiar ideological narratives to three false implications. First, that individual citizens in democratic societies will inevitably and properly chose together to live in a society in which the role of the state is small (a libertarian ideal) rather than one in which the state plays a larger role in creating the conditions under which all individuals in the state can enjoy the kind of liberty that comes not only from having individual procedural rights of various kinds, but also certain minimum economic rights as well (the egalitarian ideal). Second, that the goal of government agencies should be to satisfy each individual citizen who has an interest affected by the way that government agency operates. Third that the only way that suppliers of publicly financed services (whether public employees, nonprofit organizations of for profit organizations) could be forced to keep costs down and rates of innovation high was by making them compete with one another to satisfy individual clients (or a government procurement officer who was understood either to be buying the services for the clients, or finding the best way to achieve some socially desired outcome that had been written into the contract).

Writing from the point of view of public managers, it is important to consider which of these points they can agree to (even though they may not like them), and which they would have to stand against in principle. 

Consider first, the large ideological question about the proper scale and scope of government. It is easy enough to see why many government managers – particularly career government officials – would, as an empirical matter, have a point of view on this issue. After all, many career officials joined the government because they loved a cause (whether that case be the defense of the country, or the defense of children’s rights), and they would be disappointed if their particular cause were no longer deemed important by the body politic. Even if this were not true, public managers might be biased in favor of a larger government for no more important reason than guaranteeing their employment. And, it is easy to see how those interests might become problematic. But there is nothing about occupying a government position that requires one to have a general view about the size and scope of government.  Indeed, it seems wrong to work for the government if one is not willing to accept citizen judgments about the proper uses of government. One big challenge for public managers, then, might well be to be somewhat agnostic about the public value of the enterprises they lead, and to be willing to pull the plug on them when conditions change in society just as private managers must sometimes do. 

Similarly, as individuals with managerial responsibilities for deploying public resources efficiently and effectively, and with significant administrative and technical knowledge about how to do so, it doesn’t seem wrong to consider the potential savings that could come from contracting out for government services, and/or introducing certain kinds of competitive pressures into public service systems. To work for the government as a manager is not necessarily to commit one to a system that relies only on public bureaucracies to produce desired results. 

But the one thing a public official could not agree to, it seems me, is the strong claim that the purpose of government ought to be to satisfy individuals in their own terms. There is, of course, a weak claim here that to the degree possible, government should try to avoid being rude, or inconvenient, or frustrating to individual citizens who interact with it in the pursuit of their individual projects. There is nothing problematic about that. The problem is the strong claim that government should exist only to satisfy individuals as individuals. 

The strong claim obviously fails as a practical matter. Given the diversity of positions that individuals occupy vis-à-vis government, and given the different interests they bring to each of those positions, it is practically impossible for government to satisfy all members of the community. When government acts as a collective enterprise, there will inevitably be those who are losers, and those who wish they could have gotten even more of what they wanted. Every politician knows well the power of the question that wells up from a permanently ungrateful public: “What have you done for me lately?”  

But the strong claim also fails philosophically. When a democratic government acts using its authority and/or its money, it is using assets that are collectively not individually owned. Democratic governments only have authority over the lives of their citizens, and only have money to spend on public purposes, when citizens consent to taxing and regulating themselves for a given purpose. The challenge of forming a public that can be trusted to articulate its shared purposes, and in doing so, provide a firm basis for public administration and management is a considerable one.

Ordinarily, we rely on the familiar processes of representative government to accomplish this goal. To some degree, we also rely on courts both to protect individual rights and to provide a complaint mechanism for individual citizens who think not only that their interests have been adversely affected, but that their rights have been violated. But over time, these trusty mechanisms have shown their weaknesses and limitations, and new methods of legitimating government have arisen to fill the legitimacy gap. These include new mechanisms of consultation, and new mechanisms of individual complaint. These add to society’s capacity to form publics that can argue, speak, and consent as collectives of different sizes, and that allow individuals to protect their rights from uncaring majorities.

But the point is that when the government acts – as it does not only when it passes legislation, but also when it makes policy decisions, and when it implements those policy decisions – it has to think of itself as acting on behalf of an (imperfectly formed and potentially dangerous) collective – not on the basis of individual desires and needs. If individual desires and needs are to be taken seriously by the government – if a poor woman who wants and needs child care so she can go to work, if a--------------; then it must be because a collective agrees with these particular individuals that their desires and needs have public standing. That responding to them is publicly (that is collectively) deemed valuable as well as individually valued by the beneficiaries. 

It is in this important sense that public management and administration cannot be a servant to individuals in the society; it has to be a servant to the collective that is imperfectly constructed from these individuals, and speaks as a public that has aspirations that it seeks to have realized. Those aspirations can be the narrow ones of the libertarian. Or they can be the extensive ones of the egalitarian. They can be those that think welfare and happiness lie in economic growth, and those that think the most important social conditions to be realized are those that help to create satisfying and right relationships among individuals living in the society. The point is that there can be no public management without a public. Public managers cannot respond to individual desire alone. The individual desires must have met some kind of collective or public testing in order for those desires to make a compelling claim on public managers. Public managers have to believe in and help to create a public that can understand and act on its own interests.. They also have to believe and seek to operate a collectively owned and guided institution  can serve the interests, protect the rights, and impose the duties of the individuals in that collective. The fact that a liberal democracy depends on both the idea of individuals and their rights, and a public that can govern itself by deciding on the size and scope of government, and figuring out how the purposes of government might be efficiently and fairly achieved is one of the irreducible paradoxes of democratic government.  

Once one re-focuses attention on the important role that imperfectly formed collectives play in providing the practical and normative basis for public administration in democratic systems, a great deal of room is created for government action that was simply brushed past in the market ideal. If the state is the agent of collectives that form – if the government is of, by and for the people – then the people can choose what they want the government to do. They do not have to pick one or the other view. And, they can change their mind. That is what politics – understood not only as electoral politics but the more ubiquitous and continuous idea of politics that includes a continuing argument carried out at all levels of society about how state power should be used – is all about. That is particularly what politics is about in federal systems, and in systems where public officials often reach out to citizens for consultation in an effort to enhance their legitimacy and support. 

From the point of view of public management, then, it can be challenged and tutored by the market ideology. It cannot insist without further discussion on vision of a large government. It cannot insist on the continued virtue of public bureaucracies over the introduction of competitive pressures into government procurement of publicly financed goods and services. But it has to stand for the non-market idea that there is a public that can have purposes, a state whose authority and money are owned by all its citizens. And it has to find the means to help convene a public that can understand and act on its own interests both in large matters and small. As a democrat, one can tolerate an argument about the size and scope of government, and the best means for achieving collectively defined purposes, but one cannot accept the claim that there can be no public, and no government committed to serving the public.

One important goal of Creating public value was to stop the swing in the direction of individually oriented government, and a vision of society that saw us all as independent. That was only partly successful. It took hard experience with the limits of these ideas to recall us to our senses. But now, as governments creep back into the game, the ideas of public value look stronger and better. I confess this is more to my liking as an individual citizen. And it seems favorable to many who saw in the concept of public value a rallying call not only for the re-constitution of the public, and the privileging of a more expansive view of justice and a more egalitarian view of the public good. And it may well be true that if one accepts the idea of our interdependence, the importance of having an institution that help us take advantage of an avoid the problems of our interdependence, then one inevitable moves away from very narrow libertarian conceptions. But if that is so, I have to believe that it is because individual democratic citizens want something more and different than a watchman state. If I am wrong about this, as a citizen and or a public manager, I would have no choice but to comply.

How The Ideas Have Fared


This was the set of ideas about democratic government that lay in the background of Creating Public Value. What lay in the foreground was the question of how public officials occupying executive positions in democratic governments ought to behave in light of these ideas. Below, I review some of the key ideas and how they look today.

The Idea of Strategic Management in Government

As noted above, I deliberately cast Creating Public Value as practical advice to those whom I described as “public managers.” The public managers I had in mind were individuals who occupied relatively high positions in government executive branch agencies. I included in that category elected chief executives such as Presidents, Governors and Mayors, but did not focus too much attention on them. More central to my concerns were politically appointed managers of government agencies, and the senior civil servants with whom they worked in somewhat uneasy partnerships. I imagined I was speaking to a kind of profession (though it was a profession with a big seam down the middle that divided the political appointees from the career civil servants). What made them part of a profession was precisely that they were public executives in democratic societies. It was they who had to find the means to accomplish purposes that had been given to them by the people and their representatives. It was they who had to bring new and difficult substantive problems to the attention of the wider public, and to suggest practical solutions. It was they who had to answer criticisms from all sides and shore up the legitimacy of the efforts they were making on society’s behalf. It was they who would have to help unwind commitments that proved unfeasible. They were the linchpin between politics and administration, between policy-making and effective implementation, between theory and action, between aspiration and reality. I wanted to present both a normative idea about their ethical responsibilities in such positions, and some technical ideas about how they might go about their work. The technical ideas consisted primarily of advice about how they should diagnose the situations in which they found themselves, imagine interventions that could be plausibly successful in improving the quality of the individual and collective life of those they served, and locate the nature of the risks they would be running for themselves and for the wider society in the interventions they planned to make.

This conception of public manager was admittedly an important departure from traditional conceptions of public administration. It addressed itself to elected chief executives, and to political appointees leading public agencies as well as to career civil servants. It took seriously the idea that individuals in these positions had what was described in their job descriptions as policy responsibilities. I took that to mean that they were expected to monitor changing conditions in the society – both the material conditions they confronted as they tried to achieve their varied missions, and the changing political aspirations that could change the nature of their mission, or the relative emphasis to be given to different dimensions of value that were all part of their mission. When changes appeared, they were both authorized and expected to propose adaptations and innovations that represented appropriate adaptations to the new substantive challenges or political aspirations that made up the important strategic environment in which they were working. By taking seriously the policy roles of senior public managers, I invited them to take a bit more responsibility and initiative (or, more accurately, to acknowledge the fact that they had always had a lot of responsibility and taken a lot of initative) and to own that work as important parts of their professional responsibilities, not fob it off on their often overwhelmed political masters. If they were to be concerned about ends as well as means, and if they were to be engaged in experimentation and innovation, it followed that their engagement with politics would become more intense, for democratic legitimacy for ends, and for risky experiments had to be fueled by political support and consent. This required that some significant attention be paid not only to the techniques that public managers used to engage what I described as their political authorizing environment, but also the normative question of how such engagement could be reconciled with the requirements of democratic accountability.

An important part of the reason I framed the job of public managers in this way was that this was the way that the practitioners who seemed to distinguish themselves in their jobs seemed to think and act. I met these practitioners in three principal ways. Some were my colleagues on the Kennedy School faculty. Many of the distinguished academics who founded and sustained the Kennedy School in its early years had had many years of practical experience working within government, and had significant records of accomplishment within government. To enrich our intellectual environment even more, the Kennedy School had followed a policy of appointing public officials to the faculty who were distinguished not only by their professional accomplishments, but their ability to be reflective and analytical about the methods they had relied upon. Other distinguished practitioners I met through cases we developed that described situations they encountered, and how they thought and acted in those situations. I not only wrote many cases, but read hundreds more written by the excellent staff at the Kennedy School case program. Finally, we presented these cases, along with the analytic frameworks we had been developing about how those cases might best be analyzed, to hundreds of senior public officials from the United States and across the world. We did so through pedagogic methods that were highly interactive, and elicited significant feedback from those in the class. What became clear through these various encounters was that the way that we framed the problems that public managers faced, and how they could best be analyzed and handled corresponded closely to what these managers had learned through experience. The common response to our teaching was something like: “These frameworks made clear and helped me organize the thoughts I had intuitively developed through my work. The reminded me of what I knew I had to think about, and gave me a systematic way of doing so.” 

But another equally important reason I relied on this conception of public management is, ironically, that I was much influenced by an idea of private sector management I had learned from colleagues at the Harvard Business School. I say ironically because I thought many of the managerial ideas that were then migrating from the private sector to the public sector were ill considered. As noted above, I thought the idea of a customer oriented government – if taken beyond the simple idea that government should be nice to those citizens whom it encountered in the doing of its work with decency and respect – was a very bad idea that was confusing and misdirecting rather than clarifying the work of government agencies and managers. I thought the idea of relying more extensively on performance metrics in evaluating government agencies, and in particular reaching out to metrics that measured outcomes as well as processes and activities was an excellent idea. But I worried that the task of developing and deploying accurate measures of public value creation for public agencies would be a long and difficult one, and that a pre-mature rush to take advantage of existing or hastily created measures of government performance would lead the government astray in the short run, and undermine the ultimately bright future of performance measurement in government. And I thought the idea of “pay for performance” in government agencies would come acropper in part because the whole idea misread the motivations of many who worked for the government, and in part because the system depended on overcoming two insurmountable technical challenges: first, developing reliable measures of good performance, and second finding a method that would allow the paymasters to attribute the observed social results to the actions of individual managers. Given these problems, it seemed far more likely that a pay for performance system would end up alienating rather than motivating the government’s best executives.

The idea from the world of private management that had attracted my attention, and seemed consistent with the way that the best managers in the public sector were thinking and acting, was not any of the ideas above. It was the idea of strategic management that seemed to sit at the center of private sector thought about management. What seemed important about that idea was precisely that managers in the private sector were encouraged to scan the environment for value creating activities, and that the critical techniques they needed to have and develop were those skills that would help them diagnose that environment, figure out the best response they could make, and find the means for moving the organizations they led in this direction. This was true whether they were sitting on top of a large established organization whose financial performance as fading as its traditional markets faded; or sitting in the middle of an established organization wondering how a particular product line might be invigorated, or a particular market segment better served; or starting a new organization with a new product and a new market in mind. It was assumed they had the responsibility for positioning their organizations in what they saw as both highly varied and highly dynamic environments. This would often mean altering not only existing production processes, but also current line-ups of products, and even what had previously been understood as the core mission of the organization. Private sector managers were schooled in the techniques that allowed to see the opportunities in the environment, and shift (or build new) organizations to exploit the opportunities. This idea of strategic management in the private sector was deemed important not only because it allowed managers in the private sector to meet their fiduciary responsibilities to maximize shareholder returns (profits), but also because these managers became the visible hands that guided the private economy to improved performance in providing goods and services to willing customers, and creating jobs for workers.

Setting aside for a minute some of the important normative and ideological claims in this conception of private management, there was a core idea that seemed important and plausible: namely, that the performance of the private sector did not depend only on the power of markets, but also on the imagination of individuals who were trying to understand and respond to what was happening in markets. I took this to be an important lesson from the private sector that could be usefully applied to the public sector: namely, that self-consicous, self-confident and skilled managers, embedded in demanding accountability systems, could, through their imagination and determined action, make a big difference in the performance of government. I took it for granted that the environments in which public sector executives operated (both their task environments and their political authorizing environments) were as diverse and dynamic as the market environments that private managers faced. (This was confirmed over and over again in both the cases we developed about public management, and in the testimony of the public managers we saw in our classrooms.) If that were true, the public sector, too, needed some way to adapt to these heteorgenouos and rapidly changing environments, and one instrument that was available to government for accomplishing that goal was the idea that public managers, too, had to have active, value seeking imaginations. The core challenge I took up, then, was to do for public sector managers what scholars of private sector management had done for their managers: namely develop diagnostic and analytic frameworks that could help guide them to identify and exploit value creating opportunities. 

Having arrived at this position, however, it became very clear that I was treading on dangerous ground. On one hand, I was encouraging public managers – elected, appointed, and career – to take a kind of initiative in defining and pursuing objectives that seemed at odds with the conventional culture of government that seemed to emphasize stewardship, and steadiness, and responsibility over entrepreneurial action. This was particularly true for the career public servants; less true but still important for the elected and politically appointed executives who felt that their connection to democratic elections gave them more freedom to initiate action. On the other, I was encouraging these managers to be active observers and reporters of the conditions they faced, and to be creative in imaging how the new problems they faced could be solved, and new opportunities exploited. Since initiative and innovativeness both had to be democratically legitimated, it was clear that I was thrusting public managers into the world of politics as well as mere administration. All the experience we had had with senior executives told us that a critical part of managing successfully in government involved participating effectively in the micro-politics that surrounded every bit of executive branch discretionary authority. So, it was clear that I had to talk about how officials could engage effectively in the micro-politics of policy-making in their domains.  

But what I was hoping to avoid, as noted above, was having to take sides on the big ideological questions of the day –  particularly how citizens should think about the size and scope of government, the stance that government should take towards the management of the private economy, the specific aims  that could justify the use of coercive powers of the state, whether and to what degree the government  should “privatize” its activities. I wanted to leave all that to the world of ideology and macro-politics, and focus more sharply on the world of practical problem-solving. In this respect, I was repeating the error of many public administration scholars who had come before me: namely, to imagine that we could develop a concept of public administration that did not have a point of view about the role of government in a democratic society, and that could find a non-problematic way of infusing government operations, large and small, with regular infusions of democratic legitimacy. 

This is, of course, impossible for a democratic society. Politics – understood as the formation of public that can make legitimate decisions about how the collectively owned authority and money of the state can be used to advance a vision of a good and just society – is everywhere present, and everywhere problematic in democratic societies. Democratic governments are formed to allow individuals to take advantage of the opportunities that could come from voluntary collaboration in economic and social life, and to avoid the problems that occur when individuals refuse to recognize or honor the humanity and the rights of other individuals who can be adversely affected by unwise or unjust actions taken by the first actor. Once governments are formed to enable effective social co-operation, and once political rights are handed out to individual citizens to make direct and indirect decisions about how the powers of government are to be used, government becomes an instrument of a democratic society’s will. The problem, of course, is that it is well nigh impossible to form a “perfect union” that can blend the varied interests and aspirations of individual citizens in a coherent, stable, detailed blueprint for government action. We hope that we can be articulate enough as a collective to provide some guidance to the public executive that is charged with the duties of helping us see our opportunities, and how we must act together to achieve them. But we understand that a great deal must be left to the discretion of officials. To be sure that officials do not go astray, we have created institutions that allow individual citizens to press their views of their individual interests, and their individually held views of the good and just to make powerful claims against the officials, and to call them to account for their actions – both large and small. These institutional arrangements so familiar to democratic government ensures that there is a kind of politics that includes, but is not limited to the politics of national, or even state and local elections. It is a kind of politics that reaches beyond elections and even legislation to make claims on political, appointed, and career officials operating in administrative agencies. It is a kind of politics that goes much deeper into the heart of individual and collective life than the grand debates about the overall size and scope of government. It is the kind of politics that engages individuals and voluntary associations when their interests have been affected, or when some particular idea of the good and just has been offended by a particular government action. This is the kind of politics that inevitably surrounds the actions of government, and simultaneously (and paradoxically) both creates and undermines its legitimacy in the eyes of its citizens. 

In the past, we hoped that we could solve the problem of legitimating government action through democratic elections. And it is true that democratic elections of individuals to represent individual citizens remains the key bulwark of democratic government. But it seems now that elections could, at best, legitimate only a part of government action. Elections deliver mandates. But the mandates change as circumstances change. The mandates did not cover everything that becomes important. The mandates certainly did not cover the myriad details that are the stuff of policy making and implementation at all levels in the executive side of government. That opens what could be viewed as a legitimacy gap in government operations – one that governments throughout the world are now trying to close. The methods they use to close this gap are the familiar ones of consultation in advance of action, transparency while taking action, and soliciting feedback from those affected by a policy. But this work now occurs not only in elections, but in the routine actions of government administrative agencies. Little pockets of politics flair up, and little publics form, around many small policy and service issues as well as the large ideological issues. And it is public managers operating in their administrative roles that inherit much of this work. 

An important question is whether the idea of strategic management that encouraged public executives – elected, appointed and career – to think and act in response to changing environmental conditions, and necessarily then engages them at least in the micro-politics surrounding their issue areas, was a good or bad idea. Needless to say, this is a difficult question to answer empirically. On one hand, one can say that this was never much of an issue with respect to elected executives and politically appointed executives. Because they operated within the cover of an electoral mandate, and were fully accountable to citizens through elections, they were expected to act strategically to deal with the problems they faced. Why else have elections if not to change policies to be more responsive to changing political aspirations or emergent material conditions? The problem for the elected and appointed political executives was often the important one that focused on how much deference they should give to the values that had been important in the past, and that remained both politically and normatively compelling in the present even though they had been consigned to a (more or less temporary) minority position in the election. 

On the other hand, we can say that this was really a big issue for the career civil servants because their doctrines had urged them to be politically neutral servants of elected officials rather than individuals with their own ideas about value creating opportunities that could be pursued. The problem was, however, that both we and the civil servants wanted it both ways. We wanted the civil servants to be expert in noticing and responding to material changes in the world around us – to protect us from new forms of contagious disease, to take an accurate measure of global warming and its likely consequences, to understand the ways in which immigration – legal and illegal was affecting the material and social well-being of our countries. We wanted them to speak truth to power even when the truth was “inconvenient” for those in power. We wanted them to be vigorous and creative in finding opportunities to improve the efficiency, effectiveness and responsiveness of the organizations they led – to find ways to make steady productivity gains in their traditional core areas, and to respond effectively to new material or budgetary conditions in the society. But we feared that they might be powerful enough to advance their own interests in protecting their jobs and their agencies, and pursue their own idiosyncratic ideas of the public interest. Consequently, we wanted to be sure that they stayed under the control of the democratically elected and appointed political executives. 

The world has not provided us with a satisfactory resolution of this important theoretical question. What has happened, however, is that it is clear that democratic governments throughout the world have become increasingly interested in closing what they perceive as a growing legitimacy gap between their governments and the polities they seek to serve. One tack noted above has been to try to curry favor with citizens by improving the quality and responsiveness of public services, and treat citizens more like customers in the private sector. This has been useful insofar as it has caused government managers at all levels to focus on client satisfaction, and improve the quality of their engagement with individual citizens in all kinds of transactions. But there are limits to the success of this approach. 

For one thing, these efforts at improving the quality of government service do not seem to translate reliably or quickly to increased government legitimacy. For another, there are real limits to how far government can really go in trying to satisfy clients. After all, many government transactions involve the imposition of duties on clients, not the delivery of services. Many service encounters require individual citizens to make applications and provide information about their condition so that citizens and taxpayers can make sure that publicly provided benefits are going to those who are qualified for and deserve the benefits rather than to others who are not. Many service encounters also come with expectations or requirements that those who get services will change their lives in some way that the collective as a whole desires, regardless of how the individual client feels. This means that many citizen encounters with government will continue to be less than fully delightful, and if the legitimacy of government depends on delighting the customer, government can only go so far without beginning to annoy the citizens and taxpayers who become concerned that too much money is being wasted and wrongly spent on trying to make particular classes of citizens happy.

A slightly different tack has been focused less on trying to satisfy individual clients of government by improving the quality of the service (and obligation) enounters that government has with citizens, and instead trying to engage individuals from the polity in their roles as citizens and taxpayers rather than clients and customers. For example, many governments are trying to make government more transparent to individuals. Government agencies with information that is useful to citizens are urged to find the means to share it. Government agencies are also encouraged to do a better job of reporting on their activities so that citizens can both make individual adjustments in their own lives to align better with government action, and raise questions and complain about government action. All this has been facilitated by the development of information technology. Whether this has the effect of increasing or decreasing the legitimacy of government remains to be seen. 

A third tack, often confused with the second, has been for government agencies to find new methods of consulting with groups of citizens about their intended or completed actions. One important way to think about these initiatives is that they represent an effort to extend politics from its conventional forums and subjects to new forums and new subjects outside the realm of elections and legislation. Throughout the world, one can see executive branch agencies reaching out for increased consultation with citizens. They do so partly to legitimate their actions; partly to get additional information, feedback and new ideas that can strengthen their efforts; and partly to try to engage citizens in the effort to achieve the desired results. There are two important consequences of this trend. First, political engagement reaches beyond the political levels of government to the level of appointed bureaucratic officials. Second, individual citizens have more opportunities to participate in government policy-making, and do so in the context of a group where they can hear the views of other individuals rather than in the context of a poll or a complaint mechanism where they can hold their own views without them being challenged by others. 

The point I am making here is that events seem to be deciding for us whether lower level officials will be involved in politics or not. The overwhelming trend is for governments to make themselves more responsive to and accountable to citizens. This means that citizen engagement will inevitably go beyond participating in elections, or legislative forums, or appearing in courts. Both individuals and groups of citizens will show up at the doors of administrators and ask for some kind of hearing. The administrators will be urged by their political masters to open their doors to them in the interests of increasing the legitimacy and responsiveness of government. Relatively low level public officials will thus become exposed to political pressures, and have to learn to act as small scale statesmen – concerned about ends as well as means, and about the quality of the relationships they have with individual citizens in their many guises, including their roles as beneficiaries, obligatees, and taxpayers. 

It also seems inevitable that as pressures on democratic governments increase for them to find more tailored solutions to particular problems, and to keep up with changing material conditions and political aspirations, that the rate of innovation in government will have to increase. If that is true, some of that burden will shift to career level administrators as well. They will either have to be given more discretion to make changes, or the mechanisms that authorize them to make changes will have to become much faster and more flexible than they now are. None of that will be worth very much if the officials in these jobs fail to take the initiative in imagining and making change. 

Because government is being forced to become more responsive and accountable, and because it is being forced to become more innovative, it seems virtually certain that the locus of both initiative, political consultation, and innovation has to spread out more broadly across the managerial system of government. The net effect of that will be to make the ideas of strategic management more important throughout the government’s executive branch – not just at the top.

The Strategic Triangle

If there were one “big idea” associated with Creating Public Value, it was the idea captured in the image of the strategic triangle. (See Figure 1). The purposes of this simple diagram were essentially three. First, to help managers distribute their attention over the environment within which they were operating in a way that would allow them to spot both opportunities and challenges linked to their particular position at a particular moment in time. It urged managers to look out to the production of public value as the set of effects that would ultimately determine who well they had done with their particular position, upward to the challenge of building legitimacy and support for their conception of public value, and downward to the challenge of building and deploying the operational capacity needed to deliver the desired results. Second, it set out a particular kind of calculation that one needed to make at each point of the triangle: what would constitute public value, where political legitimacy and support would come from, what capacities needed to be built. Third, because it linked the three points of the triangle together it reminded managers that to be successful, they would eventually have to solve the problems at each point of the triangle in an integrated and coherent way. If one changed the value proposition to make it correspond more closely to some philosophical conception of value, one had to check whether that changed value proposition could be supported in the existing political environment, and could be produced with the available resources and methods. If the political environment suddenly shifted, the manager might have to respond by changing the value proposition, and/or by changing the operational methods he was relying on the produce the desired results. 

The key contribution made by the idea of the strategic triangle was to remind managers that they had to integrate three calculations that had previously been held apart. There was the policy analytic calculation that tried to be rigorous about the claim that a particular use of government authority and money could be relied upon to produce value (net of the costs of producing the results). There was the administrative and operational calculation of whether some desirable policy were, in fact, implementable and doable. And there was the political calculation about the degree to which a particular idea of public value could command sustained legitimacy and support, and trigger a flow of resources to the enterprise. In the past, those calculations had been held apart, with particular people specializing in one or the other of them, and each of those groups imagining that their particular calculation was the decisive one. The strategic triangle insisted that in order for a proposed use of public resources to be plausibly valuable, these three different calculations had to be successfully integrated. The art of strategic management was finding in the real world a line of action that was simultaneously valuable, authorizeable and doable, or one in which these three different conditions could be aligned in the world with only a small amount of managerial effort, and only a small amount of residual risk. Or, if one were a risk taker, finding a line of action that entailed significant, but knowable and manageable risks in any of these particular dimensions: substantive, political, or operational.

This is roughly analogous to the role that strategic thinking was supposed to play in business. The job of the CEO was to articulate a strategy for the organization he led. That strategy, in turn, had to take accurate account of real market conditions in the world, and had to successfully integrate a marketing strategy, with a financial strategy, with an operational strategy, with a human resource strategy, and with a particular organizational structure that provided the framework within and through which these different functional strategies would be executed.

We originally developed the concept of strategy in the public sector to operate at the same level of analysis that the idea of corporate strategy had been developed in the private sector – namely, at the level of an organization as a whole. In business, the customary unit of analysis is the individual firm. That firm can be large or small, a single product firm or a multi-product conglomerate. It can operate in a highly centralized manner with strong functional units being integrated at the top, or in a more decentralized way with independent profit and loss units making most of their important business decisions on their own. And if one is looking at large, multi-product, decentralized organizations, one can say that a single firm has many different strategies associated with each of its independent business units. But even here, there is the expectation that the firm as a whole will have and be able to articulate a coherent story of its overall strategy so that investors can know the plans of the firm, and check their progress against those plans. 

We continued to use the concept of strategy, and the particular concept of the strategic triangle at the level of the single organization in government, just as it was used in the private sector. What we learned, however, was that the strategic triangle was useful not only in finding and pursuing a strategy for an organization as a whole, but also for a variety of other objects of managerial attention. 

Just as in the private sector, many public organizations seemed to operate as large, multi-product conglomerates rather than single product organizations. Indeed, it was not at all clear what was the organization that was the focus on public management. On one account, the organization could have been the current administration of the government as a whole observed at the federal, state, or local level. This would be the perspective of a President, a Governor, or a Mayor. On another account, the organization to be managed would be the principal departments and agencies of government – those that were led, say, by cabinet officials. On still another account, the organizations to be managed were the more specific operating units that comprised the huge cabinet departments: not the Department of Justice, but the FBI, the DEA, the United States Attorneys, and the Civil Rights Division, etc. Just as multi-product conglomerates in the private sector had to accept the idea that their varied units each had to have their own business strategy, so chief elected executives and their cabinet officers had to accept that various sub-units run by sub-cabinet officials might have their own strategies. While these strategies needed to be co-ordinated for maximum value creation, the different operating units also had to be granted no small amount of strategic initiative, even as they were being called to account for their individual performance, and their contributions to the other parts of government. Thus, sub-units of governments seemed to need their own strategic capacity.

But there was an even more important and interesting difference between the private and public conceptions of strategy. Often the object of management in government was not a particular organizational unit. The object of management in government was, instead, a particular policy or program that had to be developed and implemented. Indeed, in talking about public sector management, it was much more common to hear talk about the development and implementation of policies than it was to hear a discussion about the overall performance of an individual organization. Indeed, when the Comptroller General of the United States once proposed to turn GAO’s efforts to the creation of general management review of cabinet departments in the federal government, he discovered not only that he did not have a generally accepted method for carrying out such an analysis, nor could he find any audience for the proposed reports. It seemed that the dominant object of managerial concern was not organizations and their performance and development as a whole, but rather particular policies and whether they were well conceived and worked or not. 

This may not seem like a big deal, but it actually is very important. The reason is that policies can have many different relationships to organizations. It is very rare for a particular policy to be aligned exactly with a particular organization. Sometimes, organizations are themselves as bundles of policies – not just a single policy. Thus, for example, many government agencies will start their strategic planning efforts with a listing of the particular statutory responsibilities they have accumulated.  Each statute defines a purpose, suggests some methods, and authorizes the use of money and authority to accomplish the particular goal. The sum of these statutes can be understood as the legislative underpinnings of the organization. But that is all about policy, not about the organization that has to be created to combine and juggle the varied assignments.  Other times, separate organizations are combined in a particular policy. For example, US drug policy seeks to give guidance to many different agencies including the Drug Enforcement Administration, the National Institutes of Mental Health, and the Department of Education. Sometimes these extra-organizational policies claim the whole of the organization (virtually all of DEA’s activities are encompassed within national drug policy); but other times the policies pick up only a piece of another organization (only a portion of NIMH and the Department of Education activities are included within national drug policy). Still other times, policies and programs are only a part of an organization – typically a part that is the focus of some innovation or strategic initiative. 

Because policies and programs map imperfectly onto organizations, it is often not entirely clear who is accountable for executing on the policy or program. If we try to structure accountability in government around the development, implementation, evaluation and adjustment of policies and programs (which often makes sense to do – particularly if we are interested in trying to achieve social outcomes rather than maintain organizations), then it is often necessary to form special task forces or teams made up of managers in different positions who are not in the same organizational chain of command. Needless to say, both the challenge of calling those managers to account, and the challenge that those managers face in trying to execute the mission becomes much messier. 

Even though focusing on policies and programs creates problems in holding particular managers to account, the strategic triangle is extremely useful in analyzing the strategic challenges to the reliable execution of complex policy initiatives. The strategic triangle does not have to attach only to organizations; it can apply also to policies and programs. Consider, for example, how the strategic problem facing the nation’s drug czar might look when viewed through the lens of the strategic triangle. The public value would be relatively straightforward: minimize the negative social consequences of illegal drug use, while allowing the appropriate use of drugs that are useful in the care of both mental and physical illness. 

The operational capacity needed to achieve this goal is anything but simple and straightforward. On one hand, the drug czar would like to use a set of policy instruments that can reduce the supply of illegal drugs to the United States. But this in itself involves making use of the State Department, the CIA, the Defense Department, International Law Enforcement Agencies, Homeland Security, the Drug Enforcement Administration and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, to say nothing of state level organizations that oversee the security investments of pharmacies, and the prescribing practices of physicians. On the other hand, the drug czar would like to reduce the demand for drugs by discouraging young people from starting use and helping those who have become dependent to escape from their dependency. But that involves making use of local schools, parent groups and police departments; doing research to develop improved methods of drug treatment; supporting a large national network of publicly supported treatment centers; and re-organizing local court systems to rely on specialized drug courts for drug offenders rather than the more traditional criminal courts.

The sources of legitimacy and support for this effort cannot be simply the President of the United States and the Congress. Their influence cannot reach broadly enough or deeply enough for the drug czar to achieve the goal. The drug czar has to find a way to mobilize some kind of national movement to reduce drug use that can give him some standing when he approaches other independent organizations and makes claims on them to contribute to his goal, and that will cause many others in the society to take up the challenge of doing what they can to reduce drug abuse whether necessarily being either paid by or coerced by the drug czar to do this work.

The use of the strategic triangle to diagnose this problem doesn’t make it any easier to solve at the concrete level. But it does illuminate the nature of the problem and allows the drug czar to think through the question of what constitutes reasonable goals, and what are the key steps he needs to take to accomplish those results. One of the most important strategic conclusions he might draw from this quick analysis is precisely how dependent he is on his success in sustaining a political focus on the drug problem. Without that, almost nothing else can work. With a political wind blowing in his direction, much that initially seemed impossible becomes possible. 

While the strategic triangle was important because it demanded the successful integration of substantive, political, and organizational/operational capacities, it was perhaps particularly important because it focused sharp attention on the important political question of where legitimacy and support for a given initiative could be found and animated. As noted above, politics had been relegated to a separate and privileged realm in the traditional theory of public administration. But in practice, public managers at all levels were boating in strong political currents. Their problem was not just how to keep from drowning, but how to reach shore. They could not succeed without finding ways to align themselves with and harness the power of the political forces that were as important to their work as market demand was to the work of private managers. It was in politics that the energy and resources lay not only for guiding, but also for doing their work. 

Some worried that the invitation to public managers to diagnose and find effective ways to engage the political currents that surrounded them was an invitation to usurp democratic politics. But an important part of the message of the strategic triangle was precisely that no purpose could reasonably claim to be a publicly valued purpose if it did not command legitimacy and support from the political authorizing environment. In effect, the strategic triangle insisted on the crucial role of being accountable and aligning conceptions of public value with external political support. It is true that the focus on political management and engagement created some potential for public managers to “manipulate” the political authorizing environment. But that potential had always been present, and some would say fully utilized by public managers. To pretend that public managers had no role in the process of legitimating the actions of public organizations was simply a lie that left the public managers off the hook for the particular role they did play. To deny that they should play a role meant that we lost the potential benefits that could come from taking advantage of their experience, their technical knowledge, and their value creating imaginations – to say nothing of their enthusiasm for implementing the policies that were agreed upon. The strategic triangle did not liberate public managers from democratic accountability; it forced them to take the job of legitimating government action seriously, and forced them to test their conceptions of public value against those held by the broader political environment of which they were a part.


As best I can tell, then, the idea of the strategic triangle has held up reasonably well as an analytic device that is useful to public managers in sizing up situations, making and testing plans, and monitoring their progress in the doing of their important work. That was all I really hoped for. 


As time has gone on, however, I have begun to think that the strategic triangle might be even more valuable than I thought. We developed the strategic triangle to deal with what we took to be the special case of public management – more specifically, the management of government agencies, and government policies and programs. We thought that we needed a special tool for strategic management in government precisely because of the very powerful normative role that the idea of democratic legitimacy had for public managers, and the very powerful practical role that political support would play in allowing a public manager to succeed. We thought that the external political environment that provided legitimacy and support to public managers was roughly equivalent to the market for private managers – it was the place where important choices were made as to value, and it was the place from which resources needed to sustain productive activities would come. It is for that reason that the concepts of the political authorizing environment and the pursuit of legitimacy and support within that environment plays holds such a prominent position in the strategic triangle. But it was precisely this that made it clear that we were talking primarily about government management – not even nonprofit management, and certainly not for-profit management.


The first inkling that the strategic triangle might have use beyond the realm of government management came when I began paying attention to the management of nonprofit organizations, and charitable foundations as part of my duties as the Director of the Hauser Center on Nonprofit Organizations. At the time I began this work, there was a great deal of concern about the quality of management in the nonprofit world. And, as in the case of government, strong pressures began to build for nonprofit managers to adopt more private sector management techniques to improve their performance. They were urged to focus on financial sustainability, and to trust revenues earned from the sale of products and services more than voluntary contributions from charitable donors, or grants from government. They were urged to produce clear mission statements and develop metrics that would allow them to measure their performance. They were urged to tighten up their organizations and to rely more on well paid professionals who knew what they were doing rather than well meaning amateurs who could not hit quality standards in performance. And they were urged to concentrate their efforts on those activities which were financially sustainable, and to abandon efforts that could not be financially sustained. 


Again, there was some utility in these challenges to nonprofit management. It was important that the organizations clarify their mission and find the means to measure their accomplishment. It was important that the organizations pay attention to financial sustainability of the organization as a whole, and to each of its particular activities. But the more I looked at these organizations, and the more I talked to their managers, the less it seemed that the traditional private sector strategy models could help them with their work. Roughly speaking, nonprofit organizations differed from for profit organizations in two critical respects. 

First, a portion of their revenues – ranging from a little to a huge amount – came from sources other than the sale of products and services to individual customers. For some nonprofit organizations, the principal source of revenues was charitable contributions. For more, the principal source of revenues was government grants and contracts. That meant that nonprofit organizations were essentially being supported by third party payers – people with money who were buying products and services for the benefit of somebody else. Moreover, for most nonprofit organizations, the most important third party payers were government agencies of different kinds – some grantmaking, some operating. This raised the important question of exactly what these third party payers were purchasing. One answer to that was that they were paying to provide a particular benefit that they wanted to give to particular clients of the organization. But more often the answer seemed to be that the third party payers were paying to contribute to some particular social outcome that included but was not limited to the personal welfare of an individual client. It was nice to think that the money one contributed was going to a particular needy individual (or animal for that matter!). But it was even better to think that the money was going to produce a more aggregate social result, such as a quality pre-school program for children in poor communities (or a guarantee that no animal would be mistreated by a human). Insofar as the individuals and the government agencies were paying for desired social outcomes rather than simply delivering a particular benefit to a particular other individual,  it seemed that they were much more like those that government managers encountered in their political authorizing environments than customers one confronted in a market. In fact, many of the third party payers – the government agencies – were accountable precisely to the political authorizing environment that had provided them with the money that they were handing over to nonprofit organizations.

Second, the overall purpose of a nonprofit organization was not the financial goal of maximizing shareholder wealth, it was the social goal of achieving the publicly sanctioned mission of the organization. What entitled these organizations to be excused from taxation was that they were not in business primarily to make money; they were in business to achieve a socially desired goal. Of course, they needed money to achieve the socially desired result; and they could get some of the money they needed by charging (subsidized) prices for the goods and services they created. But the claim was always that the organizations were neither motivated by the desire to make money, nor that the value of what they produced lay primarily in the revenue stream they generated by the sale of products and services to willing customers. Their claim was that they were motivated by the social good, and that they gave value away to the society at large either by not charging beneficiaries for the valuable services the organization supplied, or by charging a price that was at or below cost. These organizations released a stream of value into the society for which the beneficiaries did not pay, and which they were happy to provide without earning the profits that were earned by other more mercenary organizations. But this claim raised the important question of exactly what those social benefits were, and to what extent could those who contributed to the organization be confident that they were achieved. To be accountable for results even when one is not being paid for them was the reason that nonprofit organizations had to work so hard at developing a nonfinancial system for measuring the value of their activities.

These two characteristics of nonprofit organizations – that they were supported by third party payers who were buying social outcomes, and that they had to account for the social outcomes they produced in a non-financial way – made the strategic problem faced by nonprofit managers look more like the problems faced by government managers than the problems faced by for profit managers. True, nonprofit managers like for profit managers could make discretionary judgments about whether to enter or leave particular businesses without having to get government permission to do so. True, too, nonprofit organizations had more discretion about how to raise funds to cover the costs of their operations than government managers do. But while these distinguish nonprofit managers from government managers, the things that join them together is their reliance on third party payers who are trying to achieve social outcomes, and the necessity of developing a measurement system that can tell them whether they are achieving their mission or not. 

In talking to nonprofit managers, the strategic triangle often worked better for them than the standard for-profit models. They liked the idea that they were creating public value. They understood that that claim posed a challenge for them in measurement. They recognized their dependency on third party payers, including the government, and the degree to which their ability to claim resources depended on their ability to define a purpose that could claim governmental and charitable support. They felt accountable to a political authorizing environment that would test their commitment to public purposes at every turn. They did not like the idea that their goal was financial security, nor the idea that activities they judged to be socially important should be abandoned if they could not be financed, nor the idea that they were competing with organizations whom they regarded (at least part of the time) as allies in the pursuit of a desired social result. 

I was certain that the idea of the strategic triangle could not be extended to the private sphere. But then I began wondering why it was that the idea of legitimacy and support which figured so prominently in the world of government managers and nonprofit managers as well had so little standing in corporate strategy models. Surely private sector firms had to be concerned about their social legitimacy. They surely needed some kind of  “license to operate” from the larger society. Why was there no representation in the standard corporate strategy models of the need to build legitimacy and support for the organization in the society at large? 

My first answer to that question was to see that a large part of what we described as the legitimacy and support problem faced by government and nonprofit organizations was handled in for profit organizations by the fact that they sold their goods and services in free markets. It was the money paid voluntarily by consumers for the products and services that provided the wherewithal to continue the enterprise. And it was the decision made by an individual customer to spend their own money on the product or service that provided the normative justification for continuation. All that private firms needed to do to legitimate themselves and their activities in the wider society was to point to the fact that customers liked their products and services, and were willing to voluntarily pay more for them than it cost to produce them. If society valued customer satisfaction, and thought that an important goal of business in society was to make consumers happy, then the fact that they made money was all the proof they needed of their social value. The fact that they also supplied jobs, and built wealth for shareholders were simply additional reasons to be grateful for the business enterprise. 

But as I thought about this question a bit more, and learned more about how business organizations really operated, some anomalies in this reasoning appeared. Specifically, if one went inside a private corporation and observed how it was spending its money, one came across some expenditures that were difficult to account for if one thought that all the problems of legitimating a business enterprise were handled by satisfying its customers (and creating jobs and wealth). One found that the modern corporation had a chief counsel’s office, or was paying handsome fees to keep law firms on retainer to make sure that they complied with the laws that governed their activity, and to defend them against charges that they did not. There was also a government liason office that tried to keep track of and influence government regulation. There was a corporate public relations department – often distinct from the marketing department – that protected the organization’s reputation in the wider community and its brand name. The corporation was often making charitable contributions of various kinds and establishing community liason offices to ensure both local communities and the society at large that they were “good corporate citizens.” Assuming for a moment that private firms spend money wisely to accomplish their purposes, it is hard to explain this set of expenditures on any basis other than the belief held within top management of the company that the company faces a problem of building legitimacy and support that is not fully resolved by the claim that they are giving consumers what they want. Apparently they have to make other representations beyond that claim to maintain their license to operate.

A little further digging suggested that I had just stumbled across a big controversy in the theory of corporate governance. The controversy pits the shareholder view of corporate governance against the stakeholder view of corporate governance. The shareholder view claims that the fiduciary responsibility of the Board of a publicly held organization is exclusive to the shareholders of the organization. Further, the assumption is made that what shareholders want the managers to maximize their wealth over time. The stakeholder view claims that the fiduciary responsibility of the Board of a publicly held company runs to a range of stakeholders in the organization’s activities including but not limited to shareholders, customers, employees, suppliers, government, local communities, and the public at large. Various efforts to reconcile these different views have been made, primarily by making the empirical claim that the two different views are not really in conflict over the long run: that the only way that a company can maximize long run shareholder wealth is to give enough value and consideration to the other stakeholders that it can stay in business over the long run and continue to give returns to shareholders. 

What is important about this debate to the strategic triangle, however, is that it raises the important question of how much legitimacy and support do corporations need, and who do they need it from? If the world of a corporate manager is to be accountable only to shareholders, that the thing that shareholders want is sustained profitability and equity growth, and that financial accounting systems provide highly accurate and useful information about performance in these terms, then private CEO’s can avoid all the complexity that would come into their world if they had to be accountable for something more than this. If, however, the world of a corporate manager is to be accountable to stakeholders, and they want something more from the organization than financial performance, then the world of the private CEO becomes much more complex. It is a world in which the public legitimacy and support for a private corporation depends on them producing public value as it is seen by all the various stakeholders rather than simply the private value that is associated with wealth creation, consumer surplus, and jobs. They begin to face and be accountable to an external political authorizing environment as well as a demanding financial system. 

The strategic triangle might help private executives understand and cope with current demands for corporate social responsibility, and to help them understand why it is that they are paying for the legitimacy building activities of lawyers, government lobbyists, PR people, and local philanthropy.  Indeed, I think it holds the key to resolving the debate between the shareholder and stakeholder conceptions of the fiduciary responsibilities of those who lead private corporations, and the way that they have to think in developing a value creating corporate strategy. 

Authority as an Asset, and Justice as an End of Government

If the strategic triangle can “go though” as a concept that is useful in both nonprofit and forprofit management with its focus on public value and on social legitimacy and support, there is one important part of government management that Creating Public Value highlighted that certainly does not “go through” to these other kinds of management it is the idea that the authority of the state had to be viewed at least partly as instrumentally valuable asset – something that when deployed efficiently and appropriately was capable of helping the government create public value. As Max Weber observed long ago, one of the distinguishing characteristics of a state is that it retains a monopoly on the legitimate use of force over those within its jurisdiction. This is not to say that the state has a monopoly on all force. That is clearly not true. Nor is to say that when the state uses its force it is always legitimate. That is also clearly not true. What it is to say is that in the ideal world, the state would have the dominant force in a jurisdiction, and that it would use its force only for legitimate purposes. In the practical world it might be enough simply to notice that the state can use the force of law to compel individuals to act in the public interest, either by refraining from doing bad things, or being required to do good things, or to live up to obligations that we have to one another. 

In many ways, it was odd to bring the idea of state authority into an analysis of public management as though it were an asset like money that could be used to achieve instrumental results. Ordinarily, we thought of authority as a constraint on action, not something that stimulate action. And, as a constraint, the use of force most often seemed like a loss to the individuals on whom the force was brought to bear rather than as something that could be valuable to themselves or to others in the society. And, of course, it was not enough to show that the use of state authority to impose a burden on one individual produced a benefit for another individual, or another group of individuals that more than offset the pain experienced by the person on whom the burden was imposed. One had to be able to say that it was just and fair, and consistent with the rights and responsibilities of the person on whom the burden was placed in order for the state authority to be used legitimately. Moreover, it was not clear whether there was a limited stock of authority to be used, and if so, what limited its quantity? Nor was it clear whether the use of authority depleted the stock, or increased it, or left it unchanged. So, there were many ways in which authority seemed dissimilar from money as an asset.

But in a world in which the dominant discourse was about public services, and about customers, and about the critical importance of satisfying government’s customers, it seemed important to remember that the state trafficked in the use of force and authority as it went about its work. This was most obvious in the case of tax collecting, regulatory, and law enforcement organizations. But as noted above, even those organizations that seemed to be devoted to delivering services also seemed to use no small amount of authority. Service organizations were obligated to distribute their services in particular ways – sometimes forced to make them available to all comers even if all comers were not willing or able to use the services as intended, more often obligated to ration their services to ensure that only those whom the collective deemed eligible for publicly financed services got them. To make the rationing work, individual citizens who wanted the services had to give up some of their privacy to show that they had the qualifying characteristics. And, many services came with strings and obligations attached that were designed to empower or motivate service recipients to achieve purposes that the public had decided was important that they achieve – regardless of what they felt was important. 

The fact that the government often used authority in its encounters with citizens raised important challenges to the customer model of government. One was to ask what was the point of an encounter in which the government obliged a citizen to do something they would prefer not to do – such as pay taxes, or stop littering, or submit to questioning about possible criminal offenses. It could not be to make the citizens happy. If that were the goal, the best thing would be to avoid the transaction altogether. It had to be that some purpose – important to the collective – was being achieved. That purpose could have been an instrumental purpose that would be advanced if the person I describe as the obligatee could be persuaded to do his duty on behalf of the collective. Or, the purpose could have been to advance some idea of justice – an effort to ensure that each individual in the society did what they had to do to create the conditions of a good and just society. In fact, in most circumstances when state authority is being used, it is justified in all these ways: that imposing the duty will cause some public purpose to be advanced, that among the purposes is and ideal of justice that assigns duties (as well as protects rights) of citizens in the creation of a good and just state, and that the individual on whom the duty is being imposed has been fairly identified as the focus of state imposed duties. 

The reason that observation that the state uses its authority to achieve important social results is important, then, is not only that it shatters the banal idea that the state only delivers services, but also because it fundamentally alters the normative frame within which state action has to be considered. When the state uses its coercive authority, that use of authority has to be justified not just to the individual on whom the authority is being used, but also to the broader public who ought to be thinking that they, too, could become the focus of state authority. That means that the state has to make appeals to justice and fairness as well as to utility and welfare when it acts. It must be able to claim that it is acting fairly with respect to individuals, and on behalf of a collectively constructed idea not only of a community in which individuals can be prosperous, but also one which is just to each and to all.

Again, this is entirely clear when one is observing the operations of organizations that impose duties on citizens. But it is also clear when organizations are distributing benefits according to a rule. It is even clear when citizens argue with one another and with government about the “fair” and “just” allocation of public resources to such important public services as schools, medical care, and relief from disasters. Because government money is generally raised through the coercive power of the state to levy taxes,  if it is true that each time the government uses its coercive authority, it must justify the use of that authority in terms of some concept of justice and fairness, then the use of public dollars must always be defended in terms of justice and fairness as well as efficiency and effectiveness. Needless to say this complicates both the philosophical meaning, and practical measurement of the concept of public value.

Even though recognizing that state authority is being routinely used as an asset by government in its activities complicates the quantitative accounting of what constitutes public value, and how much of it is being produced, it seems critically important that we bring the use of force and authority, and both the constraints and the aims of justice into managerial calculations when public managers are using both the money and the authority of the state. As citizens in a liberal society, we are as reluctant to surrender our liberty to government managers as we are our hard earned income. Consequently, we should demand an accounting not only of how our tax dollars are being used, but also how state authority is being wielded. And, if some managers can find ways to accomplish public purposes using less state authority, or somehow making the authority that is used easier to bear, then we should think of that as a clear improvement in public sector performance. 

This argument, too, has held up reasonably well. People don’t like the argument because they don’t like to be reminded that the state imposes duties as well as provides services. And they think it is hopeless to be able to discuss the idea of fairness and justice in the way that government does its work, and the results it achieves. But it is hard to deny the accuracy of the observations and claims made above. And many public managers have found it important and useful to reconsider the question of exactly how they are using the authority of the state in their operations, and how they can justify their activities not only in terms of individual welfare gains for some client beneficiaries, but also in terms of the justice and fairness with which the burdens were placed on others to produce those benefits, and the degree to which the delivery of benefits to some advanced the cause of justice for all. 

The Distinction Between Clients and Citizens (and other roles in democratic society)

Creating Public Value also made a key distinction among the different positions that individuals in the society could have with respect to governmental operations. The idea of a customer oriented government had drawn attention to individuals in their role as clients of government – the individuals who were on the other side of the counter in government transactions. That was an important thing to do insofar as it focused attention on engineering service delivery operations that were convenient for citizens to use, and treating the clients of government with courtesy and respect. But a key argument in creating public value was that individuals encountered government agencies in many roles other than the role of client beneficiary. The reminders about organizations that imposed duties on citizens emphasized a different role of clients in encounters with government: the role of the obligatee, or the person on whom a duty was being imposed rather than a service delivered. But individuals also stood in relationship to government organizations as taxpayers as well as client beneficiaries and client obligatees. There was nothing that guaranteed that individuals standing in these different relationships to government operations would want the same thing from government. Indeed, it was often quite clear that their interests were opposed. So there was an important question about which individual evaluators judgments about the public value of a public sector enterprise should be taken seriously. 

It also turned out that while the positions of client beneficiaries, client obligatees, and taxpayers captured three important roles that individuals could have vis-à-vis government organizations, that only scratched the surface. Recently, a conversation with a public official who was working on health care reform in Australia caused us to look together at all the different relationships that an individual could have to a publicly financed health care system. Here is the list:

Client Beneficiary of Publicly Supplied Health Care Services


Client Obligatee of Publicly Supplied Health Care Services


Focus of Public Health Campaigns Designed to Improve his Health


Focus of Public Health Campaigns Designed to Improve the Health of Others


Co-Producer of His Own Health


Co-Producer of the Health of His Family


Co-Producer of the Health of Wider Society


Private Funder of His Own Health Care


Active Agent in Encouraging Employers to Assume Some Responsibility for Health Care


Taxpayer Paying for Publicly Financed Health Care


Citizen Voting For and Lobbying the Government with Respect to Health Care


What this list does is show how many different perspectives a given individual might take with respect to health care. Depending on what position he was thinking about as the most important position at a particular time, he might find he had quite different interests in how the publicly financed (and publicly regulated) health care system would be constructed. What the list also suggests is that each of us may not have a very well developed and integrated view of where our own interests lie, let alone how they align with the interests of others.

What this list also shows is the degree to which individuals in society are not really independent of one another at all. They are bound together in part through causal systems that link the actions of one person to the well being of another – something that economists describe as externalities of our own decisions and actions, and the rest of us would view as concern for the consequences of actions on others. They are also bound together through norms and conventions that set out our moral duties to one another, even if those are imperfectly understood and enforced. And they are bound together by their membership in collective institutions of one kind or another. Some of those collective institutions are private and voluntary. But everyone is also a member of at least one state, and maybe more than one, which they are obliged to join. 


To some degree, these distinctions among the different roles that individuals occupy vis-à-vis government activity, and the observation about our close functional interdependence with one another is daunting and dismaying. How are we supposed to fight our way through this tangle to see where each or our real interests lie, and where the interests of all of us together lie? There is, of course, no good answer to this question. But there is an ideal one can look to. That ideal was set out by John Rawls in this Theory of Justice. Borrowing recklessly from this philosophical classic, one might say that the individuals whose preferences ought to count in defining public value for a particular governmental enterprise would be the individuals who had put themselves in what Rawls descsribed as the original position in thinking about what values they would like to see advanced through a public policy or the operations of a government agency. The original position was one in which each individual was behind a veil of ignorance. They did not know what particular position they were going to occupy in the society. They did not know whether they would be a patient, a care-giver, a taxpayer, or a member of a particular insurance pool. What they were asked to think about then, was what they as individuals thought would be a good and just health care system without knowing exactly where they would find themselves in the real society. In the work that I do on public value, I keep trying not to use the word citizen casually to mean any individual in a democratic society, but more deliberately to mean a person who has put themselves in this original position, and from that point of view, made a claim about the public value they would like to see the government produce. I don’t really expect us to find the methods that can turn us all into citizens in this demanding sense of the term. But I do think it is useful to stand this idea of citizen against the ideas of clients, and taxpayers and all the other roles we can play in a democratic society. 


For reasons I will state later, I think that the re-discovery of the idea of a citizen as a member of a public that is created on occasion by public managers is among the most important contributions that Creating Public Value has made in the past, and will make in the future. 

The Idea of Co-Production

Creating Public Value also took up and developed the idea that public managers were nearly always dependent on operational capacities that lay outside the boundaries of their own organizations to achieve their mandated results. A school superintendant needed help from parents to achieve the goal of educating children. A police chief needed help from the community to achieve the goal of reducing crime and doing justice. The sanitation commissioner needed help from citizens who could be cajoled into putting their litter in trash bins, cleaning up after their dogs, and re-cycling their solid wastes. This observation was important for two reasons.

First, it made it clear that the end result produced by a public manager – the social outcomes he did or did not achieve – was dependent to now small degree on a backdrop that consisted of the willingness of private individuals and actors to contribute to the social goals without necessarily being specifically required or paid to make the contribution. The success that school superintendants had not only in helping individual students reach academic proficiency, but in narrowing any achievement gap between rich and poor, black and white, would depend on the level and distribution of private capacities to support the ends of schooling. While schools themselves could compensate to some degree for differences in the social circumstances of students, their ultimate ability to produce high, comparable levels of educational attainment among all students would inevitably bear the traces of some kinds of social inequality. 

Second, to the degree that the success of a manager’s efforts depended on contributions made by actors beyond the reach of an organization’s money or authority, an important strategic issue was raised: to what extent should the manager concentrate his attention on improving the performance of his own organization versus finding means to mobilize a more effective effort from more independent co-producers? Or, more precisely, an important operational question became what the organization could do with its assets and through its activities to leverage its own efforts with the efforts of others to achieve a desired result that was actually beyond the capacity of the organization itself to produce? 

The idea that public purposes – whether the missions of particular organizations, or the pursuit of social outcomes that had been assigned to government actors to be achieved through organizations that were not under their direct command – anticipated a major development in public management thinking. That development came to be known as the move to a networked rather than organizational view of government. This began with the move towards privatization, and the general idea that government should be more interested in steering rather than rowing. On this view, what was important about government was the fact that it had public purposes it pursued, and had money to pay for the achievement of those purposes, but it was free to use the money not only to directly produce (make) the results it wanted to produce, but also to contract for (buy) the results from other productive agents. Government control over the results shifted from direct control over production, to control through contracts. 

It didn’t take much effort to see that a similar principal was being relied upon in governmental regulatory efforts. In both cases, the government was relying on someone other than its own agents to produce a socially desired result. The difference was that in the case of contracting, government used its money to motivate and guide the private action, while in the case of regulating, government was using its coercive authority to motivate and guide action. Regulation was as indirect a method of producing a social result as procurement.

Once one had gotten this far, it was easy to see that there were many other forms of financial inducements that government could use, and had been using,  to stimulate private activity towards public purposes. Close to the idea of contracts was the idea of grants made to private actors who seemed to share the government’s purposes, and therefore did not have to be as tightly controlled as those with whom the government chose to contract. Beyond these particular financial supports to particular organizations lay a vast array of tax incentives, loan support, and so on that could be used by government to guide private activity towards public purposes.

It was also possible to see the government could use its authority to shape private action through means other than civil regulation, and criminal enforcement. It could take action to revise the tort system that gave individuals rights of action against those who affected their interests in particular ways judged to be socially inappropriate. It could impose special taxes as well as fines on particular kinds of behavior. It could even use the power of eminent domain to shift the use of private property to higher value public purposes as long as it paid reasonable compensation to the owners, and delivered a higher value use of the property to the wider public.  

From this dizzying set of possibilities for achieving public purposes, a new kind of managerial literature, and a new kind of management practice began to emerge. Initially, as we all became aware of how active the government was in using its authority and its money to shape social life through means other than direct production government bureaucracies, the problem was discussed as “management through policy,’ or  “indirect management,” rather than direct governmental production, and many were startled to learn that compared with indirect management, direct management played a relatively small role in government’s efforts to shape the quality of individual and community life. Gradually, however, this nascent field took on more structure through the development of an important literature that sought to identify the distinct “tools of government,” and to develop hypotheses and arguments about why some tools were more appropriate in dealing with some problems than others. 

These developments were very important for managers who were looking to find the best fit between the purposes they had been assigned and the tools they needed to achieve these goals. That helped them in policy-making. But once decisions had been made about which tools to use, managers found themselves in many different kinds of managerial relations with their co-producers. They were contractors, regulators, taxers, partners, motivators, convenors, etc. The productive capacity they were relying on to achieve their goals was not held within a single organization, but was distributed across a network of independent organizations held together by different kinds of incentives, obligations, and commitments. 

I think it is fair to say that we are still working out way through this particular maze. But one of the things that helps provide some guidance here is, in fact, the strategic triangle. The way in which this helps is in the first instance to create a point of view around the solution of a problem or the pursuit of some publicly valued outcome to which many different social actors can contribute, and which many social actors might value in itself, or hope to be paid for helping to produce, or might feel duty bound or legally required to operationally support. 

The second useful contribution is to highlight the significance of the political management effort that would be required to create a shared consciousness of a given problem, and a certain willingness to act collaboratively to solve it. That political effort is hardly ever enough in itself to produce the desired result. Tougher sinews made of money, legal obligation, and duty that focus the efforts of particular actors have to be fashioned to give strength and focus to the general collective desire that something should be done. But without a favoring political wind helping to create both the occasions to get together and to be generally supportive of finding workable and fair solutions, it would be hard to see and develop the stronger operational network one needs to achieve the desired result. 

Third, the strategic triangle does some useful work in helping those who are trying to create and manage a network of capacity that can achieve some particular result sort out what particular actors and agents are important, and why they are important. In particular, the key distinction made in the strategic triangle between the functional need for  authorization, legitimacy, and material support on one hand, and the need for operational capacity on the other, helps a network manager keep track of his progress in building the network that is needed. On one hand, it helps the network manager understand what he needs from the social actors with whom he is trying to work. From some he needs formal authorization, or active political support, or funding. From others he needs their operational capacity to do the work required, or to mobilize the co-productive effort of his partners and co-producers. From others, he needs all of these things. By focusing on the function needs to build both support and operational capacity that is contributed by each actor, the network manager can see how important a particular member of the network will turn out to be, and who one could turn to to substitute for the co-operation of one actor if that co-operation is not easily forthcoming, or too expensive to acquire. By keeping track of the cumulate set of relationships that have been constructed, and are now being used, a network manager can keep track of how close he is to the goal of building a network that is sufficiently strong in legitimacy and support on one hand, and operational capacity on the other to achieve the desired results. 

In these ways, the idea of the strategic triangle helps with the strategic management of networks created through the use of different tools of government as well as the strategic management of single organizations, and thus proves useful in a world in which much government management seems to moving towards creating and managing value producing networks.    

The Role of Political Engagement and the Creation of Citizens as Authorizers, Co-Producers and Clients

The journey through the ideas presented in Creating Public Value, and the way they have been buffeted by and transformed by more contemporary currents, carries all of us who are interested in improving the quality of democratic government to an interesting place. It is a place, I suggest, where the idea of a citizen takes on (or perhaps I should say “reclaims”) a prominent position in our political thought that has been missing for quite a while. 

The core paradox of a liberal democratic state is that it seeks to carve out spaces within which the individuals within its jurisdiction can lead full, free, private lives. In order to do so, it must find the collective means to protect the rights and privileges that the collective agrees should be granted to individuals. That means that the society must have both the capacity to convene as a public, and the power to impose duties on individuals as well as to vindicate their rights. And that means in turn, that individuals must be prepared to give up some of their desires, including the desire to live a wholly private life, and live to some degree within a public sphere. The public sphere in which they have to live can be seen as one whose contours are fixed at the beginning of the polity – at some constitutional moment. Or, it can be seen as more flexible and adaptable, and more responsive to changing material circumstances on one hand, or to changing ideas of what a good and just state might be like. 

The way that a democratic society resolves the question of how it will be governed is partly through established constitutional principle. But those constitutional principles distribute individual rights to individuals to have and to articulate political ideas – particular ideas of the good and the just. Those can be big sweeping ideas, or they can be small and particular. A liberal democratic state creates lots of room for individuals to have and pursue their ideas of what would be good and just for themselves, and what would be good and just for all of us together. These procedural rights give birth to many different forms and forums within which politics goes on. And it is this incessant conversation and dispute that continues to shape both individual and collective ideas of what a democratic state can and should do for its people, and what it can ask of its people. Thus, a democratic constitution sets a framework within which basic ideas of a good and just society, supported by a good and just government, can be adapted over time. 

We have long known that the success of democracies in producing both social welfare and social justice would depend critically on how the individuals who constituted the society used the powers of self-government they created for themselves. There were many who feared “mob rule” that would produce a destructive war of all against all. But there were other worries that focused on a world in which individuals had forgotten they had individual rights, and that in order to protect and exercise them, they had to take on the thankless job of defending them often with the help of, but sometimes in opposition to a government that claimed to be supportive of their private individual rights. The challenge was to learn how to lead both a private life guided by our own material interests, or own personal loves, our own sense of our duties to intimate and distant others, our own more or less idiosyncratic ideas about a good and just state, and a public life in which we not only had to leave home and associate with others whom we barely knew and often feared and disliked, but also to treat such individuals with respect, take their interests and positions seriously, and find the means to decide together how our collectively owned government should use its powers to protect our individual rights, and to advance the common good. 

At the core, the quality of democratic governance depends on the quality of citizenship that individuals in the society bring to the task of self-government. If they are too greedy for themselves, government collapses for want of rsources. If they are refuse to be involved in public life, government collapses for lack of guidance about how its substantial powers for good or evil will be used. 

It was a bad idea to encourage individuals in democratic societies to think of themselves as customers of government. They cannot afford to be merely customers. They have to be citizens of government. And as citizens, they must act not only as clients of government insisting on their individual privileges at the expense of their fellow citizens, but as individuals who accept and respond to their obligations to contribute to the society at large, and who act as the authors and architects of the array of publicly established rights and duties that are consistent with a more or less shared idea of a good and just state. 

When we think about how citizens can be created in democratic societies committed to the protection of individual rights, and the protection of a vast sphere of private life in which public obligations and duties are minimized, it is hard to know exactly how to proceed. The image that comes to mind is of Cincinnatus and his plow. There he was, a citizen of Greece, enjoying his private life, and wanting nothing more than to be allowed to continue with his plowing. The plowing was important not only because it allowed him to eat, but also because it allowed him to meet his duties and express his love for his family. As a plower, he was also acting as a good resourceful citizen of his democratic polity. But he was not allowed to stay at these private tasks. He had to be called from his plow to perform his civic duty as a citizen. Faced with this obligation, he (temporarily) abandoned his private life because his polity needed a public to be formed to act that included him. 

If the experience of democratic citizenship is one in which we long for the private life, and are both privileged and in many ways socially encouraged to live that private life responsibility and well, but where were sometimes called to our public duties when the tax collector shows up at the door, or when our neighbors remind us of the rule that requires us not to litter, or when government asks us to help judge the guilt and innocence of someone accused of a crime, then finding the means to make our public life as citizens important might be one of the most important tasks of government. 

From this particular perspective, what might be the most important idea in Creating Public Value is that public managers can to some extent use their positions and the choices they face to rekindle citizenship by learning how to share the choices they make about the use of public assets with the public they are duty bound to serve. In a modern democratic society, there is lots of government around, even though we do not like to think so. If the bits of government that are lying around are used as occasions for invigorating democracy and helping to create citizens – as ways of dragging old Cincinnatus from his plow, of creating a public that can understand and act on its own interests – then not only will government performance improve, but so will the overall quality of democratic governance. 

Looking Ahead

It is always risky for scholars to look ahead. The future has a nasty way of surprising us, and undermining any claims to expertise we might want to make. But perhaps it is not too dangerous to identify several key issues that could benefit from some more considered future inquiry. 


Recognizing Public Value 


Perhaps the most important task is to become more proficient in “recognizing” public value when it has been created. I use the word recognizing here partly in the accounting sense of the word. What it means to recognize something in accounting is to have the technical means to record when an event has occurred that affects the financial standing of an organization. And it is certainly true that we need improved technical means for recording events that could be described as the creation of public value. But the word recognizing also has an applicable common meaning: namely, that we know something when we see it. 


The concept of public value works well as a nice slogan. The strategic triangle works well in guiding the diagnoses and stimulating and testing ideas about what managers could do to create more public value from the asssets entrusted to them. But these are really just words until we do the work of moving the abstract concept of public value to a concrete measurement system that allows us to recognize whether a particular enterprise is or is not creating public value in the real world. 


I have been working on filling this important gap over the last 5-7 years. (Remember, I am a slow writer!). And I am delighted to say that a book entitled Recognzing Public Value is currently wending its way through the publication process. Ideally, that book would give clear, prescriptive advice about how to construct a “public value scorecard” that could show the “bottom line” of government’s performance in many varied contexts. Unfortunately, it goes only part of the way. As in the case of Creating Public Value I hoping to start an argument not end one. This book draws heavily on work by my colleague Bob Behn who has been carefully tracking the development of what he calls performance stat – the practice of using quantitative performance measures in government organizations, and in networks that cross the boundaries of organizations to achieve the goals of enhancing accountability, and improving performance. At issue is not only the question of what measures can really capture the performance of a given organization, but as importantly, how performance management systems that make use of the performance measures to animate and guide organizational performance and support organizational learning.  

The key contribution of my work, I think, is to make the argument that the best way to go at the issue of performance measurement and performance management in government is not all at once in a rush, but strategically over time. After all, it has taken the private sector many years to develop their financial reporting systems, and to learn how to use them to improve the management of private sector organizations. And they faced a much simpler problem in accounting for performance than the public sector does. So, it should not be surprising if progress with respect to performance measure in the public sector takes some time. That is no excuse for not starting, however. The task is to develop the measures strategically. 

By strategically, I mean the same three things I always mean when I use that word. First, that the performance measures have to be tailored to particular organizations and governmental enterprises in particular locations at particular times. There is only so far that one can go with a general, abstract set of ideas about how to measure government performance. The devil is in the details, and the details are all concrete particulars. 

Second, I mean that the effective use of performance measurement and management systems requires steady development over time. One has to begin with the measures one has, and with the administrative systems one has that make use of those measures in animating and guiding an organization or an enterprise. Thought has to go into how the systems can be improved, and investments must be made to support the improved practices. Errors will inevitably be made in this process, but the errors cannot be allowed to halt the effort to exploit the potential of using measurement systems to recognize public value, and drive organizations towards its production. The record of development of these systems is not a record of error; it is a record of the learning that organizations have to go through if they are to make the best use of these important management systems.  

Third, and perhaps most importantly, I meant that the development of the performance measurement systems have to attend to each of the points of the strategic triangle, and solve problems faced at each of these points. In the book, I argue essentially that to use performance measurement and management systems well, one must do four different kinds of work, that are closely aligned with the three different points of the triangle. 

· The public value issue has to be addressed through philosophical work that gives a clear statement and a defense of a particular public value proposition, and technical work that finds the instruments that would allow us to take the philosophical concepts into the measurement of events in the real, concrete world without too much distortion and loss of meaning. In short, we have to know what we value publicly, and know how to measure what we value. 

· The legitimacy and support issue has to be addressed through political work that ensures the alignment between the dimensions of public value that are considered philosophically important and are being technically measured with the aspirations and concerns of citizens and their elected representatives. Unless the philosophic ideas can be rooted in the aspirations of real democratic citizens at a particular point in time, the performance measurement systems can do neither the normative or practical work we want the systems to produce.

· The operational capacity issue has to be addressed by developing the administrative systems that can use the performance measurement to drive organizations to improved performance partly by motivating them to work in a more consistent and focused way, but more importantly perhaps by supporting their learning.

As I say, the book is an essay at this important task. I hope others will be able to do more with the subject than I have been able to do.

Developing the Techniques of Political Engagement: How to Call a Public Into Existence that Can Understand and Act on its Own Interests, and Create Democratic Citizens 

An equally important task is to further differentiate, further develop, and formally experiment with the set of techniques and practices that I lumped together as “political management” in Creating Public Value. There is a large and growing literature on the practices that individuals can rely on to strengthen their individual capacities to influence collective decision-making processes. There is also a large and growing literature on how to think about what constitutes quality in collective decision-making processes. And there is an emergent literature that combines the two by seeking to identify the techniques that individuals who participate in collective decision-making processes can use to give those processes the quality we would like them to have. In short, we may be learning something about the techniques that can be used to call a public into existence that can understand and act on its own interests, and in doing so, help to create democratic citizens. 

It is important to understand that this is a normative as well as a technical exercise. There are certain qualities we would like to see in the decisions that guide the actions of government. On the substantive side, we hope that the decisions are well made in the sense that they show awareness of the important values at stake in a given decision, that they have imagined and explored a range of possible solutions to a given problem, that reasonable well-informed and reliable judgments have been made about the likely consequences of particular choices for the important values at stake, and that good judgment and a sense of proportion was shown in making the final call about what should be done. This is hard to get from an individual, or an expert team, or a firm – much harder to get from a self-interested democratic mob. Yet this is the challenge. 

On the procedural side, we hope that the processes through which the collective decisions are made will allow the representation of those who have interests in the choice, that it will help all the participants see more accurately what is at stake for each and for all, and that it will facilitate the implementation of the choice by building both understanding and commitment to what is being decided among those who are participating. This, too, seems hopelessly idealistic. But as the list above does, it serves the useful function of showing us what we mean by a quality decision, and focuses our attention on how to improve the quality of a decision without necessarily insisting that the all the standards be met at some idealistic level. We can know which way is up, and develop our practices to allow us to move out in the various dimensions that define quality.

My colleague Archon Fung and those interested in the practices of deliberative democracy, and the way in which those practices can be grafted onto the administrative processes of government, are in the forefront of this set of ideas, and have many interesting ideas to suggest to public managers who can see the strategic value of this kind of political work. 

Disentangling the Snares in Networked Government

A third key frontier it to use the concepts of public value to help exploit the opportunities, and avoid the snares of increased demands for networked government that focus on creating solutions to public problems that take advantage not only of networks of government organizations, but also networks that include non-profit and for-profit organizations, and not only government financing, but also charitable and commercial financing as well. We are now living in a world where public/private partnerships, where collaborative governance, where networked government are seen as the preferred (or inevitable) institutional forms that will be relied upon to address important public problems ranging from the threat of terrorism, to slowing the pace of global climactic change, to reducing economic and social inequality in the world. 

It is an important insight that many of the world’s most important problems cannot be solved by single government organizations, or single levels of government, but must often be solved through more or less self-consciously constructed and managed networks that include different agencies of government, different levels of government, nonprofit and voluntary organizations, and commercial enterprises. But dangers lurk in the construction and use of these networks. And the dangers often take the form of powerful, private economic actors being able to able to exploit less agile and less experienced nonprofit and government organizations to advance the purposes of the commercial enterprises rather than the public purposes that guide the nonprofits and the government. There is also the risk that some particular idiosyncratic views of public value held by large charitable contributors – undisciplined either by market or by political forces – can exercise an undue influence on the actions taken by large networks that arise and cut across organizational boundaries, but don’t seem to be accountable to any particular polity. To be sure, these risks are generally vastly outweighed by the advantages of engaging all in the creation of socially productive networks. But one must keep asking about the purposes and effects of these networks, and the particular way that the benefits and burdens of doing the work in the networks is divided up. In that analytic work, one has to be more than usually clear about what we mean by public both about the ends that are being pursued, and the means that are being engaged. 

A simple example may help to make the point. All states in the United States have legislation that allows government to take private property from individuals if there is an important public purpose in doing so, and if reasonable compensation is paid to the owner. This is no small infringement on the absolute right to own property, and to sell it at one’s own discretion. One would expect the use of this power to be hedged about with all kinds of requirements about the nature of the public value to be created by such a transaction, and what kind of demonstrations must be made by the government to assure the owners and others that there are in fact good public reasons for taking the property. And it is of course true that the statutes lay out some criteria that must be met before the state’s power of eminent domain can be invoked.


The power of eminent domain is used perhaps most commonly, and most consequentially, in urban redevelopment efforts. These efforts are often presented as private/public partnerships. Private sector entrepreneurs show up with plans to physically, economically, and perhaps socially re-develop “blighted” areas of cities. This development is represented as a public benefit – not only to the new occupants of the space, but also more generally to the community as a whole. Use of the power of eminent is necessary to avoid situations where the whole plan can be stopped by a single property owner who refuses to co-operate either as a matter of personal preference, or because he is trying to extract as much of the economic value of the project as a whole that he can by setting the price of his property at a level in which it is just worth it for the developer to buy him or her out. 


In order to use the power of eminent domain to allow the project to go forward for both the private benefit of the developers, the private benefit of the new occupants of the space, and the broader public, government officials must be able to say what the public value of the project is, and to reassure citizens that the public value will, in fact, be produced. Usually, the demonstration of public value shows that the area is blighted, and that the space is not being used for its highest value given current market forces. It also depends on offering assurances that the current owners will be compensated for their property, and that current residents will be helped to relocate in some way. It may also involve agreements to create a certain number of jobs for residents of the affected areas. 

From one point of view, the public value created through such projects lies primarily in the aesthetic value of the development to the community as a whole, and the protections and benefits that are provided to the (usually poor) existing residents. The economic value of the development could be viewed primarily as a private value that is claimed by  the developers and the occupants of the new space. 

From a different point of view, the public value of such projects consists not only in the aesthetic value of the development, and the protection and benefits offered to the usually poor existing residents, but also the private benefits to the developers and the occupants of the new space. It is not just one component of the project, it is all the value of the project. After all, the developers and new residents are members of the public, and if they benefit as individuals some public value is being created. 

In the past, the courts made a clear distinction between things that were described as public benefits on one hand and private benefits on the other. They supported an idea of public value that focused on the public benefits as being essential to the justification for state intervention. In a recent decision, however, the Supreme court ruled that there was enough public benefit to use the extraordinary power of eminent domain if only the economic value of the property was increased. In short, there didn’t have to be any showing of a public benefit beyond an increased economic value of the land under dispute. For the first time, public value – enough to justify the use of this extraordinary power – was seen as being equivalent to market value. 

Given this perspective, it is easy to see how public officials negotiating with private individuals about public purposes and the private contributions to public purposes could get a bit confused about what was public and what was private. It seems likely that as we advance forward into the brave new world of networked government that we will see many collisions among different ideas of the kind of public value that governments are duty bound to protect and produce, even as they are also duty bound to promote the well being of their private citizens, and the economic prosperity of their communities. Work clarifying the idea of public value may be essential to sorting our way through these tangles, and ensuring that public value is not sacrificed in the networked arrangements. 


Recovering a Concern for Authority as a Means and Legitimacy and Justice as Ends of Government

Finally, there is urgent work to be done in reclaiming a focus on the way in which government uses its authority, how it establishes its legitimacy (in both its aggregate performance and in its particular encounters), and in how it pursues justice as an end of government activity. We have spent many decades pushing the field of public administration in a practical, utilitarian direction in which the principal concerns were how to deploy government efficiently and effective to achieve social outcomes, including but not limited to the satisfaction of individual clients of government. For the most part, this is a good thing. Management is, after all, a practical art; and its virtues lie in finding the means to deploy scarce resources to achieve desired results. At the core of the idea of Creating Public Value is the idea that individuals described as public managers should be pre-occupied with the manifestly utilitarian task of increasing the (net) public value they can produce from the public assets entrusted to them. 

While the utilitarian spirit predominates, it is important to keep all of the following points in mind. First, that a key asset that government deploys to accomplish its purposes is the authority of the state. Second that the use of authority has to be legitimated and justified not only for the individuals on whom the authority is brought to bear, but also for other citizens who ought to be able to imagine themselves feeling the same weight of authority being brought against them. Third, that the justification for the use of authority can include the improvement of individual and collective well-being conventionally understood in material terms. But, fourth, that the legitimate use of authority entails obligations that rights of individuals be respected, and that these rights include procedural rights to be treated fairly and consistently by the government. And, fifth, that an important purpose of government is often not only to produce individual and collective well being, to protect individual rights, and to treat individuals fairly, but also to increase the overall quality of justice that individuals in the society can enjoy – that is to be able to live in right relationships to one another, and to be able to appeal to the state for justice when other citizens or state officials have violated the terms of those right relations. 

Part of the tradition of public administration focused on the important question of how state powers and benefits could be fairly as well as efficiently and effectively administered. Jerry Mashaw’s classic works on social security administration set a benchmark for taking seriously and empirically analyzing the issue of what it meant to operate a government benefit program in a way that met standards of procedural justice. Many others working in fields as varied as criminal justice, child protective services, payments to disabled workers, support to single mothers, focused a great deal of attention on important questions about the de jure and de facto discretion of “street level bureaucrats,” and held them up to a standard not only of efficiency and effectiveness, and client satisfaction, but also of due process fairness. John Alford’s excellent work on obligation encounters with citizens and Malcolm Sparrow’s pioneering on regulatory agencies and the management of risk show how the aims of both efficiency and effectiveness and the aims of justice and fairness can be integrated into managerial systems and organizational action. 

There has also been some important work carried out that focuses both analytically and empirically on the legitimacy of public organizations. Tom Tyler’s work, in particular, has carried the issue of legitimacy from the world of legal theory, to the practical world of public managers. Key issues include the questions the question of what we mean by legitimacy, whether and how it can be measured, and whether and how it can be created by a public agency. A central question here is whether we should think of legitimacy as properly deriving from the degree to which the actual operations of an organization correspond to some juridical ideal, or as something that is in the minds of the concrete individuals who oversee or transact with government organizations. If it is the latter, a question arises about the degree to which the actual performance of the organization in achieving practical ends such as high quality service delivery, or the achievement of social outcomes is or should be part of the way that real citizens assign legitimacy to public organizations. And there is the important question of whether public managers should think primarily of legitimacy as an end to be sought by public agencies – valuable in itself in addition to the agency’s efficiency and effectiveness, or as a quality that turns out to valuable to public managers primarily as an instrumental aid to the achievement of their practical ends.

Finally, there is the important question of the degree to which public managers should think of their work at least in part as part of effort to create a more just society – one in which individuals can live reliably in the particular web of rights and responsibilities that the society considers both just, and useful in promoting the public good. It may seem hopelessly far fetched to imagine that public agencies might be responsible for advancing the cause of justice beyond the kind of justice that comes from the state living up to the obligations it has been assigned by the Constitution and the laws of the society. But the fact of the matter is that many of the laws that assign both purposes and assets to government agencies are understood be valuable not only because they advance social welfare, but because they are understood to be efforts to improve the quality of justice as well. We have criminal laws and public agencies to enforce them not only to reduce crime and enhance security, but also to enact a conception of justice linked to calling offenders to account for their crimes, and protecting the rights of the accused. We have statutes that specify duties that parents have to guard their children against abuse and neglect, and agencies to impose these duties not only because we think that both the children and society will be better off in the short and long term if they are well treated as children, but also because we think that parents, children, and the state all have rights and obligations to one another to ensure that children have a chance to grow up in safe conditions – a thick conception of justice. We have statutes that require children to be educated, and others that require that access to education be universal. We have such policies not only because we think that social welfare will be enhanced in economic, social, and political realms if we have educated children, but also because we think a just democratic society would be one that created equal opportunities for children to succeed in life. 

I emphasize the roles of authority, legitimacy, and justice in public management at least in part because they are so easily and casually dismissed. In an exercise I do with experienced public managers, I make the observation made above that one of the things that distinguishes public managers from private managers is that they can use the authority of the state as an asset in the pursuit of the causes they have been assigned. I then ask them what adverb they would use to describe the virtuous use of public authority. They have no trouble coming up with the words we use to describe managerial virtue in the use of money. Efficiently and effectively trips quickly off their tongues. When confronted with the question of what adverbs describe the virtuous use of authority, however, they are briefly stumped. They will say even-handedly, or proportionately, often even fairly. But they cannot bring themselves to say “justly.” Indeed, I was absolutely stunned when I did this exercise with a public agency that was described as the Department of Justice, and even these individuals found it awkward to talk about justice. 

The reason for this reticence is that public managers like other citizens are embarrassed to talk about normative issues in public management.  When forced to do so, they are happy to talk about efficiency and effectiveness and customer service. That is all comfortably within the range of management speak. But even then, they will deny that they are making “value statements.” They will argue that efficiency and effectiveness are neutral, technical terms that have little value content to them. They will also argue that individuals will agree about what is efficient and effective, but not about what is just and fair. And they will also claim that it is easier to measure whether something is efficient and effective than whether it is fair. 

But these common positions cannot stand very long at all against some thoughtful reflection. After all, the ideas of efficiency and effectiveness always have to be defined in terms of some substantive result that is being pursued – a result that is seen by someone as valuable.  There is nothing neutral at all about the idea of efficiency and effectiveness. One always has to say efficient and effective with respect to what valued result. Similarly, there are many ideas of justice that individuals can agree on, and can be easily measured. As noted above, one of the simplest and most important ideas of justice in government is the idea that individuals ought to be treated equally by the government, and if they are treated differently in some way, there was to be a good reason for doing so. The development of systems that ensure this kind of fairness has been a staple of empirical investigations of agency operations for many years. It is also quite common for public agencies to have rules describing who is eligible for a particular government service, or some other privilege. Veterans, for example, are often given special benefits. Government managers are expected to act in accord with these rules. What is often overlooked, however, is that those rules embody a particular idea of justice that citizens have asked the state to enact: they define what particular individuals deserve what particular things from the government as a matter of justice and fairness as well as efficiency and effectiveness. 

The management of state authority, the mobilization of legitimacy for state actions – large and small, and the pursuit of justice in society can never be far from the minds of public managers. It would be good if we could give these important subjects the attention they deserve, and learn how to make our agencies powerful instruments of justice as well as of welfare.    
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