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There has recently been a great deal of interest in encouraging government managers and organizations to adopt a “customer focus” and to search for improved ways of serving their “customers.”  (Barzelay, Osborn and Gaebler) Indeed, many have suggested that the best way to view government is as a kind of “service industry,” and have assumed that there was much to be learned from private sector approaches to service management that could improve government performance. So there might well be. But before we get to that, it might be worth it to step back for a minute and ask ourselves how apt the metaphors of “customer” and “service” are to governmental enterprises, and in what particular ways they might have to be adapted as we carry them over from the private sector.

1.0. Defining Customers


An important first question, of course, is who are the “customers” of government services. One’s immediate response is that the customers of governmental agencies are the individuals whom the organization transacts with while it is doing its business: the social security recipients who await their checks, the eager young teenagers who want their drivers licenses, the homeowner who is counting on having her garbage collected, the homeless youth who seeks shelter on a cold winter’s night. These people look like customers in that it is they who receive the services that government organizations are providing. Moreover, it is a natural extension of the business metaphor to imagine that if these individuals are the intended recipients of government services, then it is their satisfaction that the public enterprise should be trying to achieve. That is what it means to be focused on one’s customers: to see their welfare as the important goal of the enterprise. So far, so good.


A little bit of trouble soon arises, however.  Reflection reminds us that many of the transactions that government manages are not designed to provide services, but instead to impose obligations. When a person calls the police department to summon a policeman to their door, they may imagine that they are receiving a personal service, but the person whom the police arrest would not consider his transaction a service. He would feel obliged or enforced against. Similarly, a company that is cited for contaminating the environment, may not feel served by its encounter with a government agency. Nor will a homeowner who is being accused of racial discrimination in the sale of his property. In all these transactions, the individual who is the focus of the transaction receives an obligation from the government that goes against their desires rather than receiving a service that aligns with their desires. They are like customers in that they are the focus of a transaction executed by a government organization, but it is not clear that the goal of the enterprise is to satisfy these customers.


Of course, there may be some virtue in the government acting as if it were important to satisfy those on whom it meant to impose obligations as well as to those to whom it supplied services. Individuals may have rights that need to be honored as the government imposes its obligations, and insofar as these rights align with the “obligatee’s” desires about how he or she would like to be treated, government is obligated to protect the rights and satisfy the desires. Even if the individuals do not have specific rights to certain kinds of treatment, it may be desireable for government to treat them with respect and commitment to their well-being since the government is interested in having them come into compliance with the governmentally imposed obligation, and a successful strategy for motivating compliance may be to develop a supportive relationship rather than an antagonistic one -- at least until it is clear that the individual is really not working very hard at coming into compliance with their obligations. So, it may be valuable to treat those whom the government intends to oblige as though their individual satisfaction were important. But the point is that it is a little hard to see the satisfaction of those whom the government means to oblige as the only or most important result of the effort. Presumably, whatever value the government is in pursuit of lies outside the satisfaction of the individual “obligatees.”


One natural way to think about this problem is that it only arises with governmental organizations that use government authority to enforce or regulate private conduct. Thus, one could divide the government into “service” operations and “enforcement” operations, retain the customer metaphor for the first, and develop a different metaphor for the second. It might be important, for example, for the government to think about what constitutes a successful “obligation encounter” just as it is important to think about what constitutes a successful “service encounter.” 


It might also be important to recognize that the public is particularly concerned when governmental authority is being used to accomplish a purpose that some special requirements be met: for example, that individual rights be protected by due process, that like cases should be treated alike, that cases that are dissimilar should be treated appropriately differently, that official discretion in the exercise of government authority be limited to ensure equal treatment and to eliminate the effects of personal biases, etc. These are dimensions of performance that we ordinarily think are linked to concepts of equity, or fairness, or lawfulness, and are particularly important when governmental authority is being engaged. It is interesting that, while these features of the governmental operation may be experienced by individuals who are the focus of obligations (that is, they may feel more or less fairly treated by the system, and their views about that may be important to the overall quality and effectiveness of the operation), these features are also features of the aggregate performance of the organization, and are noted by overseers of the operations (such as newspapers, courts, elected representatives, and government auditors) as well as by those who encounter the organization as individual clients.


This is an attractive tack to take, but there is a further problem. The government money used to provide services was raised through the use of authority.  This may mean that the services supplied to individuals by government agencies must also meet some of the standards we associate with the imposition of duties. For example, it may be important that only those who are entitled to services receive them. Or, it may be that the services provided through funds raised by taxation have to be provided fairly or equally. 


Indeed, it may be that, in an important sense, the value created by a government service operation lies outside the satisfaction of the service recipients: i.e. in the aggregate characteristics of the organization’s performance as it is perceived by overseers of the enterprise. It may even be that for some services (such as the provision of methadone maintenance to drug addicts, or job training to the unemployed, or public housing to the homeless), the fundamental objective of the enterprise from society’s point of view is not simply to serve the individual client, but in serving the individual client, to accomplish some other social objective such as reduce levels of crime and degradation among addicts, the unemployed, and homeless. In this respect, even in service programs, the individual transactions with clients may be designed to serve a larger public purpose, and the value of such enterprises must be reckoned in how well they succeed in achieving that purpose as well as in satisfying individual clients.


This discussion reminds us that while it is natural to think of customers in terms of a particular structural position (e.g. as individuals who are the focus of organizational transactions at the “business end” of an organization”), it is analytically more important to think of them either as: 1) people whose decisions to spend money on an organization’s products or services allow the organization to continue in existence; or 2) people whose decisions to value the organization’s products or services provide a normative justification for the enterprise to continue. Viewed from this perspective, the individuals who become the focus of government provided services or obligations might not be customers. They do not spend the money that provides the service. Nor is their satisfaction the major raison d’etre for government operations. The important customers of government operations in this functional sense might well be citizens, taxpayers, and their representatives whose collective decisions about how government authority should be used to raise taxes to provide services and used directly to mobilize private individuals to achieve public purposes meet both the functional requirements of being a customer in the private sector: it is these decisions that give government organizations the resources they need to operate (both money and authority); and it is their decisions that establish the normative justification for the enterprise to proceed. Thus, the mandated purposes of a government organization define the dimensions of value that are to be achieved through governmental enterprises rather than the satisfaction of individual clients.


These observations bring us back to a traditional public administration view of the world: one that accords politics and representative institutions the right to define what constitutes public value; not individual clients or beneficiaires of the government. This, in turn, may once again provide a justification for bureaucrats to close their windows at closing time even though citizens have been patiently waiting in long lines, or to treat their clients with disdain. And that does not now seem like the right direction to go. So, assuming that it remains true that mandates rather than clients determine value, how, why and to what extent should the satisfaction of clients (either beneficiaries or obligatees) enter into a manager’s judgment about what constitutes public value?


In our most recent conversation, Linda and Arn both argued strongly and convincingly for retaining a sharp focus on “customer service” for some very specific reasons. Linda’s position seemed to be this:


1) She agreed that public mandates coming from legislatures and other elected representatives in the form of “policies” remained the ultimate definition of “public value”.  She believed, however, (and I think Arn and I agreed with her) that “in the ordinary course of events” with “the discretion left to public managers” there would be plenty of opportunities to increase public value by increasing the satisfaction of the clients. Since it would be wrong to be indifferent to the plight of clients (or even hostile to them), and particularly wrong if the clients constituted the bulk of the citizenry (as in motor vehicle registrations), it was helpful for public managers to think about ways in which they could use their discretion to increase the satisfaction of clients.


2) One of the important reasons for public managers to use their discretion in this way was that if they did so (and particularly for those programs where the clients include the vast bulk of the citizens), then the legitimacy of government in general might be increased. In effect, high quality services to individuals in specific programs generalizes to favorable attitudes government in generally. And that, arguably, is a good thing for all kinds of reasons. (This may be particularly important in governments that have been badly discredited, or are trying to make the transition from totalitarian to democratic regimes.)


3) I think Linda also argued that another reason for public managers to treat clients well is that to the extent that the treatment of clients helped individuals understand their position as a client of a publicly provided program and the claims that government could properly make on them as such, then the overall politics and government might improve. Politics would improve because individuals would learn to understand the difference between being a citizen and being a client, and would understand that their rights and responsibilities as clients emerged from what they as citizens willed. Government operations might be improved by reconciling individual clients of government to the special requirements of being a client of a collectively established enterprise rather than a customer of a privately initiated one.


4) I think Linda also eventually accepted the idea that it would be valuable for public managers to focus directly on politics (the formulation and articulation of a collective aspirations) rather on services and operations as a way of improving politics in cases where politics are incompetent or corrupt, or where the bureaucracies have not yet been built to meet articulated demands. Thus, public managers confront individuals as citizens acting through politics as well as clients met at the front line of the organization. Value might be created by improving politics and politcy making processes as well as by improving service or obligation encounters.


Arn’s positions were a little bit different than Linda’s. He insisted on three points that were important to understand about the position of the public manager, and that made clients/customers more important to the manager than had been traditionally acknowledged.


1) His first point was much like Linda’s. Policy mandates are nearly always ambiguous and conflicting. Therefore there is both the need and plenty of room for a public manager to interpret the mandate. In that interpretation, in Arn’s views, the interests of the clients can and should be taken very seriously. 


(Note: I’m not sure that it follows that just because the manager has discretion he/she should use that discretion materially to please clients. Why not use the discretion to produce a more faithful representation of the desires of the collective which may or may not include satisfying the client? This reservation undermines Linda’ first position as well.)


2) His second point was that the technology for achieving the results intended by the collectively established policy mandate were often quite uncertain, therefore risky. The technology could be unreliable on average; or it could be inappropriate for the individual case. Because clients’ motivations in general were often important in achieving the collective’s goals, and because they often had information about their particular conditions that could make the program more or less effective, clients were in a position to reduce the risk or improve the effectiveness (either in general or in the individual case). It follows, then, that public managers interested in reducing risk and increasing effectiveness would be interested in engaging clients in the production process. Ordinarily, that means finding some way to meet their needs, satisfy them, or negotiate with them rather than simply operate on them.


(Note: this means that it is instrumentally desireable to treat clients’ welfare as though it mattered. It is a way of increasing the chance that the collective’s goal -- to achieve its purpose with as little use of public money and authority as possible -- is achieved. It does not transform the clients’ welfare into an end in itself, however.)


3) His third point was that clients could always loop back into the political process, and demand that their interests and desires be taken seriously in the organization and operations of a program. This often means that it is politically prudent for a public manager to pay attention to client satisfaction; they become an important constituency. But this political loop also creates the potential of weakening the quality of politics, and therefore of weakening the quality of what is produced by the public manager. If clients enter politics as clients and never are transformed by the public debate into citizens, then the normative claim of politics to speak for the collectivity is weakened. If that claim is weakened, then success in producing it may not be particularly valuable or desireable either. Thus, once again, public managers may have some responsibility in trying to improve politics as well as improve operations -- particularly so that they are not vulnerable to the particularistic demands of their clients.

2.0. Defining “Service”


Most general definition is an individual encounter in which something is exchanged.  Often taken to imply that one (the producer or service deliverer) is doing something for another that the other person values. But, increasingly clear that customer or service recipient enters into production process. 


Also clear that goal of the encounter is not just to satisfy the customer. Even in the private sector, one has to get the customer to part with the money. If they do not pay, the situation turns into less of a service encounter and more of an obligation encounter. (Could we use insurance adjustment and bill collections as examples of private sector versions of obligation encounters?) In the public sector, one is far more often in trying to get the client to do something that will benefit society at large.


What makes for quality service? Depends on whether one is looking at it from the point of view of the customer/client, or the overseer/

citizen. Consider the example of registry of motor vehicles, or of welfare client, or of methadone patient.  Multiple attributes of value that register differently in the minds/experience of different stakeholders.

3.0 Defining Terms of Accountability and Accounting for Performance as a Way of Satisfying Citizens and Overseers

I hope these notes of our conversation are accurate and useful. Shouldn’t we turn this into some kind of paper for publication and for our students?

