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Introduction:

With your permission, I would like to use this occasion to talk about the search for public value in the operations of public sector organizations. (I include government and many non-profit organizations in this conception of public sector organizations.)

Now, our longstanding tradition in thinking about the pursuit of public value is to locate the concept of public value in the mission of the organization. We assume that the value the organization is committed to producing is described in its mission; further, that that mission is a clear, coherent, and stable. Given a clear, coherent, and steady mission, the task facing those who manage public sector enterprises is to find and enact the best means of accomplishing this established mission. To the extent that the leaders and managers of public enterprises are supposed to be forceful, to demand performance, to take initiatives, or to be innovative, it must all be in service to the established mission. That sort of change is what they are not only authorized and expected to do. 

What they are not authorized or expected to do is to change the mission of the organization. Indeed, the overwhelming expectation is that if they initiated a discussion with their authorizers and donors to change the organization’s mission, they would face a heavy burden of justification. They would also have to be concerned that the authorizers and donors, faced with the idea that the old mission of the organization had somehow been superceded or become irrelevant, would decide simply to abolish the organization and start over rather than encourage the organization to embrace a new mission. 

The commitment to a fixed and unchanging mission solves many problems for both overseers and managers of public organizations. Conflict about the best use of an organization’s resources is limited to debates about how the organization ought best achieve its mission not on what it should be trying to accomplish. The debate is about means (which, in principle, could be resolved on technical grounds) rather than on ends (which, in principle, involve less easily resolved normative and political judgments). To the extent that change occurs in a public sector organization, the change focuses on the particular activities the organization carries out in furtherance of its defined mission. Discussions become technical rather than strategic, and everyone agrees to look away from the difficult question of what is the best possible use of this organization in the current environment. That question was answered when we wrote down the mission of the organization.

An alternative idea is that the mission of a public organization changes over time – not often perhaps, but every now and then. Indeed, we could go further and say that the mission of a public sector organization should change over time. After all, when we look at private sector organizations, one of the most important criteria we use to judge their performance is how easily and rapidly they seem to respond to changing environmental circumstances. That is what makes private organizations successful over the long run. That is what makes the best use of the capital and skills that have accumulated within an organization. The task facing private managers is not only to find improved means of producing the products and services the organization sells, but also to develop new products, and new lines of business that use the capabilities of the organization for higher valued purposes in a changing world. 

Indeed, even when we look at nonprofit organizations we have long worried that the “dead hand” of the original donors intent will lie too heavily on the organization as it moves into the future, and that too faithful an adherence to these historically rooted ideas will prevent the organization from becoming as useful as it could be in the future. Consequently, we have created procedures that allow trustees of nonprofit organizations to change the organization’s purposes from the donor’s intent when there are strong reasons for doing so, including the idea that there is a higher value use of the assets given to the trustees than those originally specified. So, there is a tradition that favors frequent changes in organizational mission – adaptive and responsive organizations – as well as a tradition that favors a consistent focus on the original purposes of an enterprise.

Despite the existence of a tradition that seems to support the idea of public organizations that are adaptable and responsive to changing times, the dominant idea in both nonprofit and government organizations is that they ought to remain faithful to their initial mission. Indeed, this commitment is so great that both nonprofit and governmental organizations will go to great lengths to explain to themselves and others that what looks like a change in the mission and purposes of the organization don’t really constitute such a change. The change is not really a change in fundamental mission. It is simply a change in the means one is using to accomplish a constant mission; or a somewhat different understanding of what the old mission really required one to do.

Indeed, one common method for creating a great deal of room for managers to change what an organization does and what it produces, or for disguising an important change in mission and goals as simply as a new way of accomplishing an old mission, is simply to formulate the mission of a public sector organization at a sufficiently high level of abstraction and generality (i.e. “to improve the quality of life for all people’) that very few activities and purposes could be seen as clearly outside the boundaries of the organization’s mission.  While there might well be important reasons for formulating the mission of a public organization at a high level of abstraction (including the ideas that the broad goals seem to harmonize conflict about the purposes of the organization and that they preserve flexibility for those who manage and lead the organizations), it should also be clear that there are some risks in allowing this to occur (namely, that we obscure the issue of what the organization is actually trying to produce, and make it impossible either to hold the organizational accountable for its performance, or to determine how its performance might be improved.) In short, when a public organization seems to be changing in much of its concrete activities and therefore presumably in much of the real effect it is having on the world, and it claims that it is only finding better means for achieving its traditional goals, we ought not be fooled, nor should we fool ourselves.  What we are observing is not necessarily an organization that has found the true meaning of its work in a higher level principle; we are looking at an organization that is, in fact, making important changes in both its ends and its means for some more or less rational and public spirited purpose. 

So, what I would like to explore with you today is this contrary idea: that instead of having fixed missions, public organizations ought to think of themselves as being able to change their mission in light of changing circumstances they confront. 

At some level, this should hardly be controversial, and not just because we have the contrary idea of adaptable organizations as a model from the private sector. As public sector managers, we understand that we, too, face a very dynamic world; not one that is static. The dynamism shows up in at least three parts of our working environments. 

First, we face changes in what I would like to call our “task environment:” i.e. the objective conditions of the society in which we work – the different social needs within the community that seem important and to which we might make a contribution, and different clients to serve in different ways. (This is the change that is, in many ways, highlighted by the example of the latchkey kids and the library. A new “problem” has arisen in the community: how to take care of kids whose parents work longer than schools keep the kids. Parents and kids have found a solution for this problem in the capabilities of the public library. The library is being called upon in some sense to create a new product line or a new line of service to a new client group.)

Second, we face changes in what I would like to call our “authorizing environments:” i.e. the aspirations that those citizens, taxpayers (and in the case of nonprofits, charitable donors and volunteers) have for the work of the organization. That “authorizing environment” will make different choices about which of the various possible uses of the organizations we lead seem most valuable to them, and which they would like us to exploit. (An important question in the case of the library and the latchkey children is whether the authorizing environment will or already has given the librarian the discretion to respond to this new use of the library. If they have not, she may be duty bound to raise the issue with them as to whether this constitutes an appropriate use of the resources of the library – a problem that is worth solving, or a client group that is deserving of public support.)

Third, we understand that the technologies that represent the “operational capacities” of our organizations will change – not only the kind of technology that is embodied in hardware such as buildings and electronic communication equipment, but also the kind of programmatic technology that is embodied in the methods we use to connect our employees and facilities to those in our communities to whom we can make a contribution. (The important engineering problem that the librarian faces is whether she can at low financial cost, and with relatively little loss of other important functions of the library, accommodate this new use of the library. This requires her to think about how spaces are being used in the library building, and how staff are being deployed for supervision, programmed activities, and maintenance.)

As a result of these dynamics, we should expect the most valuable and most valued uses of organizations to change over time – not remain constant. But that means that public sector executives (as well as those who oversee them) have to embrace a new kind of function and a new kind of calculation: they have to think strategically not only about when and why they ought to introduce new programmatic initiatives that stretch the boundaries of the current understandings of the mission of the organization, but also strategically about when and why to change the mission of an organization. As part of this exercise, they have to think about how they will describe the mission, goals and objectives of their organization so they can both hold themselves accountable and be held accountable by others in whose name they act. It is this kind of calculation that I would like to explore with you.

Organizations as Purposeful Enterprises

Organizations are supposed to be purposeful. Their social identities are associated with the purposes to which they declare themselves dedicated. Their declared purposes help them attract money from citizens, taxpayers, and donors, and a passionate commitment to the work of the organization from their employees. Their declared purposes become the basis for making tough internal political decisions about allocating resources, and initiating and ending particular activities seem a bit more rational and acceptable than they would otherwise be. The organization’s purposes become the basis on which organizations are called to account externally by those who have an interest an/or a capacity to do so, and on which the leadership of the organization demands accountability from those who work for the organization.

Of course, organizations struggle with the goal of remaining purposeful and staying focused on producing particular results as efficiently and effectively as possible. After all, the demands of the task can be relentless and oppressive. All organizations therefore have an awkward way of shrinking back from the efficient pursuit of their declared purpose and becoming something else entirely: a social community in which the people in the organization can enjoy being with one another without worrying too much about the tasks at hand, or a bundle of economically valuable assets that are simply held in reserve in case they might some day be needed, or are ferreted away by individuals for their own selfish purposes rather than used in the achievement of the organization’s purposes.

This tendency of organizations to shrink from their assigned task can be viewed positively, of course. It can be viewed as a necessary condition for sustaining the commitment of those who work for the organization. Without a bit of camaraderie and fun the organization can become a pretty grim place, and might actually be less productive than if the organization was governed with a relentless pressure for efficiency. Moreover, a certain amount of (what has been described) as “organizational slack” may be helpful to an organization when it is trying to adapt its operations to both changing and heterogeneous conditions in the world.

But it remains true that an important part of an organization’s raison d’etre has to be that it is an effective instrument for achieving a purpose that would be hard to achieve without it. Further, it seems clear that an important part of the responsibility of those who govern, lead and manage an organization is to do what is necessary to help keep organizations purposeful: to keep them inspired by the goals, and efficiently organized to achieve them. 

The ideas that organizations should be purposeful, that it is hard for them to remain so, and that it is an important part of the task of governing leading and managing organizations to keep them purposeful in spirit and in action, raises at least two important questions for those who govern, lead, and manage organizations. First, who it is either outside or within an organization that can insist on purposefulness? (This, I think, is the subject of organizational accountability and governance.) Second, how those responsible for keeping the organization purposeful should decide on the purposes to be achieved? Put somewhat differently and more provocatively: whence (as either a practical or normative perspective) cometh organizational missions and goals?

Sources of Organizational Missions and Goals


The first and most obvious answer to this question is that an organization’s goals come from the purposes set out in its chartering or authorizing documents. When a nonprofit organization is formed, it is required by law to state its purposes. When a government creates a public authority or a government bureau, it defines its purpose in the statute that gives the organization its life. We establish purposes in these founding documents so that we can remind ourselves what it was that we were hoping to accomplish when the organization was established – the first step in creating and sustaining a sense of purpose in the organization. Thus, these documents become the first source of guidance as to the mission and purpose of a public sector organization.


Unfortunately, there are often at least two problems with original charters and purposes as a source of guidance as to mission, goals, and objectives. The first is that there is no guarantee that that these goals will have been defined clearly (in the sense that we can easily decide whether a particular activity or organizational accomplishment is consistent or inconsistent with the mission), or that they will be coherent (in the sense that the various goals do not compete with one another). Indeed, it is quite likely that instead of resolving difficult issues about the relative importance of different goals, or the technical feasibility of accomplishing what seem to be conflicting objectives, the donors who wish to change the world with a small donation, and the politicians who look to a new public organization to solve whatever problem now concerns them, will simply push all their aspirations, unresolved conflicts, and technical uncertainties onto the managers of the organization they have just created. Thus, the mandates under which the organizations operate will be the opposite of clear and coherent – they will be ambiguous and incoherent. The job of creating a clear and coherent set of activities within the organization will be left to the manager, with those who oversee them reserving the right to comment, and criticize, and change their mind.


It is also quite likely that the organizational mission will not be defined at a consistent or appropriate level of abstraction. Some parts of the mission statement may be broad and lofty; while other clauses will specify particular activities to be carried out and specific results to achieve. Some parts of the mission statement will be focused on ends that are to be achieved; other parts will be focused on means. So, if one’s expectation is that one can discover his mission by consulting his chartering documents, one will generally be disappointed. It offers some useful guidance, but is not necessarily definitive.


Arguably, the chartering documents are more compelling in guiding an organization when the organization is relatively new than when it gets older. After all, when an organization is being newly created, there is a better chance that the purposes assigned to it will be relevant to that time and place. Presumably, there will be an important reason for creating the organization, and that will have been (more or less) clearly stated in the original charter.


Over time, however, several things begin to change. The first and most obvious is that the organization gets further away from the circumstances that originally justified its creation. This could mean that the relationship between the organization’s original purposes and its contemporary value to the society is changing. There is a presumption that we needed the organization when it was created. But unless we have seriously re-visited the question of whether we need a particular organization, and if so, whether we need it in this particular form for these particular purposes, we cannot be sure that the value society would assign to the organization remains as it was. It may well be that the problem for which the organization was originally created has diminished, or that its importance has been eclipsed by some other problem, and that society as a whole would be better off it its commitment to the old purpose could be liquidated, and the resources used for those old purposes shifted to other more valuable organizations. 


This happens somewhat automatically (though not painlessly) in the private sector. Indeed, this is precisely what bankruptcy in the private sector is all about. When a private sector organization has ceased creating products and services that can be sold at a price that more than covers the costs of production, a private sector organization will go bankrupt. The resources held by the organization will be sold off or re-structured into higher value uses. One of the important differences between the public and private sector (and one that makes management in the public sector much more difficult, I believe), is that the processes that can produce a kind of functional bankruptcy in which an organization is forced to shift its resources away from unproductive activities are much less strong. Without bankruptcy as a threat, public sector managers cannot exercise as much influence over their organizations than private sector managers can; and without bankruptcy as a reality, resources may remain locked up in uses that are much less valuable than they once were. The dead hand can stave off bankruptcy in the public sector in a way that it cannot in the private sector.


The second important change is that organizations change from being a purpose with a set of fungible resources that have not yet been committed to particular activities and purposes to an enterprise that has made decisions about the particular things it will do with the resources entrusted to it. It has created an organizational structure and filled the positions with particular people. It has developed policies and procedures, and invested in the personnel selection and training procedures that develop the people to carry out these policies and procedures. It has invested in particular kinds of space and particular kinds of production and communication technologies. It has even developed close working relationships with particular outside groups and constituencies. In short, instead of being pure potential, an organization has become a particular, complex thing. Associated with each of the complex things that the organization has become is a group of current employees whose fate is bound up with the continuation or discontinuation of that set of activities, as well as a past tradition that honors the contributions made by those who came before. As a result, it is now much more difficult to change the methods and purposes of the organization than it was at the outset.  


Indeed, in many organizations, a curious thing happens over time that makes change particularly hard. It is this. Initially, the organization had a broad goal to achieve that was inspiring both to those who supported the organization from the outside and those who chose to work for the organization. Many possibilities existed for how the organization would try to achieve its work. But the organization made some particular commitments as to how it was going to do its work. Presumably, some logical space continued to exist between the general purposes of the organization on the one hand, and the particular things the organization was doing on the other. But as time went on, and as the organization sought to defend itself by explaining why it was doing what it was doing, the space between the specific things the organization was doing and the more general purposes that it had gradually disappeared from the consciousness of the people inside the organization. They began equating the particular things they were doing not just as the most efficient way of achieving the organization’s defined purposes (an idea that would have been subject to challenge if experience showed that there were other more efficient ways of achieving the same goals), but as something that was so closely tied to the organization’s purposes that they could no longer meaningfully distinguish between the goals of the organization and its activities. The activities became the goal. The doing of the activities became the same as the achievement of the organization’s goal. So, it was no longer possible for the organization to consider the relationship between its activities and its purposes.


These facts, taken together, make it quite plausible that, over time, an organization will become less valuable than the moment at which it was created. The dead hand of the past will make it less useful in contemporary circumstances, and make it incapable of reflecting seriously on its activities. 


Despite these observations, many of those who oversee and/or lead and manage public organizations think that there is a great virtue in protecting the traditions of the organizations they lead, and they often look to their historical charters and their established routines as the most important and appropriate sources of guidance as to mission. Leaving aside the idea that their real motivation might be simply to avoid controversy and change, one must ask whether there is, in fact, some virtue in supporting tradition. The answer is “sort of.” It is good to have this kind of integrity and focus – to stand for something, and to have a history behind itl. It gives the enterprise legitimacy. It gives it a basis for staying focused and not straying into fields where it cannot perform well. It is nice to honor the work of the past. But the important question is when have the virtues of continuing traditions become less valuable than the costs.

