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I. Introduction


Throughout the world, the demand for lower cost, more efficient, more effective, more responsive governmental operations has become ever more insistent. As in the past, this has translated into urgent calls for improved public management. Again, as in the past, public managers have looked to the private sector for effective management techniques.


The last time government managers looked for inspiration to the private sector, they found managerial concepts remarkably well suited to the governmental environment. They found that successful private sector organizations achieved their success not by constantly changing their products and services, but instead by focusing relentlessly on improving their efficiency. Moreover, they found that the best way to reduce the costs of producing a particular good or service was to rely on mass production guided by standardized methods and procedures developed by production engineers working as staffs to the organizations. 


These managerial concepts meshed perfectly with expectations for the performance of government organizations. Like private sector organizations, public organizations were committed to specific purposes that remained constant over time. Thus, the task was not to adapt to a changing environment, but to dominate the environment by becoming increasingly efficient in producing what one was committed to producing. Like private sector organizations, the most important goal was to reduce unit costs while maintaining (or ideally improving) the quality of the product one was producing. That meant developing and using technical knowledge, and exploiting the economies of scale available through mass production and standardization, and avoiding as much as possible the need for expensive customization of products and services. Indeed, because the public sector was interested in producing a consistent response to individual citizens in the interest of fairness as well as efficiency, the public sector had an additional reason to value mass production and standardized rules over customization. Thus, the “bureaucratic” forms of production that seemed to be serving the private sector so well could be enthusiastically embraced by the public sector as well.


This time, however, when public managers turned to the private sector for inspiration and guidance, they did not find the images of fixed industries pursuing cost-efficiency through standardized procedures. They found, instead, a world in which many succesful private sector firms had become multi-product, multi-product conglomerates. What guaranteed their long run success was not their ability to reduce unit costs in the production of any given good or service, but their “agility” in “re-positioning” themselves in rapidly changing, hotly contested product markets. They found, also, a world that was becoming increasingly “customer focused;” one that treated a continuing relationship with the customer sustained through customized service as a valuable strategic asset. They also discovered a world in which managers and workers at all levels of the organization were “empowered” to examine their own products and production processes, and not only to make suggestions to top level managers and their engineering staffs, but to act on their own conceptions in the interests of “continuously improving” their operations.


Many of these new ideas about organization and management have been adopted by the public sector -- at least at the rhetorical level. We hear much about the commitment to increase both responsiveness and efficiency through a commitment to “entrepreneurial government.” We also hear much about a commitment to “customer driven government.” And many organizations have committed themselves to “total quality management” and “empowered” managers and workers at all levels of government organizations to “re-engineer” their to ensure that each step of the process is “adding value” to the good or service that is being produced.


Insofar as these new ideas promise reduced cost and increased efficiency, effectiveness and responsiveness in the public sector, they may well fit today’s governmental environment as well as yesterday’s private sector concepts fitted yesterday’s governmental envrionment. But to many, it seems that today’s private sector concepts require a much greater adjustment in public expectations of government organizations and managements than those of yesteryear. The reason is simply that many of the private sector concepts make a virtue of “empowerment” among government managers and workers. Empowerment, in turn, seemed to demand, encourage or at least tolerate a new mindset among public managers -- one that rewards initiative, purposefulness, a sense of personal responsibility, and willingness to experiment and innovate. In short, increasingly public sector managers at many different levels of government, and at many different levels within organizations, are expected to become entrepreneurial: that is, to develop and use “value-seeking imaginations” not only to examine their work, but also to analyze their position in their environment, and to take the initiative in taking actions that will exploit the value creating opportunities they espy.


This conception clashes with traditional expectations of how government organizations should operate and be managed. Those traditional conceptions have typically valued stability over change; efficiency over adaptiveness; accountability over performance; consistency over customization; and reliability over innovativeness. Moreover, instead of celebrating the entrepreneurial inventiveness of managers, traditional conceptions of public administration have emphasized the virtues of dutifulness and technical expertise developed through long experience. The reason is that while the public wanted to be able to take advantage of the technical expertise of government managers, it worried that if government managers were “empowered,” they would not use their discretion to create public value, but would instead use it to feather their own nests, or experiment recklessly, or pursue their own idiosyncratic conceptions of public value. The net result, then, could be higher cost, less efficient, less effective and less responsive government than in the era before government managers were “empowered.” -


The purpose of this paper is to look closely at the idea of entrepreneurial government, to ask in what ways it poses a threat to important values that have in the past guided public sector managers and consider what benefits it offers in compensation. The aim is also to work out some ideas about how public managers could operate “entrepreneurially” and strengthen rather than undermine democratic values. 

II. The Librarian


Let me start with a homely example of “entrepreneurial management” in the public sector to help fix conceptions of what problems concern us, and what might be done to deal with them. The example is the same one that I use to open my book, Creating Public Value. It concerns the librarian in my home town.


A. The Librarian as a Public Manager


In my view, the librarian is a public manager. She is a public manager for the simple reason that she is responsible for spending appropriated tax revenues, and is accountable for the proper, efficient, and effective use of those funds. By all accounts, she has been an effective public manager. Her library is widely considered well run. It has a good supply of books. It is open at appropriate times. The staff is courteous and helpful. It is quiet and peaceful, but also a friendly place where people can meet and talk quietly.


At the time the case opens, however, things have changed.  Every day at about 3:30 in the afternoon, the library absorbs an influx of children aged 10-16. Their arrival changes the character of the library. It gets noisier and more active. Books are unshelved and left in heaps at tables. Moreover, the influx occurs at a bad time. The staff, having worked all day, is just getting ready to go home. Yet, suddenly they have a lot of work to do before they can depart. By 6:00, most of the children have left and the library is restored to its normal state.


The librarian, curious about this influx of kids, asks some of them why they have come to the library. The answer they give is consistent: “Mom and Dad both work. They won’t be home until 5:30 or 6:00. School lets out at 3:00. Mom and Dad don’t want me wandering around the streets. They told me to come to the library until they get home.” It’s clear what is happening. The library is being used as an after-school program for latch-key kids.


A. Two Bureacratic Reactions


The important managerial question is what should the Librarian do about the situation. Her first response is to be indignant about the “misuse” of the library. After all, the library isn’t supposed to be an afterschool program! If there’s a problem with latch-key children, the schools ought to do something about it -- not her!  She has a lot to do without taking on this new responsibility. Besides, the staff and some of her elderly, “regular” clients are complaining.  Her course is clear: she must find a way to discourage the children from coming to the library.


A little more thought suggests a different line of action. Maybe she can use the new demand on the library to justify a higher budget! She has long wanted to hire some additional staff for the library, and to get additional money for renovations and repairs. Perhaps she could tie those interests to a proposal to provide a new afterschool program at the library.


It is worth pausing a moment to consider these two reactions. I think that they are rather typical reactions of public managers. To the extent they are, they reflect something important about the ways that we have structured the jobs of public managers, and the ways in which the public managers come to think about their work. They also differ, I think, from the ways that society has structured the jobs of private sector managers, and the ways in which private sector managers think about their jobs.


Public managers sense that their most important moral obligations are to be accountable to their political overseers who provide them with the funds they need to operate. They can’t be sure exactly what their political overseers want, but a close approximation must be to produce what has been produced in the past without controversy -- namely, a well run library. What constitutes a well run library is one that not only claims to achieve the mandated purposes of a library, but also that satisfies both the current staff and clients. If the operations of the library are to change (for example, by creating an afterschool program to accommodate latchkey children), the change would have to authorized and paid for by a special new appropriation. It is neither ethically appropriate nor in the practical interests of the Librarian to act at her own initiative to create the new program drawing on resources already committed to the library.


B. The Likely Private Sector Response


Consider, in contrast, how we might expect a private sector manager operating a privately owned library to respond to the same situation. One can easily imagine how delighted the private manager would be when the children showed up in the library. “Gee,” she might think, “I thought I was running a library. Who would have guessed that the library could be used to take care of latch-key children! A few low cost adjustments of the physical space and staffing patterns means that I can serve both my old customers and my new! The new revenues earned from these new customers will more than cover the cost of producing the new service. I’m going to make money, and so will my shareholders! I may even be able to reduce the cost of the library to my elderly customers and succeed in attracting more of them away from that Center for the Elderly down the street. I’d better get on with fielding this new service and advertising its availability. Everybody is going to be better off!”


C. Differences in Accountability


The reasons that the responses of public and private sector managers differ so significantly in this situation is not hard to fathom: it has everything to do with where the money comes from to pay for the library, and the particular kind of accountability structures that are created in consequence. In the case of the public library, the money to run the library comes from taxes imposed on the general citizenry: that is to say, a collective decision has been made to require citizens to pay taxes. There has also been a collective decision made as to how the tax revenues will be spent: some portion of that will be used to support the public library. It is that collective decision to spend on the public library that has given the librarian guidance as to what would be appropriate and publicly valuable to do with the money entrusted to her care. In effect, the community as a whole, speaking through the imperfect devices of democratic politics, has “bought” something particular from the librarian. In this respect, she is responding to a “collective” consumer. She cannot ethically or prudently produce something that this collective consumer does not want. Since that collective consumer has not yet spoken on the question of whether she should provide an after school program for latch-key children, both her ethical duty and practical self-interest motivates her not to act until she receives authorization (and suitable appropriations) from her citizen overseers and their elected representatives.


In the case of a privately owned, commercially operated library, the money to operate the library comes not from taxes imposed on the general citizenry, but instead from individuals who want to use the library for their own purposes. Instead of the money being raised through a coercive, collective process, the money is raised by offering something that individuals can voluntarily choose to buy or not. In this situation, the librarian receives guidance about what would be appropriate and valuable for her to produce from the ways in which individuals want to use the library. If she can figure out a way to deploy the assets represesnted by the library to provide a service that is valuable to more individuals than she is now serving, then she is normatively justified and practically motivated to do so. She can build the new capabilities and get paid for it by meeting the new demand. Since, by definition, it is her money that is invested and placed at risk in creating the new program, she owes no one except herself a duty of consultation before she acts.  Thus, her duty and practical interest is to figure out whether there is enough value in the new product line, and if so, to get on with creating and marketing the new service.


D. “Customers” in the Public and Private Sector


This is all pretty obvious. But it serves to remind us of is that much of the loose talk about “responsive” and “customer oriented” government obscures the question of exactly to what external demands government operations should be responsive, and who really is the “customer” of government. The idea that government organizations are supposed to be responsive to citizens acting collectively through the machinery of democratic governance is very different than the idea that government organizations are supposed to responsible to individual clients of their operations. If government organizations are supposed to be responsive to citizens acting collectively, then the librarian cannot decide to meet the needs of the latch-key children until those citizens, acting collectively through the imperfect mechanisms of representative government, tell her (through authorizations and appropriations) that the particular interests and needs of the latchkey children and their parents are not only useful and valuable to them as clients, but also worthy of public support. In short, she cannot act as a public manager until the public has said that the client interests are publicly as well as privately valued. A private manager, using his own resources to create a library, would be under no such strictures. If something is valued by individuals for their private objectives, and she can produce that product or service at a cost that is less than the price they are willing to pay, she can feel free to exploit the opportunity to create value. A public manager cannot be sure that something is publicly valuable until his “customers” -- namely citizens acting through the processes of democratic governance -- have told her that the product she is considering producing is worth more than the cost of producing it for them.


E. Some Entrepreneurial Responses


In the case in my book, the Librarian goes beyond the stereotypical response of public sector managers and begins to explore some of the space that is being created by the current enthusiasm for entrepreneurial government. It is worth noting those additional responses. 


One idea she had was to establish the after-school program for latch-key children on a “fee-for-service” basis; that is, to invite parents and children to use the library for the purpose of an after-school program, but to pay for it as though it was a private, commercial service rather than a publicly provided benefit. Some interesting problems arise in setting up the service in this way, however. One concerns the pricing of the after-school program. It would be possible, of course, to estimate the direct costs of providing the new service (including the costs of staffing, space, and renovations to the space needed to accommodate the new service), and the expected number of clients, and on that basis to calculate a “break-even” price for the service. But it is not at all clear that this calculation would yield the appropriate price to charge. Almost certainly, the library should cover the full cost of this new program, not just the marginal direct costs, and that would mean charging some of the overhead of the library to the latch-key program.  If this is not done, one could say that the taxpayers are providing an implicit subsidy to the latch-key children and their parents. 


One could also make an argument for charging more than the total cost of the new service.  If for example, the costs of a commercial after-school program were higher than the price calculated through the method above, private providers could complain that government was improperly competing with them for the business. Besides, the Librarian might think it would be desireable to use the program for latch-key children to “cross-subsidize” other programs at the library, and to use excess funds earned through the latch-key programs to support outreach programs to elderly shut-ins, or to enlarge the library’s collection of foreign language learning programs. 


But this raises the important question of who gets to decide how to expend the funds earned through the latch-key program. Because the money was earned through publicly supported capital, it seems likely that the Town’s elected representatives would want to control the Librarian’s use of the funds. They might well use it to reduce appropriations to the library, or to reduce taxes generally. To the extent they did so, not only would the librarian’s personal motivation to build the program diminish, but, in an important sense, the library itself would become less public and more private. That is, the activities of the library would be guided more by the decisions of individual clients spending their own money than by decisions of a citizen collective spending reluctantly surrendered tax revenues for collectively defined purposes. And, as the library became less public and more private, the Librarian would operate with more independence from her elected overseers, since they would be providing less of the wherewithal that kept her going. To keep this from occurring, the Town’s elected representatives might well decide that they had to keep control over any “user fees” generated by the library.


An apparently less complex alternative designed to allow the library to expand its capacity to serve the latch-key children that occurred to the Librarian was to recruit volunteers to help staff the operation. Such efforts would alleviate the staff disgruntlement in having to undertake the extra work required to accommodate the latchkey kids. It would also relieve the Librarian of the duty of having to justify the new program to the Town’s representatives. True, she would still have to account to them for the cost of the space being used, the time it took her and her staff to set up and maintain the volunteer program, and the inconvenience this new use of the library created for other users. But, that would be less than the full cost of the new program.  


Moreover, strong parental involvement in the program would not only create a constituency for the program, but would also give that constituency a particular moral stature in the eyes of the rest of the community. The parents would be seen not as people who were negligent of their children, and eager to rip off the state to support their particular lifestyle, but instead as people who were committed to their children and eager to ease the burdens on their fellow citizens. This would help justify the program politically. 


The difficulty, of course, is that this would make the library something like a charitable, non-profit enterprise as well as a government organization, since its operations would then be financed through the charitable acts of individuals as well as by tax revenues. Fortunately, a precedent for this existed since the library had in the past received voluntary contributions of money, books and labor, and these had been folded smoothly into the library’s operations: the donors had not demanded much accountability, and what they had demanded had aligned with the expectations of the Town’s elected representatives. This happy situation would not necessarily continue, however. Perhaps the parent volunteers would begin demanding more time and space in the library than the Librarian or the Town’s elected representatives thought was fair and appropriate. Then, the Librarian would have to mediate that conflict.


The last idea that came to the Librarian was that she might have already been authorized to provide the service that the latchkey kids and their parents were now demanding. A review of her mission statement showed a broader purpose than her organization was then meeting. It included a phrase that encouraged her to “cultivate among children a lifelong love of reading.” Of course, that phrase appeared in the part of her legislative authorization where politicians had waxed poetic about the potentialities of the library. There had never been any specific appropriation for children’s reading programs. But she did have a children’s reading room. It did some part of her professional commitment as a librarian to encourage reading among children. And there did not seem any particular reason other than accustomed practices and the convenience of the staff to imagine that the library was really intended as a quiet place for the elderly to meet and read rather than a somewhat noisier place for children to come to meet and read. Perhaps the town’s citizens had already authorized her to create an after-school reading program for the children. Maybe they even thought they had already paid for it, and it was up to her to figure out how she could meet the new demand within the limits of her current budget.


In the end, it was this last idea that the Librarian embraced. She thought it was well within her mission to accommodate the latchkey children, and that the town was right to think that she could and should exercise her ingenuity and professional expertise in designing a program to accommodate the new use of the library. A little thought about how to re-configure and re-staff the library produced a low cost way of running the program. The program grew rapidly and became very popular. No additional appropriations were required.

III. Issues for Entrepreneurial Government


Consider what this little story tells us about “the public entrepreneur.” First, what do we mean by “public entrepreneurs?” What modes of thought or conduct distinguish public entrepreneurs from more traditional public administrators? Second, do public entrepreneurs exist? Where are we apt to find them? What changes in institutional arrangements would support increased public entrepreneurship? Third (and most importantly), are public entrepreneurs valuable or threatening to the cause of more effective and responsive democratic governance? What kinds of moral commitments and techniques must they cultivate to ensure that they enhance rather than detract from the quality of democratic governance?


A. What Do We Mean by Public Entrepreneurs?


Take first the question of what we mean by public entrepreneurship. What modes of thought or action distinguishes public entrepreneurs from public administrators? 


One meaning of entrepreneurial is “opportunistic.” This meaning turns out to be closely related to the etymological roots of the word which mean “to grasp or seize.” The concept of “opportunistic” has both bad and good connotations, but it generally tends to sound better in the private sector context than the public sector. 


The negative connotations of “opportunistic” include the idea that a person is self-serving and focused on the short run. Such things can be tolerated in the private sector. (There are, after all, fortunes to be made from fads such as hula hoops and pet rocks!). Yet, these qualities seem far less tolerable in the public sector where people are supposed to be devoted to public service, and to the long run interests of the society. 


The potentially good connotations of “opportunistic” include the idea that a person is paying attention to the external environment, looking for opportunities to be useful, and capable of adapting quickly to exploit the opportunity when one can be seen. This, of course, is the quality of entrepreneurial management that is most celebrated in the private sector. It is celebrated not only as a way of building the large firms of tomorrow from brainy ideas today, but also as a way of operating today’s large firms so that they can remain responsive to rapidly changing market conditions. 


Whether this kind of “opportunism” is valued in the public sector depends on how changeable one thinks the government environment is, and one’s ideological views about the role of government in society. Many people think that there is a fixed set of principles that define the proper role of government in a society for all places and all times. From those fixed purposes, organizational missions can be defined which also remain constant over time. The only important changes that occur in government operations are those that come from finding more efficient and effective technical means for accomplishing the objective. These people tend to take a dim view of “entrepreneurs” in government, since there are no appropriate new purposes to be nominated for government. 


Other people take a different view. In their conception, government is a flexible instrument -- one of many institutional devices that a society can use to define and accomplish its collective purposes. In this view, the government’s general and specific purposes can change as the society’s aspirations change (moving, say, from a desire to do less for the poor and elderly, to doing more for such people); and as the problems that society confronts change (moving, say, from low rates of drug dependence in the society to high rates of dependence). Because the environment of aspirations and tasks change, government may need “entrepreneurs” to nominate new purposes as well as new methods of achieving old purposes. Obviously, the more dynamic one thinks the environment of government is (or should be) the more interested one would be in encouraging “entrepreneurial” (in the sense of opportunistically adapting to changed conditions) government.


Whether one thinks “opportunism” in government is valuable also depends a great deal on where one stands with respect to one’s ideological views about the size and scope of government. The reason is that “entrepreneurial government” is often associated with increasing the size of government through the desperate efforts of public sector organizations to find new uses for themselves: a phenomenon that is called “mission creep” in the United States. Yet, one can also see that if one is interested in “down-sizing” the government, and has worked hard to create a political environment in which the public’s aspirations have come to be focused on “reducing the size and scope of government,” then one will want to have enough entrepreneurs in government to respond to that changed environment with significant cuts in government. 


Moreover, it seems more than a bit ironic that precisely the entrepreneurial qualities that are most highly valued by those who celebrate the energy of the private sector are most despised when they show up in the public sector. What Peters and Waterman celebrate in their classic work, In Search of Excellence, is managers who built organizations that can continue to find valuable new products and services they can supply in rapidly changing environments. That is what allows an organization to survive and continue to create value. Yet, when a public sector organization finds a new, potentially valuable use for itself, its accomplishment is viewed with skepticism -- as the desparate effort to guarenteer survival.


The reason for the discrepency may not be hard to understand, of course. We have a lot of confidence in the decisions of the market place, and now that private sector organizations must meet the demands of the market if it is going to suceed. We have much less confidence in the decisions of politics that authorize public agencies, and know that there is much that public agencies can do to corrupt the political process to guarentee their survival even when they are not meeting either public aspirations or dealing effectively with public problems. Yet, it is interesting and important that there seems to be a general bias in favor of adapting dynamically to one’s environment in the private sector, and against the same idea in the public sector. It casts doubt on how enthusiastic we really are about having a “responsive” government (as opposed to a “low cost” government).


Apply these general considerations to the particular case of our librarian. What is interesting in that case is that her environment has changed. Moreover, it has changed in a way that makes her organization valuable to at least some individuals in the community in a different way than she had previously considered. She responds by “re-engineering” her operations to meet the new demand. In this sense, she behaves “opportunistically” and “entreprenerially.” On the other hand, she does not demand more money from her overseers. Nor does she behave in a self-aggrandizing way. And the need she decides to meet turns out to be long run growing need that the Town’s citizens are willing to support. Thus, the size of the government (measured in terms of government spending) remains constant. Yet, arguably the scope of government (measured in terms of the kinds of products and services government is providing) has increased. In short, many of the good connotations of the idea of entrepreneurship are met in this example (e.g. responsive to the environment, adaptable, value creating) and few of the bad connotations (e.g. self-motivated, short-sighted, expansive). Whether this would always be the case is, of course, quite uncertain.


A second connotation of the word “entrepreneurial” has to do with “taking initiative” or “authorizing oneself to act.” In this respect, entrepreneurship is linked more closely to leadership than to acting as a manager or implementer. In the private sector, initiative is generally valued -- particularly when one is operating with one’s own money, but increasingly even when one is operating within a firm as an “intrapreneur.” In the public sector, initiative is valued for people in some positions -- such as elected legislators or elected chief executives who are expected to put forward new ideas, win approval for them in elections, and then carry them out. Initiative may also be valued among public managers in appointive or career positions, but usually only when the initiative is devoted to finding new means of achieving already established objectives. When the initiative is designed to change an organization’s mission, it is frowned upon.  These particular arrangements imply that the public sector might lost the benefit of some information that managers (as opposed to politicians) might have both about the nature of the problems the society confronts, and the particular aspirations that citizens might have. But, arguably, that is price worth paying to avoid situations where appointed and career public managers use their initiative to protect their jobs, or to pursue an idiosyncratic vision of the public interest. 


How would these considerations apply to the case of the Librarian? Obviously, the Librarian is an appointed rather than elected official. Consequently, she is generally discouraged from taking initiatives without the consent of the elected representatives of the citizens. Yet, in this particular case, sensing the need and the opportunity, she does so. She could have justified her actions by alerting her elected overseers to the conditions at the library and what she thought they meant. Instead, she takes the bolder move of acting to meet the new demands. She feels authorized to do this because to her, the development of the new program fits within her organization’s mission, and because the initiative costs no additional money. In effect, she believes she is simply more fully realizing the potential of the public library, not changing its mission or purpose. In this sense, she is excercising the kind of initiative she is allowed and expected to exercise as a manager, not the kind that she is prohibited from using. As an ethical matter, it would be important for her to inform her overseers what she is doing, and particularly important for her not to conceal her actions. And, as a practical matter, it might have been more prudent for her to seek prior approval for her initiative. But the way in which she is being entrepreneurial in this case is precisely by being willing to act to explore the scope of her authorization, and to hear the verdict after the fact rather than by consulting before the fact. She may think she is particularly authorized to do this if she can see that the need for the service is widespread and durable, and if the political discussion about whether this would be a valuable thing for the library to do was likely to be vulnerable to various kinds of corruption and distortion. In any case, she behaves entrepreneurially in the sense of taking the initiative to act. 


The fact that she exposes herself to criticism by acting on her own initiative reminds us of a third important meaning associated with entrepreneurship: namely, risk-taking. Note that the risks are of several different types in the case. One is the personal risk that the Librarian herself faces. If it turns out that her political overseers object either to her personal style as a manager (that is, they do not like entrepreneurs in government service), or to her substantive commitments (they do not share her view that it would valuable to provide an after-school program for latch-key kids), they can fire her. That will affect not only her current income but also her reputation and future career. A second kind of risk is that the program will fail in some important way. Perhaps she will be unable to keep the kids under control, and other library users will complain, or the library itself will be vandalized. Perhaps a child under her care will get sick or be injured or suffer a mental breakdown, and she will lack the knowledge or facilities to care for them. In principle, of course, her technical expertise reduces some of these programmatic risks. To the extent that the technical requirements of the program go beyond her skills, however, she will be incurring foisting programmatic risks on her clients as well as taking individual risks herself. What makes her entrepreneurial in this case, of course, is precisely that she is willing to take these risks. She does not expect or demand the risks she faces to be entirely eliminated.


So, entrepreneurial management in government can mean: 1) externally focused; 2) responsive to changed circumstances (either in terms of public aspirations or the character of public problems); 3) resourceful and purposeful in exploiting opportunities when they present themselves; and 4) willing to run calculated risks to achieve a result. It can also mean: 1) self-seeking; 2) short-sighted; 3) prideful and insufficiently consultative; and 4) reckless. Our Librarian comes closer to the first set of qualities than to the second, and in this respect she seems more “entrepreneurial” than traditional government managers. But there may be many who see in her conduct much of the negative qualities of entrepreneurship as well.


B. Do Public Entrepreneurs Exist?


Given that we now have a rough sense of what we mean by entrepreneurial government managers, one can reasonably ask whether any such exist, and how common they are in the public sector.  I have little to say on this question, but I think it is interesting and important that one can find an entrepreneurial public manager so close to home. This suggests that such managers may be more common than one might think. Indeed, it is quite possible that entrepreneurial public managers have long been active in the public sector, but gone largely unnoticed and unrewarded.


With respect to the location of entrepreneurial managers in the public sector, it is worth keeping in mind that we have long expected elected chief executives such as presidents, governors, and mayors to be entrepreneurial managers in government. They often run on platforms that advocate either change in general, or specific changes they think would be valuable to make. Once they take office, they try to make good on their promises by delivering the changes they promised. This is a kind of entrepreneurial government that is heartily approved.


Generally speaking, we are equally enthusiastic about the entrepreneurial managers who are appointed by elected chief executives. They are touched by the same legitimacy that attaches to their bosses who suffered the indignity of running for office. To the extent that they are seen as agents of that elected official, they, too, are authorized to be enterpreneurial on behalf of the purposes that got their boss elected and them appointed. An important implication of this observation is that the more “politicized” the civil service becomes -- the more  political appointees penetrate the leves of civil service -- the more “entrepreneurial” the government may become. The reason is that more people will feel authorized to act on their own initiative with the legitimacy of an election.


We are far more ambivalent about entrepreneurial managers who are civil servants serving at the top or middle echelons of an organization, or about entrepreneurial line workers in public organizations. We worry that officials at these levels are far more likely to act to further their own interests or their own idiosyncratic (and potentially biased) views of the public interest, and therefore that their discretion and initiative should be curtailed. 


It is worth noting, however, that these views are contrary to the current enthusiasm for decentralization, for empowerment, and for total quality management. All of these ideas make a virtue of exploiting the particular knowledge and initiative of individuals buried deep in bureaucratic structures. When the United States Forest Service decentralizes significant decisions about the management of forests for recreational, economic or preservation purposes to individual forest managers, and instructs them to negotiate with local groups, the number of entrepreneurial managers in government has been increased. When a municipal police department authorizes its officers to engage in “community problem solving activities” rather than respond to calls for service and make arrests where appropriate, a new level of entrepreneurial management has been created. 


It seems, then, that the total number of explicitly authorized entrepreneurial managers in the public sector is increasing. It may even be approaching the number of managers who had previously authorized themselves to act in entrepreneurial ways!


C. Is Entrepreneurial Management Good or Bad for Government Performance?


The ultimate question, of course, is whether enterpreneurial management is good or bad for the performance of government. Answering this question depends a great deal on what we mean by entrepreneurial behavior, and what we mean by governmental performance. As noted above, it is also affected by our views about the environment of government and the role of government.


If what we mean by entrepreneurial government is all the good connotations of the word listed above (i.e. externally focused, responsive to changing aspirations and circumstances, resourceful in dealing with the changes, willing to absorb some degree of risk in testing new ways of performing), then it is hard to imagine that entrepreneurial management would not be good for government. That is particularly true if one thinks that the environment of government is changing rapidly in terms of: 1) what citizens want from government; 2) the nature of the problems that government is trying to solve, and the programmatic;  and 3) the technological means that are available to deal with both old and new problems. If what we mean by entrepreneurial government is all the bad connotations spelled out above (i.e. self-seeking, insufficiently consultative, and reckless), then it is hard to imagine that government would be improved. Thus, the challenge is to define a kind of entrepreneurial management in government that produces the valuable results and avoids the pitfalls.


In my view, the key to that accomplishment is to come to grips with the fact that, in the end, the important customer that government must satisfy is the collective consumer that is represented imperfectly through the processes of democratic politics. By democratic politics, I mean more than the processes of elections. I mean the continued guidance that public organizations get about their performance from the continuous oversight that is exercised not only by elected chief executives and their appointees, but also by legislative committees, interest groups of various persuasions, and the media.


We understand, of course, that this political process is a messy one -- full of sound and fury, distortions of various kinds, corruption, self-interest, hypocrisy, etc. It is that understanding that has caused those interested in effective public management to turn away from politics, and to see it as an enemy of efficient administration. Yet, for public managers to ignore politics is as foolish as it would be for private managers to ignore customers and competitors. Just as the market provides the ultimate discipline for private sector entrepreneurs, so must politics provide the ultimate discipline for public sector entrepreneurs.  It is only in the political marketplace that the question of whether an organization is creating public value or not can be answered. It is not in the satisfaction of the clients with whom the organization transacts business. It is not in the enthusiasm the staff feels for its cause. It is only in the extent to which the organization seems to be meeting the collective aspirations of the citizens who agree to tax and regulate themselves to provide the public enterprise with the means to achieve its purposes.


If we understand that the ultimate consumer that must be satisfied is the body politic, then much becomes clear about what would constitute effective entrepreneurial management in the public sector. Having “value creating imaginations” is important. Paying attention to one’s clients needs is important, including the recognition that their needs may well differ from one another, and that their needs may be changing over time. Being willing to innovate and experiment is important. In the end, however, the most important changes in outlook and behavior will have to come in the entrepreneurail manager’s view of politics. Instead of trying to blunt the impact of politics on one’s organization, managers will have to embrace politics and the accountability it demands. The essential skills will be the political skills of learning how to listen, to interpret, to make the voice of the public clearer and more persuasive. In the end, it is citizens rather than clients whom entrepreneurial managers must seek to satisfy. The only way they can do so is to embrace rather than shun political accountability, and help their political overseers articulate more clearly what they desire from the organization’s performance. In that moment, the apparent tension between the desire to keep government managers under control, and the desire to reap the benefit of the managers’ entrepreneurial energies will be resolved.

