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I. Introduction:


I’m delighted to be here to address this audience of skilled and dedicated practitioners of the arts of government management. 


Obviously, I know more about the political culture, governmental structures, and managerial practices of public managers in the United States than those of England. But I suspect one thing is true of government managers on both sides of the Atlantic – they don’t get thanked enough for their work. One of the nice things about being a Professor at the Kennedy School – a school that develops public managers in the United States – is that I can use all of Harvard’s prestige to fill this void. So, as an officer of Harvard University, I would like to thank you for all the work that you do to assure the quality of our individual and collective lives. I know it is good work. I know that it is vastly underappreciated. So, once again, from the bottom of my heart: Thank You!


Whenever I address a group of practicing public executives, I am reminded of a story about Johnny Carson. Johnny Carson was the famous host of a late night TV show in the United States, and well known as a good interviewer. One night, however, he seemed to be slightly intimidated by the guest he was interviewing. The guest was Conrad Hilton, the famous hotelier. Carson stumbled for the first question, and came up with a very lame one. “Well, Mr. Hilton,” he said, “You’ve had a distinguished business career, and have accomplished a great deal in life. Is there some important lesson you have learned that you would like to impart to the public at large?” Carson was mortified by such a lame question. But then, much to his amazement, Conrad Hilton said “Yes. There is something important I would like to say to the public at large.” Well, now Carson thought he was about to pull of a journalistic coup. He was about to hear Conrad Hilton’s philosophy of life. He leaned in towards Conrad Hilton. The cameras moved in. There was a profound silence on the set as John Carson whispered, “What is it Mr Hilton? What is that you have to say to the American Public?” Conrad Hilton stared into the camera, coughed to clear his voice, and then said in a great stentorian voice, “Citizens of America. Put the shower curtain inside the bathtub!”

Now the reason this story occurs to me each time I speak to a group of practicing public managers is that it reminds me that it is hard to find the right level of abstraction to use in addressing them and their concerns. By and large, public managers are a pretty practical crowd, interested in concrete ways of getting things done – not high level abstractions. The problem is that I am an academic. I’ve never been able to get anything concrete done. I mostly do abstractions. So, I have struggled over many years to find some abstractions that might prove useful to practicing public sector executives, and to illustrate those abstractions with enough particular examples to persuade practical folks that these abstractions might turn out to be a useful way of thinking about their work in a wide variety of sectors and situations. 


I would like to divide my talk today into two parts. The first is a very brief introduction to the set of abstractions that I have developed that are designed to help public sector executives orient themselves to their jobs. I will talk about three key analytic ideas: the strategic triangle, the authorizing environment, and the value chain.  The second is to look particularly closely at one particular aspect of the ideas I present that I know will be of particular interest, and perhaps particularly provocative, for local government officials in England: namely, to what extent, in what particular ways, and for what particular reasons should local government officials engage in political leadership at the local level. 

If I talk fast enough, there should be plenty of time for questions.

II. Creating Public Value: Strategic Management in Government


More than twenty years ago, the Kennedy School of Government decided it needed to develop something useful to say about the management of government organizations. It had long been a School of Public Administration. But the idea of public administration had fallen on hard times in the academy. The focus of the field seemed to be on how best to protect the rights of the political system to direct and control public bureaucracies in the achievement of policy mandates, and narrow the discretion of public administrators as much as possible. To the extent that public administrators were expected or allowed to make contributions to the performance of government, it was not necessarily in determining the ends that were to be pursued by government agencies, but in finding the best means. The best means, in turn, focused attention either on a certain kind of substantive expertise associated with being a professional in a field (generals knew how to fight wars, teachers knew how to teach, sanitation engineers knew how to handle human waste), or a certain kind of administrative expertise associated with knowing how to use the instruments of public administration – organizational structure, human resource management systems, performance measurement systems, and so on – to ensure that public organizations performed accountably, efficiently and effectively.


A. The Kennedy School’s Approach to Public Management and Leadership


The Kennedy School sought to reinvigorate the field of public administration by bringing new ideas, new people, and new academic disciplines into the field. It invented a new curriculum for those who wanted to offer leadership in the public domain called “public policy.” What was new and challenging about this curriculum was that it brought a great many new analytic tools into the training of government officials. The traditional emphasis on organizational design, budgeting systems, personnel systems, and so on gave way to a focus on economic analysis, on statistics, and on operations research. Those trained in the methods of public policy analysis and program evaluation were encouraged to challenge prevailing professional wisdom about the adequacy or efficiency of the government’s approaches to particular problems. Students were invited to discuss both the desirability and feasibility of pursuing particular ends through government as well as developing the organizational means for achieving the goals. In spirit and in content, this breathed new life into the academic field of public administration.

But there remained an important problem: government agencies remained the important means for achieving policy ends. They had to be managed well if there was to be any accomplishment. So, the Kennedy School had to develop ideas about how government policies and government organizations should be managed to ensure effectiveness, as well as to design and evaluate the policies that were to be implemented by these organizations. 


Somewhat unexpectedly, however, the Kennedy School decided to approach this task not from theory down to practice, but instead from practice up to theory. We decided to try to build a field of public management from the practice of those who seemed to do it well rather than from the theories of those who had never done it. To accomplish this feat, we had to bring experience into the academy to be analyzed, understood, and generalized. We brought experience into the academy through four different devices. 

First, we took advantage of the fact that many of our senior faculty had had experience in government, and encouraged our junior faculty to take time off from full time academic life to work in government. (I spent two years working in Washington for the Drug Enforcement Agency. It was the scariest and most challenging time of my life! And it wasn’t the bad guys that scared me. It was my fellow bureaucrats!! The organization had a management style that was drawn straight from the street. We relied principally on deception, blackmail, and extortion in efforts to bring influence to bear.) 

Second, we invited distinguished practitioners to join our faculty, and teamed them with more academic faculty to design and teach practice oriented courses. 

Third, we produced hundreds of cases that described problems faced by public sector executives, how they thought about them, what they did to handle them, and what the results were. 

Fourth, we developed executive programs where we could discuss these cases with senior officials – pretending that we had something to teach, while our real goal was to have a chance to eavesdrop on their conversations with one another so we could learn from them. (Imagine: we charged them a tuition to teach us what they knew. And they call Harvard a nonprofit organization!)


From this crucible, emerged some ideas that we have since tested out with many public sector executives and in doing our own managerial work. Ordinarily, Harvard charges a huge amount of money to be exposed to those ideas. And we spend whole semesters helping you understand and use them. But today, and today only, we have a special. I am going to present the ideas to you in under 20 minutes.


B. Creating Public Value: Strategic Management in Government


The big heading for these ideas is: Creating Public Value: Strategic Management in Government. The ideas are supposed to do for public sector managers what the McKinsey 6 circles, or the Porter 5 forces are supposed to do for private sector managers: namely, orient their attention  to features of the world that they must consider as they make plans for deploying the assets of their organizations to create value for the world. (We knew we would have to simplify it for government so we got the basic idea down to three circles.)


     1. The Strategic Triangle


The big integrating idea is symbolized by what we call the Strategic Triangle. The points on this triangle point to calculations that government managers must make before they commit themselves, their reputations, the assets they control, and the organizations and people they lead in a particular direction. 


The first point of the triangle focuses attention on the public value that a government manager contemplates producing as a planned consequence of his efforts. There has to a story – ideally a plausible story – about the way in which the world will be better as a consequence of the planned initiative. (We will talk a great deal more about constitutes public value in a minute)


The second point of the triangle focuses attention on the sources of legitimacy and support that managers can tap into as they develop and sustain their initiative. In a democratic system of government, it is not enough that a public manager have his own idiosyncratic view of what constitutes a result that would be publicly valuable; other people have to agree with him that the desired goal is valuable – something that is worth taxing and regulating themselves to achieve. 


     2. The Authorizing Environment


The particular people who have to agree with the public manager constitute what we call the “authorizing environment” of the manager. This is the second big concept in our analytic scheme. By definition, the authorizing environment for a public manager consists of all those actors who determine the flow of resources – both money and authority – to the organization the manager is trying to lead. It includes those who determine the amount of money and authority that the organization has. And it includes those who can attach strings on both the purposes and the proper uses of the money and authority granted to the agency. It also includes those who do not have the authority to grant or withhold resources themselves, but can influence those who do.


Now, in a democratic system, this is a very large group of folks. Figure 2 presents a relatively simplified, abstracted picture of who is in the authorizing environment of a government manager.


What makes this world difficult to negotiation for a public manager, of course, is that these authorizers do not necessarily agree on what particular things the government manager should be concentrating on producing. Nor does the relative strength of their claims remain constant over time. The fact is that the authorizing environment is both incoherent and fickle.


It wasn’t supposed to be this way. In traditional theories of public administration, the politicians were supposed to have sorted all this chaos out, and delivered a clear, coherent, stable policy mandate to public managers. Their job was then to use their expertise – both substantive and administrative – to achieve the mandated purposes. That was the way that we could ensure that the effective power to define public purposes lay with politicians accountable to the people rather than bureaucrats accountable to their profession and its continual aggrandizement. It was the way we could ensure responsiveness to the will and desires of the people. (Remember this: we are going to come back to this in some detail when we look at the question of the kind of political leadership that is required of local government managers.)


The reality, however, was that the politicians left not only the technical details, but also the political conflicts unresolved. They sent them on with a wave of the hand to public administrators to sort out as best they could. But if the public managers tried to sort out the uncertainties and conflicts in policy in a visible way, they were often accused of being obstructionist, or going beyond their pay grade. Their job was not to raise questions, or organize new political conversations to resolve uncertainties and conflicts; it was to implement and to do. If they made a mistake, it was their failure to understand what was intended, not the failure of those who were supposed to say what was intended. 


Viewed from one perspective, of course, the chaos in the authorizing environment created a major problem for public managers. Viewed from another perspective, however, it created an opportunity for managers to act a bit more as leaders, and a bit less as bureaucrats and functionaries. Perhaps they could help define and shape purposes, and build a knowledgeable constituency, as well as shape the means. Perhaps they could take a general policy that did not quite fit in some places and work out a superior arrangement in a more local context. This all suggested the possibilities of a kind of initiative, leadership, and even entrepreneurship that had not been part of our official idea of the important functions of public managers, but had probably long been a part of their real practice. 

In an important sense, then, the work we did to bring practice into the academy focused attention for the first time on what we came to call the political management part of the public managers job: all the things that managers did to bring some order out of the chaos of their authorizing environments so that they could know what to do, and have the confidence that they would be backed in the doing of their work. In principle, they weren’t supposed to think about these things. In practice, it consumed them. And, without any further guidance, they naturally assumed that the most important goal of their political management efforts was to build legitimacy and support for themselves, their purposes, and their agencies. The idea that they might actually want to manage politically in a way that allowed them to learn what the public really wanted, or to organize a process by which the public could come to understand what it should want, was much less important than persuading the public that they should want what the agency was already committed to giving.


     3. Operational Capacity and the Value Chain


Back to the strategic triangle, however. So far, we have talked about the idea of public value (very briefly). We have talked about the need to have legitimacy and support, the idea that this support comes from something called the authorizing environment, and that an important function of public sector executives might be to engage in the successful political management of their authorizing environment (leaving uncertain at this moment exactly what we mean by successful political management) 

The third point of the triangle points to the part of the public manager’s job that has long been thought to be not only at the center, but perhaps even the exclusive concern of a public manager: namely, the operational capacity to achieve the desired results. If there is one thing we all know is an important part of a manger’s job it is to deploy public assets – money and authority – to achieve particular results. That is what it means to be a manager: to know how to use materials and people and administrative systems to produce important organizational results, and to know both the potential and the limits of what organizations can be made to do.


As obvious as this point seems, there are several important wrinkles here as well. In the standard view of public administration, the important operational capacity that a manager must rely upon is the organization that he is running. But what we have signaled here by calling this point of the triangle “operational capacity” is that the manager’s real ability to achieve results in the public sector might depend not only on what the organization he leads can do, but what he can also persuade partners and co-producers to do on behalf of his goals and objectives. Figure 3 presents the third key analytic concept that we call the value chain. This is meant to draw attention to one important fact about public sector production; and one important fact about the relationship between public sector production on one hand, and the creation of public value on the other.

First the important fact about public sector production. In the public sector, the capacity that managers need to produce results is hardly even contained only in the organizations they lead. If we want to teach kids to read, we can work through schools buildings, and teachers, and curricular materials, and so on. But chances are we will also need no small amount of support and assistance from parents. In some cases, there may be little we can do to mobilize help from parents, and we have no choice but to use what we get from them. But in other cases, we can imagine that we could divert some of our resources and activities from direct efforts to train students in classrooms, to some other kinds of efforts to engage parents in partners to that effort. And it is quite possible that in some circumstances the returns to our effort will be higher if we split them between the direct efforts to teach students on one hand, and indirect efforts to mobilize parents on the other.

Now the important fact about the relationship between public sector production on one hand, and creating public value on the other.  Usually, when we think about the use of organizations to create value, we imagine that much of the value creating activity lies in the production processes of the organization. Once the organization delivers a product or service to a customer, the value creation stops. The value was built into the product or service that attracted the customer.


In the public sector, however, it turns out that we have two quite different ways of talking about the value created by public organizations. On one hand, following practice in the private sector, we talk about public value in terms of customer or client satisfaction. Indeed, in the public management reforms of the nineties, a great deal was made of the fact that it was important for government to act more like business, and to treat its customers well. (We will set aside our doubts about the degree to which business is really interested in satisfying their customers, what kinds of customers they would like to satisfy, and whether there are some kinds of customers they actually want to discourage!) But in a world in which the image of the bureaucrat had become one of a rigid, unhelpful, arrogant person who was always on a coffee break, it probably did make a great deal of sense to try to focus attention on the quality of public services delivered to specific clients of those services. 


On the other hand, following practice that is unique to the public sector, we have also begun talking about public value in terms of the “social outcomes” that are produced. Now, there are several things that are interesting about the idea of social outcomes, and in particular its relationship to the idea of customer satisfaction as a concept of public value. The idea of a social outcome typically does not refer to the idea that the client of a government service was simply made happier by the encounter with the government. (It could mean this, but it usually doesn’t). It usually refers to something that happens as a consequence of individual encounters with government: something that occurs much further down a causal chain than the point of contact, and that accumulates to a significant social results because it happens for many individuals not just one. 

Similarly, the actor that is thought to value the social outcome is not necessarily the individual who had the contact with government. It is instead thought to be some kind of collective arbiter of public value. 

To say that a program achieved its desired outcomes is thus to shift our concept of what constitutes public value: it no longer lies in the satisfaction experienced by the client and judged by the client; it instead lies in the impact that the encounter has on the client as that is evaluated by the society as a whole, not the client. 

To make this concrete, we do not ordinarily say that the desired outcome of a drug abuse treatment program is to make the client happy; we say that the desired outcome is for the drug addict to reduce his drug use, stop committing crimes, get a job, and take care of his family. The drug addict may want those things as well, in which case client satisfaction lies up rather well with achieving social outcomes. It may also be true that the chances of achieving these results may depend a great deal on treating the drug addict well and with respect. And in that sense, too, client satisfaction may line up with social outcomes. But the point remains that they are quite different concepts.

One final move to connect this idea to the point made above about the boundaries of the production system in the public sector. We have already noticed that the production system in the public sector uses partners and co-producers as well as the organization itself. A close look at figure 3 makes a further interesting point, however. If the goal of the public production effort is to achieve outcomes rather than client satisfaction, then in an important sense the client becomes an important part of the production system as well as an important part of what constitutes public value. We need the client to do something different to be able to achieve the desired social results; and in that way, the client becomes part of the production system.


This may seem somewhat surprising and a bit discomfiting. But I want to assure you that the business world figured this out a long time ago. For a while, now, they have been working on incorporating the customer in the production process. But instead of using the customer to help them produce something of value for the society, they use the customer to reduce their costs. Some examples can help make the case. Telephone Banking. McDonalds. Ikea. The Supermarket. Solid Waste Recycling.

     4. The Importance of Connecting the Dots


So, here are the three big ideas in creating public value: the strategic triangle, the authorizing environment, and the value chain. But I haven’t yet really told you what is important and challenging about the idea of the strategic triangle. At some level, the idea of the strategic triangle is a trivial one. All it says is that in order for an enterprise to be worth undertaking, it has to be valuable, authorizeable, and doable. What could more be more obvious than that? It is the sort of thing that any good manager worth his salt learns in the first six months on the job. 


So, the idea itself is not challenging. What is challenging is to recognize that one has to touch all three of these bases with any particular idea, or one will court failure. And this is practically never easy to do in a concrete circumstance. Look what happens if one fails to touch all three bases however.


Suppose one has an attractive idea, and lots of support for it, but it can’t be done. Then one fails for want of performance. (In Texas, we call this the big hat, no cattle problem!) 

Suppose one has an attractive goal, and lots of capabilities, but no one else wants it any more? Then one fails for lack of support.


Can one imagine an organization that has support and capacities, but produces nothing of real value? Unfortunately, that is all too easy to imagine in the public sector. And the reason is that one can corrupt the political system that seeks to define and demand public value performance from government agencies. 


Finally, if one has an attractive purpose, but has no support and no capacity, then one is an academic. I know. I’ve spent most of my life in that place. And it’s kind of a lonely place. 

But I have to say that the more I have worked with public sector managers, the more company I have found. There is something about working in the public sector that leads one to become a bit irresponsible about locating real sources of support, and real capacities to do jobs. 


What we have been trying to do at the KSG is to replace academic standards with professional standards. And you cannot meet professional standards as an effective, value creating public manager if you cannot say at any given moment what valuable purposes you are trying to achieve, what sources of support will authorize you to pursue those goals, and what particular capacities you are relying on to deliver the results. 


Here endeth the first lesson on strategic public management.

II. Political Leadership in Local Government: Purposes, Methods, and Ethics


Now let’s turn our attention to the second part of the talk – the place where I talk about the challenges of political as well as administrative leadership at local levels. 

Now there is a great deal of talk in public management circles about making government more responsive to the people. There is an assumption here that a good government is one that delivers to “the people” what it is that they want and desire from government. The idea is not that the government exists to require individuals to do their duty to one another. Nor is it that government tries to persuade individuals to want things that they should want such as a health diet, or a love of education, or a good job even if they don’t. Like a good business, government in a liberal society should give citizens what they want. All well and good. But there is a certain difficulty in deciding what we mean in this context by “the citizens,” or “the people.”


A. The Customers of Government: Individual Service Recipients and Obligatees


Following practices in the commercial sector, we might say that “the people” we ought to seek to satisfy are those we encounter as individuals in transactions between a government agency and the clients it seeks to serve, and with whom it interacts; in effect, the “customers that government serves.” But the problem with that formulation is that many transactions between government agencies and individual citizens do not involve the delivery of services. 

I do much of my work in public sector management with enforcement and regulatory agencies. For the most part, police departments, prisons, tax collecting agencies, environmental protection agencies do not think of themselves as being only in the business of delivering services. They also think of themselves in terms of enforcing laws – essentially in delivering or imposing obligations on individuals rather than delivering services. So, we have to remember that government delivers obligations as well as services. Government is, in fact, even in liberal societies, in the business of requiring citizens to do their duty as well as providing them with services and benefits.

We also have to remember that even when government seems to be delivering services to clients, that person is not quite in the same position as a customer in the private sector. For one thing, they typically do not pay for the service that is being provided at the point of sale. (They may or may not have paid for the service through taxes.) The costs of providing the service are typically paid by the general population through the device of taxation. Another thing closely related to this is that the services may come with important strings attached. It is those strings that convey the public’s hopes that a drug addict will give up his drug use, that a welfare recipient will find a job, that disabled worker will try to find his way back to some kind of participation in the labor market, that a reluctant student will learn to read and write, and that justifies the fact that the public pays for these services rather than the individuals who appear as clients.

B. The Customers of Government: Society at Large 

So, while we might imagine “the public” whom we seek to satisfy are the individuals we encounter as clients in individual transactions, and while that might be part of the story, it doesn’t seem that this is the whole story. It is as though there is a second “public” standing there that has desires for government performance that might differ from the “public” that encounters government organization as individual clients. 


We often have a name for that other public. We call it “society at large.” And we imagine that what it wants from government is something called the “public good” or the “protection of the public interest.” And, of course, we each have our own idea of what constitutes the public good. Some of us greedily imagine that the public good is improving our own material welfare. Others think less selfishly, but have highly idiosyncratic or extreme ideas about what constitutes the public good; they think either that no one should be allowed to own firearms, or that everyone should be obligated to own firearms.  Still others are true citizens and see what justice and the public good require even when it would disadvantage them as individuals. But the enduring problem of liberal democracies is how these particular, individually held views can be forged into a morally compelling collective idea that could be pursued with the use of the collectively owned assets and powers of the state. 


In principle, the task of aggregating individual preferences about social states into a coherent collectively established mandate is impossible. But in practice, it happens (quite imperfectly admittedly) every day. Indeed, it happens each time a public official uses the authority and money of the state to produce a particular result. Because public manager use the collectively owned assets of the state – both authority and money – they have to believe at some level that the collective who owns the assets they spend can speak with some kind of authoritative voice. They may even have some obligation to help that group speak clearly. To the extent they do, they would essentially being inviting themselves into the role of creating political forums, and even exercising some political leadership. 


Again, this might seem startling. But it is important to understand how much our practice has already moved in this direction. Every time we create an administrative agency that holds hearings we create something like a smaller, more specialized legislature that can engage in a political deliberation about a small slice of government activity. Every time we create a citizens advisory group to an agency and give it some degree of influence over the choices that the agency makes, we are creating a political forum. Every time we allow a citizen to file a suit in court, or to complain against an agency, and those complaints are aggregated up into larger categories, we are creating a sort of political demand on the agencies, and giving them guidance about what a collective or a representative individual from the public wants. 

It is in helping collectives form, to find a voice, and to find a way of making their collective voice heard that we are engaged in politics. Politics doesn’t just happen in elections. It isn’t just contained in the shadow that the election casts over the operations of government in the aftermath of the electoral mandate. And it doesn’t just happen in legislatures. It happens every day as government administrators at different levels facilitate or fail to facilitate the organization of a collective expression of citizen desires that they take seriously in operating their agencies.

C. Public Authority at the Core of the Liberal State 


One way to think about what I have been saying is that there is little piece of totalitarianism at the core of the liberal state. It is lodged in the fact that even a liberal state brings the authority of the collective to bear down on individuals to raise revenues, to do their duty to their fellow citizens, to make contributions to the public welfare. (It was my wife’s fascism that had me on my knees sorting the garbage!). And that bit of totalitarianism is present everytime the state acts guided by a collectively established mandate that drives ruthlessly through the particularities of local or individual conditions. 

The difference between a liberal state and a totalitarian state is that the liberal state worries a great deal about how to legitimate the use of collective authority to those subjected to it. And it develops many mechanisms to help achieve this goal. A liberal state seeks to legitimate state action by demonstrating that democratic processes were followed in producing the collective mandate that is now being pursued, and inferring from these processes that the citizens consented to this use of state power. A liberal state also seeks to legitimate its action through a technical demonstration that a problem exists, and that the proposed means are the best way of handling it all things considered. A liberal state also seeks to legitimate its action by showing that every effort has been made to respect both substantive and procedural individual rights (if not individual interests). And it is on that basis that a public policy sweeps up money and authority from the collective and deals out its advantages and disadvantages to individuals. And it is that which happens every day even in liberal states when states act to pursue collectively defined public purposes.


D. Politics as the Device for Legitimating State Action


But what is interesting and easily forgotten about liberal states is that one of the things that makes them tolerable to independent, rights bearing individuals who are differently situated in societies is that those public policies seem to be highly malleable and adjustable. A public policy is no sooner established than it begins to be eroded and altered in use by particular groups and individuals who make claims against it. Politics, understood as the effort to keep shaping public purposes and uses of public assets, doesn’t end with a policy decision at the national level. Indeed, it often doesn’t even begin with decisions at national levels. It happens as individual experience problems in their own lives, or have aspirations for the society as a whole that are not met, and seek to find others who agree with them, and to press their claims on government. It is constant. And it happens at the national and local and individual levels. 


And it is this simple fact that public administration has never fully acknowledged, and never fully developed a satisfactory means of handling. We denied the role of politics in public administration once by pretending that politics produced coherent public mandates. We denied the role of politics again by pretending that the problem could be solved by treating citizens in their role as voters, taxpayers or clients or obligates of government as “customers.” But we have to keep coming back to politics as public managers for the simple reason that we are spending public assets on behalf of publicly defined purposes, and the only means we have for figuring out what constitutes a publicly defined purpose, and legitimating it in the eyes of those affected by it,  is politics. What we find disappointing is how shabby the politics are that pretend to guide our actions.

One response, then, would be not to try to pretend that politics could be avoided in public management and administration, and not to accept politics as it now exists, but instead to enlarge and enrich the practice of politics in public administration. Note that that is one very important consequence of a delegation of authority from the center to the local. Once there are local governmental structures that are free to alter the use of public resources in response to local expressions of interest, and or different local circumstances, then a new and important political forum is opened up. We can imagine that this would increase the responsiveness of government to local concerns and conditions, and in that way, make government more responsive and more efficient, and more legitimate. 


We can also imagine that more individuals would become practiced in the politics of democratic decision-making in which they had to encounter and argue with their opponents, maybe even learn something about them, rather than skulk off to the voting booth and hope that “we” had more votes than “they.” That, in turn, might not only improve the quality of government decision-making, but also enhance the tolerance the citizens had for government’s decisions. In short, the more individuals who are engaged in politics, and the more that is at stake in them, the more they might begin to act as citizens who had to have the public interest at heart rather than as individual customers who thought they had the right and the expectation that government would cater to their interests. 


E. Local Government Managers in Political Roles


Whether that would be the result or not might depend a great deal on how skillfully local government managers acted in creating and guiding these political forums. Until recently, we have thought that some of the most important skills that public managers brought to the task of governing well were substantive expertise, technical expertise, and incorruptibility. All of these things turn out to be very different than the kinds of skills we associate with successful politicians, arbitrators, mediators, or facilitators. But it seems to me if we want our democratic governments to become more responsive to the will of collectives rather than individuals, then we cannot leave the problem of forming articulate, self-confident collectives of various shapes and sizes only to the politicians. We have to bring these activities and the skills to support them into the lives of public managers as well. 


All that seems particularly important in England right now. The reason is that a comfortable cultural hegemony is being broken down. Individuals have arrived in England, and are important to England’s future, but they don’t feel comfortable yet. They will form in collectives because they need to do so for their own protection and security, and because a liberal society allows them to do so. But much in the future will depend on how these collectives learn to interact with one another. And if the only forum where they do so is the national level, then one risks much more conflict and divisions than if they can also argue and compromise and have power at local levels. There is a huge political challenge facing England’s democracy, and its bureaucracy. I’m not sure the politics can be left entirely to the politicians. I think the managers will have to become involved. And it is there that the frontiers of practice in local administration lie.

Thanks for your attention and consideration. 

