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Chapter 1

Public Administration: Not Entirely
of the Past and Not Yet of the Future

If you do not know where you are going, any road will get you there...and
if you don't know where you are coming from, you may end up where you
began.

Lewis Carroll (paraphrased from) Alices Adventures in Wonderland.

from Persia to Rome, kings and emperors have relied on public adminis-

trations to transform their ideals about society into reality and to oversee
the affairs of government. Public administrations have taken different shapes and
forms in various parts of the world but they nonetheless have much in common.
They contribute to shaping societies. They give shape to concepts and values about
the exercise of power in society. They give form to the role of government and defi-
nition to the functioning of public institutions and organizations. Public adminis-
trations embody a concept about the relationship between people and government
from subservient vassal to an expanding concept of citizenship. In short, public
administrations embody concepts, principles, conventions and values.

Public administrations have existed since antiquity. From China to Egypt,

Periodically, profound changes emerge in society, and new sets of values come to
the fore that transform the role of government and the practice of public adminis-
tration. Recent decades have been marked by profound changes and a deep trans-
formation of the world we live in. The last 30 years have witnessed an increasing
number of global cascading failures, like the collapse of the real estate bubble in
the USA and the resulting financial crises of 2008, the effects of which were felt
around the world; events with unforeseen consequences, like the 2010 eruption of
the Eyjafjallajokull volcano in Iceland that brought air traffic in most of Europe to
a halt; and unpredictable natural disasters, like the 2011 tsunami along the north-
east coast of Japan with its devastating consequences for towns and lives, for public
health and the Japanese economy. Powerful and unexpected social unrest in the
Middle East and North Africa, facilitated in part by modern social networking
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The rule of law provided the stability and predictability needed for emerging in-
dustrial economies to flourish and contributed to social peace. No one, rich or
poor, was above the law that granted equal protection to all. Public administra-
tions operating under the rule of law valued impartiality, due process and compli-
ance, These values were well suited to the times, considering the relative youth of
many democratic governments during this period. Public administrations operat-
ing under these principles contributed immeasurably to the success of countries
undergoing industrialization and democratization during the late 19" and early
20" centuries.

While some characteristics of the Classic model are of enduring value, from time
to time, it is necessary to ensure that they live up to the initial aspirations. For in-
stance, laws are difficult to change and their cumulative impact may have perverse
effects. '*_I_'he challenge is to preserve the merit of a regime of law while avoiding
the rigidities that an accumulation of laws, norms and rules may create over time. |
Nowhere is this effect more visible than in the public sector.

Today, some characteristics of the Classic model act as barriers as governments
try to adapt to the changing reality of the 21* century. Different times require dif-
ferent approaches. Past practices need to evolve to take new realities into account.
Chief among these practices are a dualistic mental frame and a heavy reliance on
scientific management that are ill suited to addressing many of the complex issues
characteristic of the 21* century.

The Classic model of public administration reflects the dualistic way df looking at
the world that was predominant in the 20" century. This view would see a mat-
ter as being either public or private. A private matter would be left to the market
and individual initiatives. Government would worry about public matters. Once
a matter was in the public domain, the role of government would be to contain
demand and ration the use of public resources in a fair and equitable manner. As
a result, efficiency is the guiding principle of public administration, and perfor-
mance is improved through controls.

Nothing is as simple in practice. A number of issues overlap public, private and
civic interest: they require a pluralistic view of the world and a multifaceted ap-
proach to bring about viable solutions.

In fact, this dualistic view lies behind some of the intractable problems that many
countries have experienced in recent years, such as increasing health costs due

in part to an aging population and the rising cost of medication and new tech-
nologies. More public funding does not necessarily mean better public results.
Sometimes, finding a different way of framing the issue is the most important step

towards finding a viable solution. This may entail a different sharing of responsi-
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bility between government, people and society. Countries with the highest level
of total spending, the highest level of public spending or the heaviest reliance on
market forces do not necessarily achieve the best public health results, including
a long life expectancy and a low rate of child mortality. Japan spends significantly
less on healthcare per capita and less public funds as a percentage of GDP than
the United States,’ yet it outperforms the United States in most measures of pub-
lic health results.* Healthy life habits at home and in the family and a reasonable
standard of living have a significant impact on public health and on public health
costs.” _Multidimensiona] issues such as healthcare require a multifaceted way of
thinking and pluralistic solutions!

Looking at the world through a dualistic mental map is imbedded in the public
administration model inherited from the 20" century. It is reflected in the conven-
tional separation between politics and administration and between policy deci-
sions and their implementation. Actualizing these principles in practice has never
been as simple as it sounds, and their strict adherence may even lead to significant
policy failures.

Public policies are experiments and works in progress. Some start as broad politi-
cal aspirations that something should be different in society. Reducing poverty or
energy dependency, eliminating a deficit or improving public health, for example,
are all worthwhile goals. However, leaving the simplest public policies aside, most
do not emerge fully formed. They take shape through multiple interactions inside
and outside government on possible courses of action and involve decisions at
multiple levels.

The choice of delivery instrument sets the contours of the balance of responsibili-
ties between citizens, civic society, the market and the state. Choosing between di-
rect delivery, tax transfers to individuals or transfers to other levels of government
has significant consequences on the way societies are governed and leads to very
different results.

Policy decisions take shape and become real through an implementation process.
New knowledge acquired in practice transforms the initial policy intentions as
well as the methods of achieving them. There is no strict separation between pub-
lic policy decisions and implementation. Both form part of an integrated, experi-
ential learning process in which politics and public administrations share respon-
sibility for the ultimate results.

The Classic model has internalized and institutionalized a dualistic view of the
world reflected in multiple separations between means and ends, facts and values,
thoughts and actions, policy decisions and implementation.” Today, government
needs a multidimensional view of the world to address some of the most intricate
and complex problems of our times.
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Scientific Management

Scientific management was a strong driver of efficiency for organizations and coun-
tries undergoing industrialization. Its influence was first felt in the private sector, but
was quickly adopted by the public sector. Scientific management contributed to the
view that there is “one best way” of achieving results. By breaking down complicated
operations into simpler tasks, measuring routines, codifying the most efficient ones
and applying rigorous process controls, it was thought possible to improve perfor-
mance and achieve better results in most, if not all, circumstances.

Scientific management in public administration contributed to the efficient mass
production of standardized public services; payments to veterans issued on time
and with minimal errors, public works projects undertaken according to plan,
standardized curricula in public schools, efficient tax-collection agencies free
from corruption or leakage of public funds, etc.

The approach contributed to the efficient functioning of public organizations,
‘and was particularly appropriate for managing tangible public services provided
directly by government agencies without intermediaries, Scientific management
works best in relatively stable and predictable environments.:

Scientific management remains valid today for predictable services that lend
themselves to precise routine, repetition and codification. However, these types of
service represent a declining fraction of government services. Today, an increas-
ing range of public services are information-and knowledge-based. They require
direct interaction between user and provider. The quality and the nature of the ser-
vice depend on the accumulated knowledge and know-how of the public servant
providing it. They defy codification, except in the broadest terms, They require the
exercise of a high level of discretion that the Classic model was trying to prevent.

Going Beyond

The Classic model inherited from the 20 century provided a solid foundation for
modern public administration, which includes the primacy of the rule of law, a com-
mitment to due process in serving the public good, a concern for efficiency in ser-
vice delivery and for probity in the use of public funds. It laid the basis for a strong
system of accountability that runs through every level of public administration.

' Public administrations moulded on this model have proven remarkably stable in
different circumstances around the world. But the test of a strong theory is not
just its staying power: it is its resilience, which implies an ability to adapt to new
and unforeseen circumstances. Public administration as a discipline lags behind
the changes taking place in practice. It needs to integrate the foundations inherited

from the past, the lessons learned over the past 30 years and the imperatives of
serving in the 21% century,
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THIRTY YEARS OF REFORMS

‘The current practice of public administration draws from the Classic n?odcl of
public administration discussed above; the neo-bureaucratic model, built upon
rational decision making; the institutional model of the 1950s and 1960s rooted
in behavioural sciences; and the public choice model, with its reliance on political
economy. In the 1980s, a new generation of reforms took shape, which became
known as New Public Management (NPM).

There is no particular need to unpack the underlying principles of each model. Gen-
crally, they are an extension of the Classic model. NPM raised t.o new levels !:he
separation between politics and administration and between pubhc policy-making
and its implementation. NPM intensified some aspects of sc1entlﬁc.man_agement,
leading toa substantial increase of ex ante controls and ex post quantification.

Public sector reforms during the 1980s and 1990s showed some important similari-
ties. Some focused on restoring the fiscal health of government or rebalanci_ng .the
role of government in society. Some attempted to seize the lbeneﬁt:v. of globalization
while mitigating its negative impacts; but most focused on improving perform.ance,
efficiency and productivity. They encouraged integrated service delivery and paid at-
tention to user satisfaction. They adopted various e-government approaches to lev-
erage the power of information and communication technologies.

More recently, some reforms started to explore a different relationship between .the
state and its citizens. They are experimenting with hybrid models of co-operation
that bring together the public, private and civic sectors.® They .include various ap-
proaches to citizen engagement and various forms of co-creation and co-produc-
tion between public agencies and users.

The reforms of the past 30 years had a number of positive effects, but they represent
an incomplete journey because they did not solve some fundamental pmbfen?s that
stem from living in a post-industrial era.’ Public organizations are not yet aligned,
in theory or in practice, with the global context or with the complex problems they
are expected to address." To serve in the 21% century and to meet the.: challenges of
our times, we need a different way of looking at public administration—one that
resonates more meaningfully with our experience and the world we live in.

WIDENING GAPS

While most people would agree that one model cannot fit all situations: 'll.'l real?ty,
this is frequently what happens in the public sector. The public admlr}lstraUDn
model that emerged in Western Europe and the United States of Amerlc.a at the
turn of the 20™ century has been framed as a set of ideas and prescriptions ex-
pected to suit most circumstances.
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According to this view, the public sector, private sector and civil society operate
in separate spheres, each with its own norms and values, Government operates at
a relative distance from society and citizens. In democratic societies, citizens have
a periodic connection with their government during elections, which creates the
possibility for change and adjustments.

For the most part, our systems of governance are conceived as a relatively closed Sys-
tem where public organizations exercise public authority, and politics are bundled
into public institutions. Public institutions contribute to the stability and predict-
ability of life in society. However, they also have the effect of hollowing out politics
from society by bringing inside the decisions that give meaning to living in society.

'By design, public organizations inherited from the 20% century have a low adap-

tive capacity. They were built to mass produce public services and achieve pre-
determined results. They were not expected to adapt to changing circumstances
on their own.|They were not wired to innovate or discover new ways of fulfilling
their missions. In general, public organizations have a low tolerance for risk. Their
internal systems cause them to adapt slowly and even to resist change.

Public sector leaders who have led public sector reforms are very familiar with
these characteristics. In spite of the unprecedented pace of reforms over the last 30
years and of the heroic efforts of some political leaders and administrators around
the world to bring about change, many reforms have come and gone without leav-
ing much impact as the traditional ways reaffirm themselves over time.

With few exceptions, in most countries the fundamentals of public administra-
tion today remain more or less the same as at the turn of the 20 century. This is a
precarious position for government to find itself in. The gap is widening between
theory and practice, between practice and people’s expectations and between col-

lective aspirations and the collective capacity to bring about viable solutions to the
issues of our times.

Practitioners know about these wideni ng gaps from experience, and a number of

scholars have reached similar conclusions by analyzing the situation from different
perspectives.'!

A useful way of appreciating the widening gaps between theory and the reality of
practice is to compare, even if cursorily, some of the underlying assumptions of the
Classic model with what is happening in practice.

Citizenship

Beginning at the turn of the 20" century, a movement progressed across many de-
mocracies that made citizens the bearers of equal rights and obligations under the
law. This was a major accomplishment. The law grants the rights and defines the ob-
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ligations associated with citizenship. These rights include the right to vote a.nd to se-
lect those who represent the interests of citizens and make decisions on their behalf,

‘Ihe traditional approach to public administration “crowds out” the contribution
of citizens* in many ways. It undervalues the role that people, families apd com-
munities play in producing public results and creating a society worth living in.

Today, citizenship has taken on a broader definition and meaning. Citizensf‘lip
is an integrating concept."” People are simultaneously members of their family,
community, country and chosen communities of interest, no matter where t.hose
communities reside." In the connected world of the 21* century, we are all citizens
of the world.

Citizens are political beings. The politics of citizenship is the.poh'tics of participa-
tion'* when people act as members of a community to achu?ve results. ll\.dodmjn
communication and information technologies are transforming the relationship
between citizens and the state. They are allowing people to interact with their pub-
lic institutions in new ways and to ensure that their voices are heard. As some
countries have recently discovered, the politics of the connected world cannot be
contained within public institutions.'-_'_[he notion that citizens are not merely the
users or beneficiaries of public services but value creators fmd co-producers of
public results is turning public administration on its head." |

The Public Interest

Under the Classic model, political authorities determined the public interest. Their
decisions amounted to carrying out the public will. In this regard, citizens played
no direct role once they elected their representative (in democratic contexts) or
once they conferred legitimacy on or submitted to the rule of political authorities
(in non-democratic contexts).

Today, the public interest can best be described as a coﬂectilve enterpris.e that in-
volves government and many other actors. Governments a{:hu?ve res.ults ina wor].d
characterized by a broad dispersion of power and authority involving the public
sector, the private sector, civil society and citizens,"”

No government and no country controls all the tools or has access to all the IEVCI:S
to address the complex problems people really care about. Most government ac-
tivities and services are not final results: they are intermediate steps in long chains
of activities involving many organizations working across government and across
sectors toward achieving desired public outcomes. Co-ordinating vast operations
that extend beyond the control of government is one of the trademarks of public
administration in the 21* century.

Over the last 30 years, a recurring theme in public sector reforms has been the
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growth of non-traditional, non-hierarchical and often non-governmental ap-
proaches to service delivery." Hence, indirect tools such as grants, loans, insur-
ance, transfers to other levels of government and tax credits account for the bulk
of government spending today. These instruments break the link in the traditional
accountability model between funding decisions and service delivery since they
put public resources in the hands of individuals and organizations thought to be
in a better position to achieve the desired public outcomes. New forms of account-
ability for results are needed to take account of this situation.'*

V\_a’e are a long way from government acting as the primary agent in providing
fil rect and tangible public services. Public services today are increasingly indirect,
intangible and intermediate steps in achieving complex public results.

The Role of Government

The Classic model saw government as the primary provider of public services.
This no longer resonates with the array of roles most governments are called upon
to play in the 21* century.

'One of government’s key roles is to define and search for ways to balance the au-
thority of the state with the reliance on the power of others to advance the collec-
tive interest. In other words, its role is to integrate the contribution of government,
people and society in a common system of governance able to adapt to changing
circumstances, and where government co-evolves with society.?|

The role of government transforms society and society transforms the role of gov-
ernment. Government forms part of a vast ecosystem where the economic, social,
technological and environmental systems are intertwined.

OPEN SYSTEM OF GOVERNANCE

Public organizations exist to serve the public good and the collective interest. This
is the normative foundation of the state and the public sector apparatus, However,
in today’s changing reality, which includes a global economy, networked societies
and a fragile biosphere, there is a need to explore anew what it means to serve the
public good and the collective interest.?!

From Closed Systems

A system is a group of elements or units that have a common purpose. Open systems
interact with other systems and with their external environment. Closed systems
have relatively little interaction with other systems or with the outside environment.??

Applying ideas about open and closed systems to public organizations has its limi-
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tations, but it can be helpful in breaking away from conventional ways of thinking
to explore new ideas.” '

A closed-system perspective would view public organizations as operating relatively
independently of one another and of their environment. In this context, a depart-
ment or public agency would be expected to operate on its own with minimal inter-
action with others. As a closed system, a public agency would focus on managing in-
ternal matters, such as production, technology, personnel, equipment and finances.
All systems have boundaries. In the case of closed systems, the boundaries provide a
firm delineation of roles and responsibilities. Something is either in or out.

Closed-system organizations pay little attention to external factors or to their po-
tential impact on the organization because they do not expect these factors to be
directly relevant to how the organization functions. Closed-system organizations
assume that they do not require complex interactions with their environment.*

The public sector was designed and has operated as a relatively closed system, with
the political system and the electoral process being its most open parts. This goes
some way to explain why public organizations find it difficult to evolve as changes
occur in society, why issues reach crisis proportion before corrective measures are
introduced and why public sector reforms require heroic efforts. A closed system
has great difficulty detecting the early signs of change. It does not have the built-
in agility to adapt with ease and parsimony of effort to changing circumstances.”
This does not bode well for what lies ahead.

To Open Systems

The concept of open systems originated from the natural sciences and has been
used in organizational theory since the 1960s.** Understanding a concept is one
thing: changing things in practice is quite another.

An open concept of governance would see the economic, social, political, tech-
nological and environmental systems as intertwined and interdependent. Open-
system public organizations would continually exchange with their environment.
They would take in information, ideas, energy and resources and then transform
and release them with reciprocal effects on the environment.” In this context, or-
ganizations are part and parcel of their environment.

Open-system public organizations have form and order. This is not a chaotic vi-
sion of how government may function. They have sub-systems to manage the
multiple interfaces and exchanges across multiple boundaries; exploratory and
adaptive systems to collect, process and make sense of information on changing
circumstances; management systems to resolve conflict, and allocate resources;
boundaries that display flexibility to interact with others; and plasticity to connect
and reconnect parts, units and functions as needed.
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The main difference between closed
sity of the interactions with the
closed systems comes

. and open systems is the complexity and den-
: I environment. The choice between open and
own to a judgment about the complexity of the world we

;Eled plartf:apau?ts in the Nev'v Sy.nthesis Project share the view that the Classic
odel of public administration inherited from the 20" century is insuffici

prepare governments to face the challenges of the 21+ century. The ke wlrilt o

then become What does it take to solve peacefully some of the.toughes}; ﬁsmﬁ

complex problems of our time?
» and What can we do to
face the challenges of these times? AR

~ Chapter 2

What is Different About Serving
in the 21° Century?

The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level of
thinking we were at when we created them.

Albert Einstein (paraphrased).

hat is so different about serving in the 21* century? Every generation,
Wpublic servants are called upon to face the challenges of their time.
While they build on what came before them, they must chart an origi-
nal course because “we have not been there before.” The same is true for the men

and women who will accept to shoulder, for a time or for most of their career, the
burden of serving citizens in the 214 century.

In some cases, these public servants will be able to stand on the shoulders of those
who came before them, but in most cases, they will need to chart a new course
since they face new circumstances and unique challenges. They are the first gen-
eration of public servants to face simultaneously difficult, complicated and an in-
creasing number of complex public policy issues. They are the first generation to
serve in a world where virtual communities contribute to shaping the issues and
transforming the context in which public policy challenges must be met. They are
called upon to serve in a context characterized by increasing uncertainty, volatility
and unpredictability. These are not differences of degree but differences of nature.
Such changes and many others transform the role of government, of public orga-
nizations and of the people within them.

Public sector reforms before the mid-1990s were essentially related to the challenges
of an industrial world in transft:'on_.' These reforms pre-date the virtual world: today,
data, information and content can be transmitted and shared instantly around the
globe to be reassembled in unpredictable ways. They pre-date social networking:
today, citizens in Brazil can use an Internet blog to collectively elaborate a new
framework for Internet governance, and a revolution in Egypt can be triggered on
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Facebook, with unpredictable and unexpected consequences. They pre-date the
emergence of China, India and Brazil as global economic engines and the transfor-
mation of the geo-political worlds that ensued. Public servants serving today and

in the coming years will need to find peaceful solutions to an increasing number
of complex issues in a world that was inhabited by 1.6 billon people in 1900°, 6.1
billion in 2000* and will soon reach 10 billion.5

Their challenge is daunting, They deserve all the help they can get; and this starts
by acknowledging that substantial differences exist to serving in the 21* century
compared to any earlier time,

DIFFICULT, COMPLICATED, COMPLEX

Governments have always been called upon to make difficult decisions, undertake
complicated initiatives and face complex problems characteristic of the period.
This is not in dispute. Nonetheless, the current circumstances are different in some
ways and more challenging in many others.@ne challenge is to determine what
can be handled in the traditional way and what must be done differently.®|

Governments have always been called upon to face difficult problems. Setting pri-
orities and making choices have always been difficult, For example, eliminating a
sizable deficit is “merely” a difficult problem, although it is hard to believe when
one is in the middle of such a heart-wrenching exercise. This entails making choices
among equally deserving public purposes and making tough decisions about what
should be preserved for the future. It requires reconciling future needs with what
could garner a sufficient degree of public support in the short term to move forward.

When dealing with difficult problems, governments know what actions are possi-
ble, and have relatively good knowledge of their most likely impacts. Some difficult
problems are best addressed incrementally, others by swift action. Governments
must choose the most promising course of action while recognizing the possibil-
ity of unintended consequences. Historical data, computer modelling and expert
advice are useful in identifying the preferred course of action. In the end, govern-
ment will make tough decisions and address difficult problems.

Governments have always been relied on to undertake | complicated initiatives.
These may be complicated because of their scale, scope or the intricate nature of

the enterprise.” Trade agreements, tax reforms or international treaty negotiations
are examples of complicated exercises. :

In many cases, the complication stems from the fact that, although there are cause-
to-effect relationships, the impact may be difficult to assess because the actions and
the results are separated in time.*The true impact will only become fully known
years into the future| This is the case, for example, for the economic stimulus pro-
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prams launched by many countries facing recessions stemming fn.)m the global
financial crisis in 2008. It is also the case for most social policies, whlcll often hav'u
deferred impacts over many years. Careful monitml'ing, daFa .col]ectnon and quanti-
lication allow governments to assess the impact of the policies and programs Fhey
introduce and to make adjustments incrementally. Over time, government actions
and their impact will become fully known.

Some initiatives are complicated because of their intricate nature. These inituftives
may involve an elaborate web of actions where a single misstep may lead to fallt}re.
Sending a man to the moon, for example, is a complicated and intricate operation
with high associated risks.’

The failure of a complicated initiative may unleash a complex set of events with
unknown consequences. Drilling for oil in the Gulf of Mexico is a com.phca.ted
undertaking that takes place at the edge of scientific knowl.edge and engineering
expertise. A failure can unleash a complex set of events w1tl"1 Pnknowu eFolqgl—
cal, sociological, economical and political consequences. A military operation isa
complicated initiative. Successful or not, it unleashes a complex set of events with
unpredictable consequences.

Addressing complicated problems requires careful planning, staying power and
sustained effort, sometimes over many years." Prudence dictates that risk assess-
ment, contingency and mitigation strategies form part of the approach when un-
dertaking a complicated initiative."

Governments today have the added responsibility of addressing _cqf?tplex issuies,
These issues are characterized by a broad dispersion of power and a high degree of
interdependence. They are taking shape in the increasingly uncertain context of our
global economy and networked societies. They manifest a high degree (?f unprechcf-
ability and display emergent characteristics.”” They cannot be solved m.the tfach-
tional way since they cannot easily be broken apart."” More knowledge is unlikely

to bring about a solution. In most cases, they require a holistic and participative " ~

approach since they require the contributions of multiple actors," Multi!:ile micro
strategies are more likely to lead to better results' than the centrally conf:e{v‘ed. masl;
ter plans used for addressing difficult issues or undertaking complicated initiatives.

Shocks, crises and global cascading failures are characteristic of the world we live in.
It is highly probable that their frequency will continue to increase.

Complex problems are different from difficult issues and complicated undertal.(ings‘
They display dynamic complexity when the interactions across systems are so :::ter—
twined that the issue can only be resolved by looking at the system as alwhqle. The
problem of deforestation in the Amazon cannot be resolved by ‘focumn.g on forest
management or any other single dimension. The economic, 50(:13.1, enwrol?n-fental
and cultural systems are inexorably linked. A viable solution requires a fwhsﬂc un-
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derstanding of the whole environment and a multifaceted approach.'

Complex problems may display social complexity when the facts and the nature of
the problem are contested and when positions are entrenched.” Global warming
is a case in point, where the existence of the problem is contested and where data
are used as ammunition to further entrench positions rather than to find com-
mon ground for action. In such cases, the problem definition that matters most
(imperfect though it may be) is one that is jointly arrived at by the various parties
working together because it may open up the possibility for joint action. Complex
issues require a participative approach to problem definition and to concerted ac-
tion.* Viable solutions exceed the capacity of any one actor on its own::

Complex situations also exist when the future is undetermined, when situations

are in a state of flux and can go in a number of directions or when the trajectory
from the past is broken !

Generative complexity® can bring a society to the limit of chaos. It may lead to
conflict and social unrest, but it may also lead to a new path and a better future.
The events leading to the reconciliation process in South Africa, to the fall of the
Berlin wall and the reunification of Germany, and more recent events in the Mid-
dle East and North Africa are of that nature, Complex issues are prone to cascad-
ing effects.”” They can have deep underlying causes that go on for years before
reaching a tipping point that will irreversibly change the course of events.2!

Complex issues require emergent solutions,? a willingness to co-create? and to
“learn as we go™” Trying to understand complex phenomena by taking them apart
and studying their constituent parts is pointless: emergent situations cannot be
understood or addressed that way.

For good measure, we can add to this picture the fact that a number of complicated
systems that societies rely upon are becoming more complex as the density of con-
nections within and among systems increases. This is the case for food, water and
energy supply systems It is also true for information, communication and finan-
cial systems. Complex and densely connected systems are prone to cascading fail-
ures. This is how the inadequate trimming of a tree near a power line can cause a
cascading failure across a power grid and a blackout affecting millions of people.?*
This is how a small but faulty computer algorithm at a mutual fund company can

trigger the largest recorded drop in stock market history in the United States of
America,”

Different Issues, Different Ways

So, what does it take to solve some of the most complex and intractable problems of our
time? Increased complexity and uncertainty do not mean that governments are power-
less, far from it. Instead, they need different approaches and different ways of thinking,
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Complex issues involve many interacting agents acting simultaneously. Each ac-
tion has limited effect, but the power of multiple small steps moving in a similar
direction can dramatically change the course of events.”® Each action transforms
the context and affects the actions that others take. The behaviour of the overall
system is not linear: in most cases, direct cause-to-effect relationships cannot be
found. In fact, the interaction among the various elements is the main organizing
principle.

The self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, a 26-year-old fruit vendor, in Tuni-
sia on 17 December 2010 became the tipping point that unleashed a sequence of
events that resulted in ousting the country’s president 28 days later. Within weeks,
the protest movement spread from Tunisia to Egypt, Libya, Yemen and Syria. The
cvents surrounding Mohamed Bouazizi may have been the tipping point, but the
root causes were multiple and much deeper. Tunisia has long been plagued by high
unemployment, food price inflation, poor living conditions and corruption: The
region has lagged behind developments in other parts of the world, and citizens
lacked some of the rights many people elsewhere enjoyed.

Many different elements interact with one another in complex systems. The inter-
actions produce emergent phenomena that are greater than the sum of their parts
and that transform their constituent elements, Complex systems are simultane-
ously top-down and bottom-up: they can best be approached as nested networks
of relationships.*|

Today, an increasing number of people, groups and organizations make impor-
tant decisions™ in an increasing number of places. As a result, there is growing
[fragmentation. Their decisions are influenced by the decisions of others and ‘by
the expectation of what others may do: there is increasing interdependence. Wlth
fragmentation and interdependence come uncertainty, volatility and unprecll.ct-
ability.” The ubiquity of modern information and communication technologies
means that these changes can spread at the speed of light. Similar patterns may
appear and evolve at different speeds and at different scales. The unfolding of the
global financial crisis in 2008 is an example. The patterns of troubling m‘ortgage
financing practices in some financial institutions were symptomatic of similar pat-
terns in other financial institutions across the international financial system. All
of this puts a premium on the capacity of government to anticipate, monitor and
intervene ahead of time when the collective interest demands it.*

We live in a networked society that consists of a web of networks interacting with
each other. In this context, the role of government is more difficult and challenging
than ever. Complex issues put a premium on the capacity of government to take
account of a multitude of interdependencies among actors, sectors and parts of the
world, and to work across boundaries.

Most complex issues cross political jurisdictions, organizational mandates, soci-
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etal sectors, professions and disciplines. Addressing them requires new forms of

co-operation and a willingness to co-create solutions. Complex issues are multi-
faceted: they play out differently at different scales. Local issues can quickly be-
come global issues, and issues emerging on a global scale may have devastating
impacts at the local level.” The implications of global warming for residents in the

low-lying coastal areas of Indonesia are vastly different than they are for those in
the corporate towers of world capitals.

The search for solutions requires the capacity to think holistically, to discover pat-
terns where none were seen before, and a capacity to design and pursue multiple
micro interventions that accelerate the potential for learning as we go.* The search

for solutions also requires taking preventative action to reduce vulnerabilities and
path dependencies.

CITIZENS AS CREATORS OF PUBLIC VALUE

Changes in the global context are transforming the role of government, public in-
stitutions and public organizations. But the challenge of serving in the 21* century
does not only mean facing new issues: it means doing things differently.

Providing Services to Citizens

The public administration model of the 20™ century saw citizens as voters and
taxpayers with rights and obligations under the law. People were also users and
beneficiaries of public services. Governments were the primary provider of public

services fo citizens who had little or no role to play in the development, design and
production of public services.

In the public administration model of the early 20" century, people are credited
with little or no ability to solve collective problems. As Nobel Laureate, Elinor Os-
trom, points out, “One of the distorted views stemming from the presumption the
government should fix community problems is viewing citizens...as helpless and
incapable™ This approach to public administration has “crowded out” the contri-
bution of society in solving public problems,* It has devalued the role played by
citizens, families and community groups in the creation of public goods.

This view of public administration has had a number of perverse consequences.
It leads to sub-optimal public results at a higher overall cost to society. In other
words, no society is rich enough to provide for or to buy those things that people,
families, neighbourhoods and communities provide freely.”

Public policies built on the assumption that people cannot contribute to address-
ing issues disempower individuals and create dependencies. Excluding people
from the design of public policies and the delivery of public services erodes their
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self-reliance and depletes the social capital that is essential for society to adapt
and prosper in an uncertain environment. Public services designed in this way
increase individual vulnerability and undermine social resilience.

When government takes charge of an issue, it “owns the problem” Govement
becomes responsible for defining the issue, finding the solution and taking ap-
propriate action to bring about the desired outcome. This approach creates an ex-
pectation that government has the capacity, the means and the resources to.brmg
about a viable solution. If the results do not meet public expectations, as is fre-
quently the case, government becomes the target of public grievances and faces
pressing demands for additional action.

At the root of this situation is the fact that many public policy issues are beyond
the reach of government working alone, even when using an increasing amount
of public funds. Mounting public costs and declining public satisfaction feed a
spiral of declining trust that leads to even more calls for someone—a.nyone!—to
“do something” and “take swift action” even if they are unlikely to bring abcn..lt a
satisfactory solution, since a viable solution would require the active contribution
of people working with government.

Such situations do not arise because public agencies are doing a poor job or be-
cause public servants are somehow wanting compared to their predecessors. They
arise because a disconnect exists between what government can actually do and
what requires a collective effort that involves government working with citizens,
families and communities.

Creating Value with Citizens

People are the main value creators for a number of traditional public goods and an
increasing number of public policy issues. To be sure, government is an actor l.lke
no other.” It can give voice to collective aspirations.* It can reconcile conflicting
positions and give a sense of direction conducive to collective action. But when
it comes to actually producing public outcomes, the capacity of government act-
ing on its own is more limited than is frequently acknowledged.”” Governments
can tax and spend to build public schools; they can provide a publicly funded
healthcare system; they can hire and deploy law enforcement officers. Nonetheless,
citizens are the main contributors to public health, public literacy and public safety
through the decisions they make and the actions they take in their own lives, in the
privacy of their homes or in their communities.
’ = M

Traditionally, public administration has focused on actions within the control c.)f
government. This perspective is too narrow to account for the contribution of ml:llti-
ple actors. As a result, it reduces the range of options open to government to a.u:hl.eve
better public results at a lower overall cost to society. A government-centric view
obscures the long chain of interconnected actions involved in achieving most public
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results. It leads to an excessive focus on the efficiency of government operations and
pays insufficient attention to the potential for effectiveness that a broader perspec-
tive would help reveal.

The presumption that government agencies produce most public goods and ser-
vices is misleading. More schools do not necessarily lead to better educational re-
sults. Beyond the role played by government agencies and the use of public funds,
other factors are at play. As the work done by the OECD’s Program for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (PISA) demonstrates, a country’s relative wealth (as
measured by GDP per capita) or the level of public spending per student does
not entirely explain its educational results.® A culture that values education and
learning, a supportive family environment and the commitment and efforts of the
learners has a significant impact on the ultimate outcome.

Crowding out the contribution of people is “a waste of human and material re-
sources.” It raises the overall cost to society of achieving collective results.

Achieving Results with Citizens

Governments have progressively learned about the limitations of past approaches
to solving public policy issues and achieving public results. Shifting from provid-
ing service to citizens to achieving results with citizens Opens up new avenues to
integrate the public, private and civic spheres.

An increasing number of public results and public policies must be rethought
from the perspective of public results as a shared responsibility of public agen-
., cies working with people and communities. A growing body of evidence exists of
strong correlations between the active role of people and communities in service
desig_n and delivery and user satisfaction®; between participation and life satisfac-
tion"’; and between an active citizenry, self-reliance and community resilience.’’

The concept of co-production, which is the shared and reciprocal activities of
public agencies and people to produce results of public value, helps break away
from the traditional concepts of the production of public services through direct
government delivery or through contractual arrangements.* The central ideas of
co-production are that people using public services are not a drain on the system
but an asset, and that no country is rich enough to ignore this source of wealth.*
The relationship between public servants and users shifts from one of subordina-
tion and dependency to one of parity, mutuality and reciprocity.

Co-production is a non-contractual arrangement that helps bring government,
people and society together. It operates at the individual and societal levels. At the
societal level, it brings together the non-market and market economies. ™ It provides
an opportunity to restore the balance between what government is best positioned
to do, what citizens can do for themselves, and what is best accomplished together.
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Modern information and communication technologies are accelerating the pace
of change by giving people and government the means to work together in new
ways.”! Web 2.0 technologies and applications are creating new forms of social
interaction. Knowledge can be assembled, recombined and repackaged in new and
powerful ways to further accelerate the pace of innovation in society. Technology
is not simply an enabler or a driver of change: it is part and parcel of the way we
live in the 21* century. Governments are undergoing an unprecedented transfor-
mation from a “government-to-you” to a “government-with-you™* approach that
entails a profound shift in relationships and in the exercise of power in society.

SERVING BEYOND THE PREDICTABLE

The role of government in the 21 century is not limited to what government can
do on its own or even what it can co-produce with others. Its role extends to serv-
ing the public good and the collective interest in all circumstances: when govern-
ment is directly involved, when it creates an enabling environment for others to
act or when society enjoys great freedom to pursue individual interests.

Government is the ultimate guardian of the collective interest, in good times and
bad, in predictable and unpredictable circumstances. It is the steward of the col-
lective interests and the insurer of last resort for the worst failures and crises of our
times, be they pandemics, natural disasters, economic meltdowns or social unrest.

Governments are called upon to serve beyond the predictable and in the expand-
ing public space forged by the interaction between our networked society and
multiple virtual communities, They must act with imperfect knowledge, while
knowing that many events are beyond their control. Their role is to leverage the
collective capacity to influence the course of events toward a better future and to
help society adapt and prosper even in the face of adversity and unforeseen cir-
cumstances.

Shocks, Risks and Cascading Failures

In an increasingly uncertain, volatile and unpredictable context, the notions of
risk and risk management take on a different meaning. Recent events are stark
reminders of the role of the state and the impact of unforeseen events on gov-
ernment. The earthquake on 11 March 2011 in Japan was the most powerful in
that country’s history. The toll in death and missing people exceeds 25,000. The
psychological damage is incalculable. The economic losses are estimated to be
over US$300 billion. This far exceeds what private insurers can absorb. A US$50
billion publicly-funded reconstruction plan has been announced, suggesting that
households and government will bear most of the financial burden. The Japanese
have an admirable resilience and a strong capacity to come together in the face of
adversity. Reconstruction will take place and Japan will prosper again.
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The role of government in serving the collective interest in the face of catastrophic
events with low probability of occurrence extends to prevention, mitigation and
decision making on the level of risk society is able to bear. In the end, government
and society as a whole will bear the costs. Governments can do much to build the
capacity of their societies to absorb unpredictable shocks, and they may be wise to
build some degree of redundancy in the most vital systems to help society rebound
in the aftermath of unforeseen eventé.

Crises and shocks are not necessarily the result of natural disasters. They are more
frequently the result of human activities. The financial crises and bank failures
that began in 2008 were preventable. They may have been the result of a number
of factors, including lax oversight functions, weak regulatory frameworks, greed,
excessive risk-taking and an excessively laisser-faire approach on the part of many
actors, including governments. As a result, massive private risks were converted
into public risks as the insolvability of financial institutions was converted into a
national deficit and debt, the impact of which society will bear for years to come.

In our globally connected world, the economic, social and political systems are
intertwined. A precautionary approach to serving the public interest has implica-
tions for the role of government well beyond the programs under its control.

Government functions in an ecosystem of interrelated systems that are constantly
adapting to one another and that bring the economic, social, civic and political
spheres closer together.

Connected World and Virtual Communities

We live in a connected world where virtual communities play a significant role.
Between 2000 and 2008, the number of cell-phone users increased from 1 billion
to more than 4 billion, and the number of Internet users from 2.5 billion to more
than 10 billion.” As of 2011, more than a dozen virtual communities had over 100
million active members.™

The growing array of technologies that connect people with information and with
each other are not simply enablers or drivers of change in society; they are part of
how we live in the 21* century. They make it remarkably easy to access and dis-

seminate ideas and to collaborate close to home or across vast distances. Modern

information and communication technologies and the networks of relationships

they enable are accelerating the pace of change. This has important implications
for government.

The rise of social networking and social media is causing a “disruptive shift” in
the traditional balance of knowledge and decision-making power between gov-
ernment and citizens. The best insight about emergent phenomena may not rest
with government. It might lie in self-organized social networks and in the multiple
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relationships citizens have built in their local or globally dispersed communities of
interest, The best means of action may not be in government’s hands. Citizens and
other actors have invaluable information and capacities to offer. Enabled in part by
modern technologies, citizens and other actors can devise innovative solutions to
public issues.*® Governments need to leverage the power of others. The knowledge,
capabilities and loci for action are broadly dispersed.

To do this, governments need to participate in social media and social network-
ing platforms, most of which are decidedly more open and dynamic than govern-
ments are accustomed to.* In these virtual communities of interest, the contribu-
tions people make are more significant than the positions they hold; relationships
involve high levels of reciprocity. Governments cannot simply tap into these com-
munities to “take” ideas—they must “give” as well. The power of social networking
is available only to organizations prepared to participate and share.

A more connected world is changing the way public organizations operate. It as-
sumes that it is easy to connect people, knowledge and ideas when and where
needed, and that it is possible to connect communities, networks, organizations
and institutions at low or no incremental cost. This connectivity enables distribu-
ted operating models. It represents a dispersion of power and authority in society.
It generates “systemic serendipity,” where distributed knowledge is re-assembled
and reconnected in unpredictable ways.

While the Internet and social networks can accelerate the pace of innovation, they
create new risks and give rise to new challenges for government. In the Internet
age, it is difficult to know “what’s what” Before the information and communi-
cations “explosion,” public servants drew from a limited set of sources for facts,
evidence and analysis. They could easily verify the credibility of these sources and
the reliability of the information. The exclusivity of this model was its weakness.
‘The connected world offers vast amounts of information from diverse sources. It
puts the knowledge of the world at our fingertips and yet makes it increasingly dif-
ficult to answer “How do we know what we know?” This puts a premium on gov-
ernment’s ability to discriminate credible from non-credible ideas and to extract
meaning from diffused and disaggregated information.

In the Internet age, good and bad analysis, trustworthy information and misinfor-
mation can all “go viral”” Viruses play a positive and negative role. In nature, they
connect and recombine DNA in ways that contribute to evolution. They can also
have a devastating impact. In the same way, data and information can be prob-
lematically recombined, misconstrued and misused. Social networks can be ef-
fective instruments for quick mobilization and, just as some viruses spread fast,
information can go viral well before government has time to understand an issue
or consider a possible response.

Modern information and communications technologies are compressing time-
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lines. Traditional public

: administration values rational planning that balances
short-, mid-

and long-term priorities. Those in government today need to manage
all these timelines simultaneously, focusing on what is happening in “real time”
without losing sight of what matters most for the future.

Like any tool, the Web has potential for good or bad. Unlike other technologies,
however, it also has the potential to self-correct the problems it creates with the
same ease by which it can spread misinformation. Wikipedia, where contributors
and ultimately a hierarchy make sure that the information is as accurate as pos-
sible, is a prime example. The question is not whether the Web is good or bad. It is
part of the way we live and of who we are as citizens of the world.

Chapter 3

A New Synthesis of
Public Administration

We are not what we know but what we are willing to learn.

Mary Catherine Bateson.

but most of the actual work took place between the spring of 2009 and

December 2010. The project was launched explicitly to explore the new
frontiers of public administration in the hope of providing practitioners with a
narrative supported by powerful examples that would better equip them to face
the challenges of serving in the 21* century.

The ideas leading to the New Synthesis Project took shape over several years,

Public administration needs a new synthesis; one that will coherently
integrate past theories, conventions, principles and practices of enduring
values with new ones that respond to today’s challenges.'

A significant amount of the work was accomplished through an international
collaborative network comprised of practitioners and academics from Australia,
Brazil, Canada, the Netherlands, Singapore and the United Kingdom. The partici-
pants shared the view that there are significant differences to serving in the 21*
century. They also shared a common commitment to preparing their respective
countries for the challenges ahead. By working together, they were accelerating
their own learning and benefiting from the diversity of ideas and experiences that
a collective international network can provide. The network was deliberately kept
small to ensure rapid progress. Nevertheless, a high level of diversity of practice
was ensured by bringing together representatives from countries large and small,
densely populated and not, with varying degrees of economic development and
different models of governance including presidential and parliamentary systems.

Each participating country contributed actively to the research and provided case
studies. The most important discussions took place around a series of internation-
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