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To understand the potential benefits of recognizing society's dependence on its public managers to locate opportunities to create scraps of public value, it is valuable to identify the ways in which public sector managers might usefully contribute to this discussion. Three ways seem particularly important.


Advising on Policy


The most common and acceptable way in which public managers such as the town librarian participate in efforts to define public value is by being solicited for their advice on the feasibility and effectiveness of policy initiatives. Generally speaking, legislators, chief elected officials, and their appointees (those explicitly authorized by democratic theory to determine what is valuable) will, as a procedural matter, invite public sector managers to comment on the advisability of undertaking or continuing public enterprises. True, such consultations focus more on the costs and feasibility of planned undertakings rather than their value. But since many public sector enterprises are undertaken as intermediate steps toward the accomplishment of other goals, the managers are often consulted as to whether a given enterprise will accomplish a particular goal.


For example, if the question of whether the town library should accommodate the latch key children became a political issue (which could easily happen if the working parents organized to put the issue on the agenda), the town librarian might be asked how expensive it would be to accommodate these new demands, and whether the newly established programs could plausibly produce long run educational benefits for the children. The ultimate question of whether it would be "worth it" for the Town to encourage the library to take on the new function would remain indisputably in the hands of elected representatives. But the point is that the librarian's presumed expert knowlege of costs and benefits of the program would importantly affect the judgments of the Town Meeting members about the potential value of the program.


Operationalizing Policy


Public managers also play an important role in defining public value insofar as they are relied upon to give operational content to broad policy goals. In theory, the mandates emerging from political processes are clear, internally consistent, and leave little room for bureaucratic discretion.  In reality, they are vague  and full of contradictions. Society agrees about some broad goals to be pursued. What those goals really mean,however, and how they will be traded off against one another when they are in conflict await the operational decisions of managers.


For example, the charter establishing the public library includes broad language about the general encouragement of reading and cultural activities. As the librarian noted, it is not too great a stretch to imagine that an "after school reading program" designed to develop strong reading habits among school children would be an appropriate activity. The fact that it also happened to produce a solution to the child care problem facing working parents could be viewed as nothing more than a happy, unintended consequence of a program that found its true justification on other grounds.


Now, there is much hand-wringing about the vagueness and inconsistency of statutes and other formal declarations of policy. Insofar as these features signal a breakdown in the capacity of policy-making processes to forge stable, clear, and consistent political agreements about how particular public issues will be addressed, and thereby leave too much room for mischief by public managers, such hand-wringing is appropriate.


But the criticism often goes way too far. Read properly, there is often a great deal of information contained even in the most ambiguous and conflicting policy mandates. The proper way to interpret policy mandates is as lists of important public values to be pursued in the operation of the public enterprise. In effect, the mandates define dimensions of a social utility function, but not necessarily their weights, nor a specified technology for achieving them.


Moreover, the fact that there are "inconsistencies" in the nominated purposes of public enterprises (in the sense that not all the listed values can be maximized at the same time) is not necessarily a problem, for this kind of inconsistency is inevitable. (Moore, in Hargrove) There is always an inconsistency between maximizing the achievement of any given policy objective and minimizing the costs of doing so, for example. That inconsistency is built into the core of managerial life. It may also be true that some objectives of a policy or a public enterprise can be pursued only at the cost of reduced performance with respect to other objectives: for example, that the objective of encouraging reading among school children and helping working parents can only be achieved at the cost of reduced services to the elderly who would like to use the library facility for different purposes. But that is simply one more "inconsistency" to be dealt with. It is not something entirely new.


In principle, such inconsistencies could be ironed out by clearly stating, in advance, how improved performance on one set of objectives should be balanced against lesser performance on a different set of objectives. And that is implicitly what those who call for greater precision and clarity in policy mandates seem to want. But in practice, this never occurs. The reason is partly that such precision about values and preferences is difficult enough for individuals to achieve in their own lives; it is immeasurably more difficult for collectivities to achieve in the process of public deliberation. (Lindblom)


It is also important, however, that people often do not really know what they want until they are presented with concrete choices. As individuals, we discover our preferences as we consume. The same may be true for us as a polity. We cannot know for sure whether we would like the library to supply after school programs for children until we are presented with the choice.


It is also true that we often do not know at the outset what is possible to have. In principle, the question of what is desirable can be distinguished from the question of what is feasible. But if, as a practical matter, we form preferences only through contact with concrete opportunities, it may well be that our sense of what is possible subtly influences the development and expression of our preferences. The town could reasonably decide that it did not want the library to do anything for latch key children until it was shown that it was possible to do this with little impact on the cost of running the library, or in achieving other objectives of the library.


If it is true that policy mandates are often vague and conflicting, and if it is true that the society gains clarity about its desires and purposes only by being presented with concrete choices and opportunities, then it becomes clear that the managers, whose job it is to translate the vague aspirations and fungible resources granted to them into concrete operating programs, will play an important role in helping the polity understand not only what is possible to do, but also what it wants. Moreover, this process will occur not only at the beginning of an enterprise, but also as the enterprise continues and produces on-going results which the society can contemplate. Just as private sector managers help the individuals in the society explore and fulfill their desires by presenting them with products to buy, public sector managers may help the polity discover what it wants by presenting them with both detailed descriptions of what is possible, and actual operational programs designed to cater to the underlying aspirations.


Spotting Opportunities to Create Public Value


This discussion brings us to a final observation about the role that public managers play in helping society to define public value: public sector managers are often the source of new ideas about what might usefully and valuably be done for the society by their organization. (Altshuler and Zegans) This occurs because their position puts them at the intersection of three crucially important sources of information about how their organizations might produce something of value to the society.


First, public sector managers are in a good position to learn how citizens of the society would like to use their organizations, therefore what is valued (and potentially valuable) in their organization's operations. Some of this information comes from transactions with citizens at the operational end of the organization. (Golden; Altshuler and Zegans) The Town Librarian, for example, learned that the public library was potentially valuable in dealing with the problem of latch key children by observing that parents and children were using the library for this purpose. Other times, the information shows up in the claims made by citizens and their representatives through the political process. (Polsby)


Once a public enterprise like the library is either contemplated or in operation, all kinds of political demands will be made on it. Some of these demands will be narrow and inappropriate. For example, a Town Selectman will put pressure on the Librarian to re-open a branch library in a building in which he has an economic interest, or in a part of town where his constituency base is particularly strong. Or, the Town Selectman might try to get the library to hire the child of one of his principal campaign workers.


Other times, the demands will take on a more plausible claim to represent the public interest. For example, the working parents might formally petition the Library to create an after school reading program so that their children might have a safe and valuable place to go after school. Or, a group of elderly citizens might urge that children be barred from the library at certain hours to insure that the library could be used for quiet reading and modulated conversation. Or, a citizens watchdog committee in search of economies in government may find that the library is opened at times when few people use it, and closed when many people would like to use it, and therefore recommend a change in the library's hours of operation.


 The problem, of course, is sometimes these demands conflict with one another. To some degree, these different claims can be sorted out by reference to past policy positions, or through formal policy-making processes. After all, there are laws which require the Librarian to engage in competitive bidding when he seeks new space for the library, and to appoint only the most qualified candidates to offices. At least in theory, these laws make reasonably quick work of the narrow and inappropriately partisan demands made on the organization.


With respect to the more difficult questions of what interests will be served by the way that the library is run, and more particularly whether an after school program should be created, the Librarian must look to past or future policy making processes. He could, for example, consult the statutory mandate setting out the purposes and authorized activities of the library. The worry here is not only that the mandate will be too general to give a clear answer, but also that that mandate might be outdated. After all, policy making processes are sufficiently demanding that not every issue can be debated and resolved every year. Consequently, those moments of clarification that result in clear legislation about public purposes are relatively rare in the history of organizations.


Moreover, because the processes are always less than perfect, their claim to represent a compelling moral consensus as to public purposes is both uncertain and somewhat short-lived. As V.O. Key once observed about elections, the constituency that elected a president begins to fall apart almost immediately upon taking office, and is, therefore in constant need of regeneration. So it is for the legislative mandates that guide public sector agencies. There are always voices that were not heard in the process that produced the current standing policy agreements. There are always new problems emerging that could or should be handled by the public sector organization. And there are always changes in the balance of the political forces that redefine the values to be empasized in an organization's operations.


If the old mandate cannot be relied upon to give the answer, the Librarian could seek guidance from new policy making processes asked to address his question. Indeed, given the conflicting values and positions regarding the use of the library, the Librarian could not establish the enterprise on firm moral grounds without authorization through some higher political process. For example, he could ask for a special Warrant to initiate a new program or policy at the annual Town Meeting. Or, he could request specific budget authority from the Town Budget Committee at one of their quarterly meetings. Or, he could ask for  a written policy declaration by the Town Selectmen at one of their monthly meetings.


In seeking authorization for an after school program from these broader, political processes, the librarian would probably learn that the town was concerned about many values other than the costs and benefits of the program to the new program's clients. He would learn that the town was interested in keeping the overall costs of town government low, in protecting the interests of others who wanted to use the library for different purposes, even in expressing a collective view about whether it was good or bad for both parents of school aged children to be working. These concerns would all be important to incorporate in designing the library's response to the latch-key children -- regardless of where that response was formally authorized. 


Viewed from this perspective, the political demands made on the organization in the midst of operations -- after the last formal authorization of the organization and before the next one -- contain valuable information about what the organization might produce that would be publicly valuable. Sometimes this information pertains to new activities or functions that the organization should undertake: for example, the initiation of an after-school library program for children. Other times the information pertains to important public values that need to be reflected or specially emphasized in on-going operations: for example, the importance of keeping the overall costs of the library low, and its reading rooms open to all. Not all the political demands will contain such useful information. But, just as it is possible to read existing legislative mandates closely for information about what is valuable to produce, it is also possible to read current political pressures closely for information about what would be valuable to do.


Since each demand made on the organization is a clue about how the organization might be improved (as well as where it might find additional support), the demands suggest areas where innovation and improvement might be valuable (and, not so incidentally, supportable). This is why the public sector manager's potential for acquiring encyclopedic knowledge of both client and political demands on his organization puts him in an excellent position to imagine important, plausible innovations. He learns not only what is politically feasible to do, but also what are the dimensions of public value that will have to be accommodated in the design of his organization's response.


Second, public sector managers are in a good position to develop new ideas for the society to consider because they know the capabilities of their organization to respond to the demands for new programs, or to a rebalancing of the valued attributes of performance in existing activities and programs. Generally speaking, public sector managers preside over refined pieces of machinery. The flow of resources through the organization and outward toward the accomplishment of specific objectives has, over time, been codified in a set of operating procedures, programs and activities. (Allison, Cyert and March). Often, the organization's systems are, in fact, optimized with respect to the performance of the organization's tasks. (Wilson, 1990) That optimization has been achieved by long exposure to the same task. Under the pressure of that exposure, managers have identified the critical operational links that must be forged throughout the organization, and forged them. Based on this experience, managers often know how particular proposed changes will affect the organization's basic operations. That is the hard won product of the traditional managerial search for efficiency and effectiveness.


This kind of managerial effort also produces knowledge that is helpful to producing innovations as well as efficiencies. Specifically, the manager is in a good position to know in what particular ways that operation is not optimized with respect to its current mission, and where it seems to be ill-suited to its current operational and political environment. He will know where organizational slack has been allowed to build up to buffer the organization from a variety of uncertainties in its environment, or as a way of rewarding employees for past efforts. He will know which operational problems the organization has faced that it has not been able to solve. And he will know what political demands being made on his organization are particularly difficult to accommodate. It is precisely in these areas -- organizational slack, operational anomalies, and conflicts and tensions between his organization and its political overseers -- that the manager might well discover new capabilities for action that can be fitted to new demands.


Indeed, it is precisely this sort of exploration that engaged the imagination of the librarian once she got past the reflexive answer that the latch key children were abusing the library system. Once one thought about the problem in operational terms, it became clear that there was lots to be done. Some ideas required basic changes in institutional arrangements (including the creation of a fee for service program, or a more extensive reliance on volunteers). Others focused more on re-arranging the operations of the library itself: reschedulling and retraining staff; reconfiguring the physical spaces; changing rules rationing and regulating the use of the library by those who wanted to use it for different and conflicting purposes. In exploring these options, the librarian was using her intimate operational knowledge of how the library was now performing, and how it was positioned in its task environment and its political environment to learn whether it was possible to innovate in ways that would allow her to provide a new, valuable service at a low cost.


Interestingly, in doing so, she also came to have a different understanding of what the distinctive competence of her organization was. It wasn't just that she figured out how to accommodate the latch key children; it was that in learning that her organization was valuable as a place to visit and be, she could suddenly imagine many other ways to use his organization more intensively. In this sense, an innovation stimulated by pressures from clients stimulated thinking about a whole series of innovations in the library's operations. Not all would be appropriate or valuable. The point is, however, that the Librarian was uniquely stimulated to see new possibilities, and to bring these to the attention of overseers, clients (existing and potential), and her own staff.


Third, as public sector managers pursue their mandates, they accumulate experience about their own performance in achieving purposes, and what problems seem to lie just beyond their grasp. In the past, these capabilities arose because the managers became managers by virtue of their substantive knowledge of their domains of responsibility. It also helped that managers could observe the operations of their own organizations and observe some of their effects. These remain important capabilities of public sector managers. Indeed, it is precisely this kind of expertise that causes political overseers to consult with them about the feasibility and potential value of proposed or actual programs.


In recent years, however, managers' capacities to learn what their organizations have achieved and what problems and opportunities lie just beyond their grasp have been immeasurably enhanced by the application of social science methods in such activities as program evaluation, cost-effectiveness analyses, cost-benefit analyses, and policy analyses in general. For example, statistical methods have been used in program evaluations to determine whether drug education programs prevented drug abuse, voluntary job training programs for welfare recipients reduced welfare case loads, and new methods of military procurement reduced the costs and delays associated with military contracting. Economic analyses have been used to estimate the social costs and benefits of governmental programs to regulate the environment, provide for occupational safety and health, and provide job training to unemployed workers. Experimental and quasi-experimental designs have been used to explore the likley efficacy of government policies in domains such as housing policy, the provision of medical insurance, and the effectiveness of methods of policing. And sample surveys are now used routinely to explore the magnitudes and trends of social problems such as malnutrition, drug abuse, even AIDS.


Taken together, these opportunites to be buffeted by demands on public sector organizations, to explore the capabilities of the organization to respond to the demands, and to analyze the success of past and proposed future efforts allow a manager with an eye for value to help the society spot and exploit new opportunities for creating public value. Indeed, it is precisely this that the case of the Town Librarian best illustrates.

Lessons of the Library Case


In the case of the town library, citizens of the town have begun using the library in new ways for new purposes. These purposes are not now reflected in the library's traditional mandate. They might be soon if the interests of the working parents are strong enough to build potential or real political pressures on the library, and if they are able to persuade the town's goverment that the service is of public value as well as simply a convenience to them.


Whether they succeed in this will depend to some degree on what the Librarian says about the costs of the effort, and its propriety in terms of his traditional mandate. Indeed, the librarian may be more or less imaginative and resourceful in figuring out how the library might respond to this issue. By being unimaginative, she can doom the effort in all cases except those where the working parents make it a crusade. By thinking of ways to accommodate the children at low cost, she can substantially increase the likelihood that some program will be adopted, and incidentally reduce the size of the political flap. Ultimately, the question of whether there is public value to be created by accommodating the needs of the latch key children in the library will be decided by the views of citizens and their representatives of what a library might reasonably be asked to do. But the librarian's voice will count because she is in a position to discuss how much public value is there to be claimed. In this role, she is helping to define as well as to create public value.


Of course, there are some public sector managers who take advantage of these powers to do what is feared - namely, advance their own selfish bureaucratic interests, or to pursue idiosyncratic conceptions of the public interest. There may be some institutional arrangements that would be more effective in preventing this. (Gruber)


But the problem with inventing ever more effective controls over the excercise of bureaucratic discretion is that they are ultimately both ineffective and self-defeating. They are ineffective because they cannot guarantee that public sector managers will not continue to be influential, and to behave badly. Indeed, there is a great deal of evidence indicating that the managers have been made cynical by these efforts, and that they conceal their powerful influence over such matters by pretending to be responsive while secretly using all their considerable powers to manipulate things. They are self -defeating because they deny the society the opportunity to use the substantial capabilities of public managers to help them find where public value might lie. In this sense, the conventional views of public sector management, and the mindsets they foster, handicap rather than aid the society.


The alternative approach would be to create a new doctrine that would allow public managers a larger role in searching out opportunities to create public value. This would involve strengthening current methods for holding public sector managers accountable for the quality of judgment they bring to these discussions, and enhancing their capacities and commitments to contribute usefully. Society needs its public managers to search for and exploit opportunities to create public value no less than it needs its private sector managers to search out and exploit opportunities to create private value. We need value seeking imaginations among our public sector executives.


The need for such managers is perhaps most apparent in situations where important changes are occurring.  When people start using an organization for a different purpose; when the political environment surrounding an organization changes and demands something new from the organization; then creative efforts of managers are obviously valuable.


But the occasions when value-creating imaginations are important are far more common than they first appear. There are always opportunities for improving performance. There are always opportunities for discovering and beginning to produce newly important products and services. The public sector needs value-seeking managers in far more situations than it now imagines.


Note that this emphasis on value creation does not necessarily mean expanding government. After all, one important value creating move might be to return public resources to private uses. Nor does it mean enshrining public agencies forever. Value can be created by liquidating on-going public sector operations as often as by creating them. Nor does it mean authorizing public managers to act on their own idiosyncratic notions of what constitutes public value. Public sector executives must meet an exacting test in political debate about the quality of their vision of what constitutes public value. 


What the focus on creating public value does mean is using an active, imaginative intelligence to search for opportunities to accomplish old purposes with less effort, to use existing capabilities to deal with emergent problems, and to get along with less resources generally. It also means doing all this in a spirit of both accountability and collaboration with political overseers who are the final arbiters of whether something is publicly valuable or not. Indeed, it requires public managers to acknowledge the role of politics in stimulating their thought about what should be produced. 


This book is about managers like the Town Librarian who need to face and resolve questions of whether there are unexploited opportunities to create public value available to them. It is concerned with their proper normative role, the functions the society is relying on them to perform, and the techniques they use to perform their proper role well.

It takes as axiomatic that the task is to help define and create public value. In this conception, politics and policy are not separated from administration, but intertwined with it. What is possible and worth doing depends not only on general principles defining what is private and what public, and not only on traditional mandates, but also on the particular circumstances in which a particular manager finds him or her self. Organizational innovation and development become as important as institutional continuity and organizational maintenance.


Fortunately, in working out these ideas, we do not have to work in a vacuum. There are public managers practicing now who can show us the way to behave as value creating public managers. The book is based on what those public sector managers who are successful in helping to define and create public managers seem to think and do that distinguishes them from others.

