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It is a great honor to have my book, Creating Public Value, published in China and translated into Chinese. Naturally, I hope the ideas in the book will prove useful to those who seek to develop and lead a democratic Chinese state. Unfortunately, I know little about China’s culture, institutions, or present condition. I hope to learn more about this great country in the future. For now, however, I have asked three students with extensive knowledge of China for assistance in orienting Chinese readers to this work. Together, we have produced this short essay. We hope that it will help animate and guide discussion about the ideas of Creating Public Value in China.

To Whom The Book is Addressed


Let’s start with the audience to whom the book is addressed. The book was written primarily to advise those who hold offices in government – those individuals who have the right and the duty to use the authority and material resources of the state to achieve collectively defined purposes. In the Chinese context then, the book addresses itself principally to those who have been called cadres, leaders, administrators, civil servants, and bureaucrats.  It seeks to give them advice about how they might best use the offices they hold to help define and achieve the public good – or, as the book suggests, to create public value. 

In a democracy, however, one cannot address those who are expected to do the public’s work without simultaneously speaking to those in whose name the officials act – namely, the people and their representatives. The reason is that citizens and representatives (who have the fundamental right to define the ends and means of the state) feel entitled to set rules for the conduct of those who carry out the purposes of the state as part of their general oversight of state action. In that sense, this book has to be addressed to, and find favor with, citizens and their elected representatives as well as the administrative officials themselves.  Thus, in the Chinese context, the book addresses the broader public and those who are called the peoples’ representatives as well as the officials. It asks the public to grant their appointed officials a certain amount of initiative in acting to create public value in exchange for those same officials committing themselves to be held accountable for their actions. Such officials must be accountable both to elected representatives who can articulate the collective aspirations of the society, and to the individual citizens with whom government agencies interact as they do their work of distributing privileges and benefits, and (sometimes) imposing obligations on individual citizens.

A Key Idea: Making Government More Responsive Both to Collective and Individual Aspirations 

Indeed, an important part of this book focuses precisely on how those who hold offices in the state apparatus should interact with those who authorize them to take action as well as those whom they encounter as clients of the agency in individual encounters. The basic idea is that structuring frequent consultative interactions among civil servants, those who oversee their activities on behalf of the people, and those whom the civil servants encounter as individual clients will accomplish three important goals: 

1) increase the accountability of the government to the people and ensure that officials serve public rather than private purposes; 

2) strengthen the capacity of the people to demand performance from government; and 

3) improve the responsiveness and performance of government by turning bureaucrats into true civil servants. 

China has long benefited from a tradition of innovative civil servants. The challenge now is to ensure that the creativity and the innovation of the officials is guided by the will of the people, and that the people strengthen their capacity to direct and control government action not only at the national but also at the local and “grassroots” levels.

The Problematic Connection Between Politics and Administration


In order to make government agencies more responsive to the aspirations of citizens, citizens must have the institutional means to articulate their collective aspirations, and for ensuring that state officials act in accord with these desires. This book is more about how individual public managers ought to behave given a particular set of political and governmental institutions than it is about the design of those institutions. But it is worth pausing a moment to consider how the design of the political and governmental institutions in the United States might differ from those in China, and what the implications of these differences might be for the practices of public officials.


It is common in the United States to draw a distinction between two different parts of the governmental process: the making of public policy on one hand, and its implementation on the other. With respect to the making of public policy, the democratic traditions of the United States stress the importance of widespread and equal participation of individuals and voluntary associations. The basic normative idea is that, in a democracy, all individuals share ownership of the powers of the state. Therefore, all ought to be able to participate in the decision-making about how those state powers will be used. 

In contrast, when the subject turns to the issue of implementation, the emphasis seems to shift from concerns about the effective representation of interests to concerns about efficiency and effectiveness in the use of state powers to achieve the purposes that were authorized in the policy-making process. The focus also shifts to worrying about the quality of the individual encounters between government agencies and those citizens with whom the government agencies interact in “one-on-one” transactions.


It is also common in the United States to assume that specialized institutions exist for dealing with different parts of this process. On one hand, with respect to the making of public policy, we rely on legislatures in which elected representatives of the people debate with one another in open forms about the purposes that are important enough to mobilize the powers of the state to achieve, and the means that the state will use to achieve these purposes. On the other, with respect to the implementation of public policy, we have executive branch agencies, which are responsible for carrying out the ideas that the legislature has endorsed through legislation.


Again, because of its democratic traditions, the United States has also constructed representative institutions and processes that give citizens (as individuals or organized groups, or even unorganized masses) many opportunities to influence government action. Indeed, they can be influential not only at the deliberative stage when public policies are being considered, but also at the implementation stage when the policies are being executed. At the most fundamental level, citizens retain control over the actions of the state through the popular election of those who hold state offices. In the United States, the people elect not only those who will represent them in legislatures, but also those who will hold the top posts in the executive branches of government. The fact that elected officials in deliberative bodies and executive branch agencies need to stand for re-election on a regular basis ensures that these officials will be responsive citizens’ aspirations. 

But individual citizens and interest groups can gain access to and influence over the policy-making and implementing processes through means other than the election of candidates. They can petition the legislature to take action, and appear before the legislature to give advice about the form that action should take. Similarly, they can make complaints against the administrative actions taken by executive branch agencies, and appear before them in administrative hearings. If worse comes to worse, individual citizens can ultimately file a suit in a court that calls the government to account for its failure to deliver to the individual some right or privilege to which they were entitled under the laws of the state. 

Because citizens have so many ways of trying to influence state action, we can say that politics (understood as efforts made by individuals and groups to shape public policy and its implementation) is pervasive in the American system. It cannot be easily limited to the part of the process when we are deliberating about what is to be done, because we no sooner make that decision than we begin to accumulate experience that tells us the decision might have been wrong in some details, and that it would be important to fix in implementation. We cannot limit politics to elections and legislatures because citizens show up in administrative agencies and courthouses to complain about the consequences of choices made in the legislature.


How this set of issues plays out in the Chinese context is somewhat different. China has long had a philosophical commitment to a close engagement between the people of China and the state apparatus. The key Maoist idea of the “mass line” incorporates a strong commitment to a democratic process in which cadres are to collect ideas from the masses, formulate them into policy, take the ideas back to the masses to get feedback and popularize them, and then execute them. Indeed, in many ways, the commitment to blend popular participation with state action is even stronger in China than in the United States, for there is a much stronger sense of the collective in China than in the United States.

But just as the United States has long had difficulty in realizing its democratic ideals in the practice of its politics, so China has had difficulty in making the state responsive to the aims and aspirations of individual Chinese about how they would like to live and work, and what the state can and should do to help them. After all, in China as well as in the United States there are institutions and processes that give the appearance of creating democratic legitimacy through accountability and responsiveness, but do not necessarily produce the reality. 

For example, governance in China includes annual (or even more frequent) congresses of peoples’ deputies at various levels of government. Arguably, these congresses are designed to discover the will of the public, and ensure that the state respond to their will. Recent developments suggest that the Peoples’ Congresses may be growing in effectiveness. Such reforms are salutary and hold great potential for the future of democracy in China. Yet, to many observers, these Congresses still differ from fully democratic deliberative bodies. For example, the selection of candidates for legislative seats tends to be carefully managed by the state. Within the Congresses, debate tends to occur after government policy is set, and the terms of the debate tend to be limited. From the point of view of democratic ideals, then, the type of consultation that takes place in these forums leaves much room for improvement.
A different kind of consultation that occurs frequently in China is the informal (often one-on-one consultation) that grassroots officials undertake with citizens. Local officials often carry out directives to consult citizens by visiting individual households or asking officials below them to organize “focus groups.” This holds the potential for being an important form of consultation. But once again, its value as a consultative mechanism can be compromised by the fact that those selected for consultation may have been selected precisely because they support the existing party line. And even if they did not, if they do not have a chance to talk with other peers away from the pressure of public officials, they might never find the courage to express views in opposition to the party line. 

The kind of consultation about administration that is urged in Creating Public Value (and turns out to be difficult for the United States Government as well) is a kind of consultation that goes beyond ritualistic consultations whose aim is to ratify choices already made rather than to re-consider important decisions in light of others’ views about what is valuable or doable. The kind of consultation urged in this book is one that involves open, public rather than closed, private discussions; that operates against the backdrop of rules that guarantee rights to speak and associate even in the absence of a government invitation to do so; that operates both before and after policy decisions are made; and that is formalized in written rules and procedures that create the forums within which consultations about government policies can occur. In the United States, institutions are structured to provide for all of this. Partly as a cause, and partly as a consequence, a political culture and set of practices have grown up that allows individuals and group to use these institutions to pursue their different ideas of both the private and the public good. Yet, the practices of American governmental officials have not fully exploited the potential that these institutions hold for shaping government policy. An important part of the reason for the stunted development is that we have mistakenly tried to restrict politics to the realm of high policy-making rather than embrace politics in the practice of public policy implementation and administration as well.

Changing Political Institutions or Changing Official Practices?

Indeed, an important part of Creating Public Value focuses precisely on how public officials charged with administering public policies should engage with those who are charged with making public policies.  This function is called “political management.” It is considered crucially important for at least three reasons. First, when public official learn to consult with those who authorize them to take action, the responsiveness of government should increase, and those who are now bureaucrats could become true civil servants. Second, frequent discussion with those who authorize action naturally tends to increase the external accountability of public agencies, and to increase the likelihood that those who lead the agencies will serve public rather than private purposes. Third, and perhaps most importantly, by inviting a serious public consultation, the public not only has a chance to express its views, but also to develop them as collective aspirations. By asking people, public officials can create occasions where a collective discussion can arise, and that collective discussion can actually serve to strengthen the democratic process of decision-making. Citizens can learn that they have the right to influence choices. They can learn that their views have to be considered alongside the views of others. And they may gradually learn the arts of negotiation and compromise that allow a collective choice to arise from individuals with genuinely ideas not only about what would be good for them as individuals, but also what would be good for the group..

Exactly how to produce consultations that can produce these results remains somewhat unclear. In Creating Public Value, I have addressed myself primarily to the practices of individuals who occupy administrative positions.  And, insofar as individual practitioners have discretion, courage, and imagination, they can take advantage of these ideas in the doing of their work. China has long had a tradition of innovative and imaginative civil servants entrusted with a great deal of discretion. So, it seems entirely appropriate to address them as individuals who can act on the basis of their own judgment. The advice that is given, however, is that they should use their discretion not only to act purposefully to achieve results, but also to set up processes of consultation that maximize the chance that the purposes pursued will be the right ones from the point of view of the population, and that the population will aid in the pursuit of the goals rather than resist them. 

By offering advice to those who manage governmental activities in China instead of proposing to re-design institutions I do not mean to distract attention from the importance of institutional reforms. Major institutional reforms are often very important in producing significant improvements in governmental operations. For example, as noted above, true democratic consultations could require such important institutional changes as establishing strong rights to speech and association, or the routine use of popular elections to decide who will represent the interests of the people, or the creation of formal procedures that alert citizens to times when the government is about to make an important decision, and opportunities for them to give their advice to the government. 

Despite the importance of institutional reforms, I have chosen to focus on managerial behavior for two important reasons. First, in the end, the concrete results of all institutional reforms depend on what individual officials choose to do with the new rights and responsibilities given to them by the institutional reform. The institutional reforms may make it more likely that individuals will behave one way rather than another. But whether the individuals actually find and realize the new possibilities of the institutional reform depends on individual practice and capacity as well as the institutional forms. 

Second, in an important way, a change in the culture of managerial practice can make important changes in the way existing institutions operate, and therefore help not only to guide but also to produce institutional change. When the practices of public officials include acting on their own self-interest, or their own idiosyncratic views of the public interest, and doing so without transparency or consultation, they create an insulated governmental structure regardless of the aims of the institutional designers. (They also serve to stunt the development of the collective processes that help to create a true peoples’ will.) In contrast, when public officials consult and act in the open – inviting the people to become involved in the making and execution of government policy – then they will create a responsive government culture no matter what the institutional form required. In short, by acting in particular ways, officials can lead rather than follow the important processes of institutional reform.

Reaching Beyond the Boundaries of Government Organizations to Achieve Public

Purposes

By emphasizing the leadership behavior of public officials I also do not mean to claim that government has the capacity within itself to accomplish all important public purposes. Quite the contrary! Among the most important claims of this book is that the success of most governmental efforts depends on mobilizing action from citizens as well as from state employees. Whether the task is keeping the streets clean, or reducing crime, or using public housing to build vibrant communities among the disadvantaged, government cannot succeed without the active participation of the citizens who are the individual clients and beneficiaries of the government services. Thus, while much of the work of public leaders is to mobilize and direct the actions of state employees, they must also be concerned with mobilizing citizens to help contribute to the public purposes. 

In its traditions of linking political mobilization with government administration, China has long had an advantage over other countries in blending what would elsewhere be called the private with the public to produce significant public accomplishments. Sustaining that tradition and using it to help the Chinese government deal with the limitations of government resources will continue to be an important task of those who lead government agencies in China. Indeed, perhaps Western public officials can learn from Chinese public officials about how best to work with the volunteer capacities of citizens to accomplish important public purposes when the state’s resources are limited.

Defining and Creating Public Value in China

China has long benefited from a tradition of innovative civil servants. It has also long benefited from a philosophical commitment to connecting government policy to the popular will.  The challenge now is to ensure that the creativity and the innovation of the officials is guided by the will of the people, and that the people strengthen their capacity to direct and control government action not only at the national but also at the local and grassroots levels. 

My hope is that the general ideas about public management, and perhaps particularly about the role of political consultation in improving the practice of public management, that are contained in Creating Public Value will turn out to be helpful to Chinese officials as they seek to take advantage of their traditions to create a more fully democratic polity, and a more fully responsive and accountable democratic government. I am optimistic about this because it seems clear to me that China has long had a keener sense of the collective and its aims than Western democracies have had. In many respects, that commitment to the idea of a collective gives China an advantage when it comes to thinking about how to create a truly democratic society. The challenge, I think, in the United States as well as in China, is to find the means that allow the collective to form a strong and distinctive voice from the strongly held views of individuals who differ in their ideals and their social position. Moreover, I think it is important that that collective voice form not only at the national level, but also at the provincial, the local, and the village levels. I think that public officials committed to creating public value through the practices described in this book can help to create that voice, and to ensure that it has power in the actual performance of government. That, in turn, will not only improve the responsiveness and performance of government, but also strengthen the quality of democracy. It is these two different standards – the creation of a vibrant democracy, and the administration of a responsive and efficient government -- that set the challenge for both the theory and practice of public administration in a democracy. 

