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In the private sector, we know the aim of managerial work: to make money for the owners and shareholders of the firm.«FN References on the goals of private sector managers: "long term shareholder wealth".»  Moreover, we know the ways in which that goal can be achieved: by conceiving and producing products or services which can be sold to customers at prices that earn revenues above the costs of production.«FN Managers do not necessarily conceive products. They may be responsible for producing them. Entrepreneurial aspects include imagining products; imagining performance improvements.  CEO's now much more responsible for this.  Increasingly, private sector firms structuring themselves to give entrepreneurial jobs to mid managers: profit/loss centers; intrapreneurs; process improvers.»  If managers conceive of and produce products and services that earn profits, there is a strong presumption that some value has been produced.«FNNot strictly true. Existence of some negative externalities. Moreover, not clear that private sector managers must justify -- haven't used anything that didn't belong to them, or that they didn't contract for. Nonetheless, to the extent that a political justification for free markets must be made to justify use of what is arguably common resources, it is this story that must be told. »


In the public sector, the overall aim of managerial work, and the ways in which managers can demonstrate the value of their efforts, both seem much less clear. Indeed, it seems that our ideas about the aim of public sector management has been evolving.


For most of our recent history, the predominant conception has been that public managers should achieve the politically mandated goals and objectives of their organizations as efficiently and effectively as possible.«FN Need some public administration texts that establish this standard.  It is also true that if one asks classes of government executives about the basic responsibilities of public managers, they will give this response.  It is as powerful for them as the idea of maximizing shareholders' long term wealth is for private sector managers -- their raison d'etre and guiding principle.»  Thus, the Sanitation Commissioner's job is to clean the streets as efficiently and effectively as he can.  The Welfare Commissioner's job is to ensure that welfare benefits are distributed to those who are eligible while avoiding fraud, waste, and abuse.  The Tax Commissioner's job is to collect taxes fairly and economically. 

It is easy to agree with this conception.  Yet, if one thinks about it a little bit, one comes to realize that this conception has one important and often overlooked feature: it powerfully establishes the pre-eminence of political -- primarily legislative -- processes in determining what is valuable for the public sector to produce.  After all, the goals and objectives that become the focus of managerial efforts are set out in laws, and the laws are nothing more (nor less) than political agreements about what the local political community would like to produce through collective action. 

Of course, to those who value politics as a way of creating a collective life and collective will, and who see democratic politics as the best answer we have so far been able to give to the problem of reconciling individual and collective interests, it is hardly surprising that the political process would be given the pre-eminent position in establishing what is worth producing.  Nothing else would be consistent with democracy.  

But to those who distrust the integrity or utility of political processes, the idea that public value would be defined «MDUL»politically«MDNM» is a little hard to stomach. They have seen too much corruption in politics to trust it to make important choices about what is valuable for the society to do.  At a minimum, they want assurances that the political process that produced the mandates for public sector production met some minimal standards of fairness and competence.  Alternatively, they would prefer some more objective ways of determining whether something was or was not publicly valuable, and some platform to use in confronting political decisions about what was valuable with these more objective standards. 

How to reconcile the tension between the desire to have democratic politics determine what was worth producing in the public sector with the recognition that democratic politics was vulnerable to corruption of various kinds, has been the persistent challenge to those who would offer a theory of public management in a democracy.  

The solution offered at the turn of the century by Woodrow Wilson was to separate politics from administration, and to propose that each activity could be perfected in its own sphere.  Thus, public administrators were to imagine that political mandates came to them in the form of coherent, well-defined policies.  As the hard-won products of intense political processes, the policies would have all the moral weight that effective democratic politics could give them.  What the public administrators were responsible for, then, was finding the most efficient and effective way to achieve the mandated purposes.  To meet these responsibilities, the public administrators were assumed to have knowledge about the substance of the fields in which they were operating, and the arts of administration.  It was by knowing what was possible to produce, and how organizations could be made to produce what was desireable, that public administrators earned their keep.

The difficulty, however, was that the political reality the public administrators confronted did not always live up to the ideal.  Often, political mandates came loaded down with special interests that were hard to reconcile with their desire to guard the general public interest.  Other times, the mandates were incoherent: they were expected to produce several different things that were inconsistent with one another, and were given no useable instructions about which goals and objectives should take precedence over others when they were in conflict.  Still other times, the political fluctuated in arbitrary and unpredictable ways, destroying investments and draining momentum that had previously been built up, and would probably be needed again soon once the political oscillations finished their cycles.

Faced by this political reality, even Wilsonian public administrators sometimes found it necessary to challenge the wisdom of policy mandates.  They did so on the basis of their moral obligations to defend the general public interest and preserve the continuity of important public enterprises.  In their minds, their substantive and administrative expertise gave them the right to stand up to the misguided vagaries of politics.

Of course, once revealed, administrative resistance to political mandates could not stand in a democracy such as ours.  We have always despised and been suspicious of bureaucratic mandarins.  So, much of this sort of resistance went underground.  It became a covert, but legitimate rationale for bureaucrats of all political stripes to conduct guerilla warfare against political responsiveness. But politics never enjoys a permanently attractive status in our political culture either, and soon a new platform for disciplining and rationalizing democratic politics emerged.  

This new platform was established on a new kind of expertise.  Whereas the traditional theory of public administration acknowledged the substantive and administrative expertise of professionals (developed through sustained experience in a field, and through education), the new idea was that special analytic techniques existed, drawn from the fields of economics, statistics, and operations research, that could be used to gauge in advance, or to learn after the fact whether public enterprises were valuable or not.  The new techniques included policy analysis, program evaluation, cost-effectiveness analysis, and cost-benefit analysis.  The hope was that they could confront political decisions with facts about the extent to which proposed initiatives could be expected to work, and the extent to which the costs of government efforts could be justified by general benefits to society.

Unfortunately, that hope has not been entirely fulfilled.  The techniques have proven too expensive to be routinely used in political decisions about public enterprises, and too weak to be decisive in heated political debates about the desireability of public initiatives.  Yet, they have made some claim on the public mind, and have exercised some discipline over and helped to inform the political process.

More recently still, public administrators have developed a new conception of how to gauge the value of their enterprises: like the public sector, the value of their efforts will be determined by the satisfaction of their customers and clients.  In many ways, this represents yet another effort to banish politics from the process of defining what is valuable to produce.  But politics will not go away.

The only way forward is to find some way to improve politics and to make it a firmer guide to public managers.  That is why political management must be part of our conception of what public managers should do.

