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ABSTRACT

For over a hundred years since around 1850 the public service bureaucracy stressed the importance of modest behaviour and compliance with the rules.  

Many reforms, especially those in Britain since the 1970s, have focussed attention on results.  A major cause of this focus was the expectation of citizens, increasingly educated and informed, that government could do better.  For government it became important to give ‘Value For Money’ and for that to foster competition.  In other countries too the emphasis was on a smaller and relatively cheaper public service and a bigger role for the private sector, even in producing services provided by a government.  These new concerns required better performance of staff often in response to rapidly changing conditions, many of whom felt it necessary to work long hours to improve their chances of promotion.  By the 1990s there was a substantial increase in the numbers suffering from stress-related illness.

Despite such measures there was continued public discontent in many countries with the service received and decreasing trust in the competence and integrity of ‘the government’.  Initiatives in this decade in Britain – well publicised but not receiving great public attention – have included moves to make the public service more diverse with emphasis on staff achieving a better work-life balance and family-friendly employment practices to help achieve a better balance for gender, ethnicity and disability.  It can be argued that the work culture is now concerned more with relationships, including the relationships between citizens and government. 

THE PAPER

The purpose of this paper is to indicate apparent strengths and weaknesses in some recent programmes of public service reform, describe the pressures for further change, provide information on recent changes of emphasis in public service management in Britain and ask whether similar changes may be expected elsewhere.  Much of this is tentative, reported here to encourage further study and provoke debate about opportunities to improve governance so that governments serve their citizens better and deserve, and win, their trust.

RULES

The history of reform is well known.  The abuse of power and authority in centralised nation states led to bureaucracies where rules made abuse more difficult.  The pattern of bureaucracy was described by Weber in the 1920s (Weber 1947).  These bureaucracies probably came first in Prussia.  In Britain, in response to the Northcote-Trevelyan report in 1854, it was decided to recruit officials by competition, not patronage, promote them on merit and provide annual salary increments, and thus improve their competence.  These rules were followed but a preference for making appointments from a recognisable group or class, the ‘Old Boy Network’, continued for some years as shown by Heald 1983.  Similar patterns arose in many countries, often with detailed rules and regulations in a Public Service Law that public servants were required to know and obey.  The pattern in Britain was less clearly codified, but the systems and procedures adopted led to a ‘genetic code’ (Hennessy 1986) of civil service behaviour that provided a fair service to all.  The work culture almost everywhere was concerned primarily with inputs and the proper use of resources, especially money, by obeying the rules.
In many countries citizens wanted the government to take more responsibility for meeting their needs, expecting the service provided by government would be more fair, free and less exploitative than that by an unregulated private sector.  Governments almost everywhere came to provide more services in education, health and other fields.  ‘Almost everywhere’ similar problems arose.  Budget controls were weak and expenditures soared, as did taxation, to the concern of many citizens.  New rules were required to direct the many new public service activities, while changes in technology and society made old rules inadequate, also leading to more rules.  The multiplication of rules, the inefficiency of large centralised systems and the disappointing quality of public services led to increasing public discontent.  People everywhere, more educated than people in previous generations and much more informed by global television and other technologies over a period of twenty years or so, had changing expectations of government and the services government should provide.  These expectations were stimulated by the experience of better service from the private sector where providers were stimulated by competition to provide good value for money. 

The response of governments to such public discontent with its services has been described as public sector reform, with academics more than practitioners referring to a ‘New Public Management’.  In Britain there were several reform initiatives from the 1960s onwards; those aimed at better control of expenditure almost alternating with others intended to improve the competence of officials.  The scale and pace of change increased substantially from 1979 following the election of Margaret Thatcher as prime minister and has continued since with her successors John Major and Tony Blair as prime ministers.

Some reforms have been directed at the core civil service, some at the broader public sector, but there are similar trends in both, and in Britain references to the civil service and public service are often interchangeable.  Because the public service and civil service are defined differently in different countries British usage is now described.  Except for quotations the term ‘public service’ will be used most often in this paper although many reforms in Britain have started in the civil service before adoption more generally.  British civil servants work primarily in departments of central government including those responsible for policy formulation and implementation, for example for education and health, while the public service includes many but not all the ‘service providers’ in direct contact with citizens such as teachers, medical practitioners and staff in local government.  In 2005 the public service employed six million staff of which half a million were in the civil service.  Civil or public servants may sometimes be called officials.  Members of Parliament or local councillors are often referred to as elected representatives, not usually as officials.  

RESULTS

Within months of taking office Margaret Thatcher appointed the chairman of a private sector company as her Adviser on Efficiency to improve value for money, quality of service and managerial effectiveness.  He arranged for efficiency scrutinies of selected civil service activities, each by a team of civil servant ‘scrutineers’ (usually three) helped by outside experts.  They were told to think radically about a particular activity to find out what was done, why and at what cost
.  Important features of these scrutinies included: 

· the choice of small self-contained activities for the early scrutinies, making their recommendations more easily acceptable; 

· the strict time limits imposed with scrutineers producing final reports within 90 days of starting a study and with the Ministry responsible for that scrutinised activity required to implement recommendations within two years. 

The Prime Minister, Cabinet Secretary and Efficiency Adviser expected these demands to be met.  They were.  It was claimed that within four years 130 scrutinies brought savings of £170 million a year and a reduction of 16,000 posts.  However some ‘savings’ were for work not done or carried out by the private sector.  Here is a case study of scrutinies in one Department.    

The British Government’s international development programme provided research and professional services for developing countries carried out at that time by specialist units which were part of a Government Department and whose staff were civil servants. I had a management responsibility for these.  They were selected for scrutiny and the scrutineers argued that the staff of one of these units – a Directorate for Overseas Surveys that provided maps – be reduced from over 300 to about 100.  The Directorate had an excellent reputation, but after initial shock and protest I was convinced.  

The Directorate was funded from the British Government’s aid programme.  That paid for salaries, travel and other costs.  The staff of the Directorate offered a professional service free of charge.  On visiting one country, for example, their staff had been invited by that government to map a relatively inaccessible part of the country.  Aerial survey was essential and frequent cloud cover made that especially costly (with payment for planes and crews waiting on the ground).  They produced maps of remote rural areas to a better standard, it was said, than the best maps available for much of the United States.  The staff saw it as their responsibility to maintain the highest professional standards, but not to recognise that the highest standards of service would be to meet adequately as many as possible of the needs for this service, and hence provide adequate maps as cheaply as possible
.  The governments inviting them to make the maps could not get those funds used to support development in other ways to which they may have given a higher priority.  

In general it appeared better to fund demand, rather than supply, and thus allow a choice of priorities for development.  This choice would cause demand for any one activity to fluctuate, for which supply would not be met easily through a standing-capacity of professionals employed as career civil servants.  Supply could better match flexible demand if work was contracted out to the private sector. 

For civil servants whatever their activity the thinking progressed from supply to demand, from a focus on inputs to outputs and thus seeking ‘Value For Money’ in serving the public.  It was not enough for public servants simply to obey the rules, they had to get results.  Britain’s National Audit Office saw performance – getting ‘Value  For Money’, VFM – as requiring the three ‘E’s’ of economy, efficiency, and effectiveness to, respectively, cut costs, give a better ratio of output value to input costs, and deliver the services that people needed most.  It is not always recognised how dependent these changes were on the introduction of computers.  Without spreadsheets it would have been difficult to analyse expenditures in terms of activities and outputs, not only inputs.  Previously most public sector budgets were limited to such items as salaries, transport and materials rather than allocating shares of these to give calculated costs for separate products.   

Similar trends in many countries led to increased use of the private sector to produce the services governments would provide.  Work was contracted out that had previously been done ‘in-house’.  Activities were ‘privatised’, including some that had earlier been nationalised.  Later there were Public-Private Financing initiatives and partnerships.  Executive Agencies also made government provision more flexible and separated from central policy issues.  

In Britain a ‘Citizen’s Charter’ was introduced in 1991.  The Prime Minister – then John Major – explained later (The Citizen’s Charter: Report Back 1994) that the Charter approach was about quality, choice, standards and value, adding “Through the Citizen’s Charter I want to give more power to citizens to get the quality of service they deserve.  The Charter is not about more state action.  It is about the right of citizens to be informed and to choose…”  In the Charter (‘Citizens' Charter: raising the standard’ 1991) six main principles were given as:

• Standards: Setting, monitoring and publishing explicit standards for the services users should expect.  Publication of performance against standards.

• Information and Openness: Full, accurate information in plain language about how services are run, what they cost, how well they perform and who is in charge.

• Choice and Consultation: Providing choice wherever practicable; consultation with users to take their priorities into account in deciding and revising standards.

• Courtesy and Helpfulness: Courteous and helpful service from public servants who will normally wear name-badges.  

• Putting Things Right: If things go wrong, an apology, explanation and swift remedy.  Well publicised and easy to use complaints procedures.

• Value for Money: and independent validation of performance against standards.

Some of the standards set might seem trivial, such as replies to letters within 5 working days and answering telephone calls in 20 seconds (but their value to customers is demonstrated by more contemporary frustrations with automated telephone response systems).  Others were more substantial and some included cash payments to customers when targets were not met.  

A requirement that targets should be set for many activities, and reports made public on the success rates in meeting them was – and is – controversial.  Are those responsible for the activity tempted to target the easily measurable activities rather than the most important?  Some think targets generate inflexibility.  (‘I must meet my target’ rather than ‘I must do my best to meet this customer’s needs’.)  Targets certainly seem to increase the risks of corruption.  Reports from managers of state farms in countries with command economies were shown false by food shortages, and there were allegations that the factories achieved their targets by producing poor quality goods such as tractors that broke down.  The warnings given by these reports were not heeded in Britain, and before long audits showed Parliament’s Public Accounts Committee that several managers made untrue claims of achieving shorter waiting lists for health care (Comptroller and Auditor General 2001).  Reports on some of the hospitals in Britain’s National Health Service showed that ‘A controlling mechanism delayed putting patients on the waiting list’ thus making it appear shorter than it was.  Staff who act corruptly in such ways often justify the actions to themselves, thinking the targets unfair because the politicians or senior managers who set them do not know the situation and the delays that may arise.  Efforts to meet targets for patients’ waiting lists may result in the more urgent cases not receiving treatment when they need it. 

Transparency and accountability were seen as antidotes to corruption.  But calls for more accountability (or transparency) often caused much resentment among staff.   By the late 1980s I was serving in Britain’s diplomatic service when demands were made for more accountability.  This meant writing more reports.  I hated it!  Why should I ‘waste’ my time telling people what I had done?  Was this not a diversion of effort from doing the job, getting more done and doing it better?  I doubted whether the reports would even be read.  I have argued since that it may be the best staff, who are most conscientious about their work, who most resent calls for more transparency and accountability.  Transparency and accountability are important and need to be improved, and often need to be increased, for reasons explained below and dealt with more fully elsewhere (Osborne 2004).
Efforts in Britain and some other countries to steer reform towards better service as well as cost savings were seen by some as different from reform objectives given priority elsewhere, with the two approaches described by McCourt 1998 and others as a ‘Washington model’ followed in the US and by the World Bank with an emphasis on economy and reducing the role of the state, and an ‘Old Commonwealth’ model of ‘New Public Management’ aimed at better service to the public through ‘citizens’ charters’ and other initiatives.  However whichever model was followed and despite the efforts for reform there continued to be much public discontent in many countries with standards of public service (perhaps caused in part by the profusion of reforms and consequent confusion among staff and clients).

Reform initiatives were boosted internationally in 1989 with a World Bank ‘Long-Term Perspective Study’ on Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank 1989).  Bank staff said this study reflected views they found in African countries.  This study brought governance to the centre of the development agenda.  Thus, from that 1989 Study (Introduction, page VII): 
‘Africa needs not just less government but better government - government that concentrates its efforts less on direct interventions and more on enabling others to be productive......  Ultimately better governance requires political renewal. This means a concerted attack on corruption from the highest to the lowest levels.  This can be done by setting a good example, by strengthening accountability, by encouraging public debate, and by nurturing a free press.  It also means empowering women and the poor by fostering grassroots and nongovernmental organizations…’
And about aid (page 15):

‘None of these measures will go far, nor will much external aid be forthcoming, unless governance in Africa improves. Leaders must become more accountable to their peoples.  Transactions must become more transparent, and funds must be … properly administered.’ 
The explicit references to corruption suggest that the World Bank was less reluctant to mention this problem than has been suggested by some.  

The timing of the Report was fortuitous.  At the end of 1989 Marxist governments in Central and Eastern Europe changed in response to public pressure.  World leaders took up the theme (Osborne 1993).  In June 1990 Britain’s Foreign Secretary called for good government – effective, honest, accountable – and political pluralism.  Later that month Robert McNamara for the US and President Mitterrand of France gave their support.  In July the Heads of State and Government of the Organization for African Unity made a ‘recommitment to democracy’ and mentioned the need for participation and accountability.  In August 1990 Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher said that ‘the problems of developing countries generally stem from politics leading economics astray’.  Governance was in fashion.  

What did it mean?  One feature much favoured was competition: in economics with encouragement for the private sector, in politics with multi-party systems, in the media with a free press, and as far as possible in public service through ‘contracting out’ and other means.  Prominence was given to the need for participation and accountability, requiring also better transparency.

Work cultures changed.  The emphasis switched from simply obeying the rules to getting results.  Inputs still mattered and the pressures for reform made public servants work longer hours.  In Britain many thought their promotion depended on being seen to arrive early for work and leave late.  The personnel officer of one British Government Department described the changes of responsibility for someone in that position
.  In the mid-1980s the main concern was negotiation with the trade unions.  By the mid 1990s the main concern was staff absent from work because of stress-related illness.  There were somewhat similar reports in the press about levels of stress among middle managers in the private sector, and the problems may have been exacerbated for public servants because they had earlier experienced rather little stress in their work.

After Tony Blair became Prime Minister in 1997 new reform initiatives included Service First in 1998, seen by some as an update of the Citizens’ Charter, and Modernising Government in 1999 promising that information technology would be used to provide a more integrated holistic service to citizens.  In addition a system was established for biennial reports on improving efficiency.  

A SURPRISE?

This section is focused on more recent changes in public service in Britain
.  It is clear that there have been concerns about the progress of reform in other countries, as well as Britain, especially with a need to build public trust and confidence in government.  Whether the changing work culture will help solve the problems in Britain, as perceived here, has yet to be learned.  Whether similar changes in work culture are relevant in other countries is for their citizens and governments to decide.

A ‘Delivery and Reform’ programme in 2003 set the priority as ‘to transform public services to better meet the needs of consumers’ (‘Delivery and Reform Online’ 2003) – thus repeating the calls of earlier reform efforts.  But there was a reason for this: the ‘Delivery and Reform’ team in the Cabinet Office reported alarmingly that customer confidence in the ability of the public service to deliver effectively had declined from 54% in 2001 to 31% in 2003 (‘Delivery and Reform: Progress and plans for the future’ 2003), and that was so despite efforts at continuing reform and improvement including ‘an unprecedented and sustained rise in investment in public services’.  Hence the Civil Service must deliver ‘better services either directly to the public or through others in the public, voluntary and private sectors’.  This would require officials to demonstrate skills and expertise that fitted the needs of the job, with the first ‘leadership’ skill required for top management as being ‘visible leaders who inspire trust’.  It was argued that it was necessary to have a more diverse workforce to ‘achieve a Civil Service better equipped to deliver, adapt and innovate’ – and perhaps better able to win the confidence of all sections of the population.  Diversity was sought for gender, ethnicity and disability with targets set for 2008 for the percentages of the Senior Civil Service to be women or from ethnic minority backgrounds, or disabled. 

An emerging aim at present is to build trust in the public service, in Government and in the political process.  If citizens are to trust the competence and integrity of officials they need to be convinced there is good reason for that trust.  It is easier to maintain trust where it exists already than to re-build it where it has been lost.  Even to be trust-worthy is not enough where trust has been lost or tarnished.  People will only be convinced if integrity is obvious, for which it needs to be combined with transparency – letting people see through us, so to speak.   Public confidence in the integrity and competence of officials requires accountability as well as transparency.  Officials should be accountable to somebody else within their organisation, to other departments of government (requiring a ‘separation of powers’) and to the end users and beneficiaries of public services.  

However the cost of transparency has to be set against the benefits.  That cost includes losses of privacy and risks to security, the time it takes to be transparent and the diversion of effort from the actual service provided, and the stress this and other reform measures may impose on officials.  

In the Department mentioned before a new Personnel Director told of further changes in the priorities for a holder of that post.   In 2005 these included helping staff find a satisfactory work-life balance and adopt practices that encouraged diversity.  As indicated in the Cabinet papers on ‘Delivery and Reform’ the priorities by 2005 included seeking a more equal gender balance that would draw on a wider range of abilities and be more representative of a population in which women were as well educated and as vocal as men.  That required family-friendly work arrangements.  Also, with the increasingly diverse ethnic origins of British citizens efforts were made to create conditions that would give Britain a public service more representative of that diversity and thus help win the trust and respect of all sections of the population.  

In talking with British civil servants while preparing a keynote speech for a Symposium run by the ASEAN-EC Management Centre
, I found evidence of considerable change in some departments in the patterns of civil service management.  This change has not been widely proclaimed but is implicit in the calls for a better gender balance, greater ethnic diversity and greater readiness to employ effectively those classified as ‘disabled’ in senior posts.  It is now official government policy to encourage working practices that are family-friendly and to respect a better work-life balance.  Staff in one department confirmed this: one had an agreement to work and be paid for an eleven month year so that he could spend time at home caring for the children when his wife went abroad on her business.  Another lived some distance away (near to where his wife worked) and reckoned he could normally leave work ‘on time’ to catch a train.  One woman worked a four day week though accepting more than that occasionally when extra hours were needed.  The culture had indeed changed.  One said that if you were thought to work late too often it may be taken as a sign you could not do the work in a reasonable time, suggesting incompetence or a failure to delegate enough responsibility to others.  Working late would no longer earn credits.  

A diversity of working patterns, including the possibilities of two people sharing one job or of career breaks, is helping the public service develop a staff that has a better gender balance and comes from different cultural backgrounds and with different levels of ability.  It has also (if my small number of discussions is representative) led those who benefit from these changes to be highly motivated in their work.  

Several Departments have made the changes and they are encouraged for all.  However some Departments find it more difficult to implement these policies than others, either because many are involved with offices open to the public at set hours or for other reasons.  Some staff remain habitual workaholics.  And in some Departments other changes involving dispersal and relocation, and announcements that staff numbers would be reduced long before it was decided which jobs would be cut, have annoyed and discouraged staff.  

One recent study (though focused more on public service in Canada and other countries than in Britain) suggests that employee satisfaction and morale is an important ‘driver’ for securing client-customer satisfaction and trust (Heintzman, Ralph, and Brian Marson, 2005).  That makes any damaging aspects of some earlier reforms and the long-hours-of-working fashion in the 1990s especially unfortunate, especially when in other ways the British public service has treated its employees well.  For 40 years or more many departments have allowed most staff to work ‘flexi-time’ for an agreed number of hours each week but able to vary their start and finish times provided they are were at work between 1000 and 1600 hours each full working day apart from a short break for lunch.  (This enabled some to share responsibilities for taking children to school, for example.  It also broadened the periods of peak demand on transport systems.)     

A surprise?  For many the shift of emphasis from seeking greater productivity through harder work for longer hours to a more ‘human’ management style in public service was unexpected.  There are indications already that having employees motivated rather than driven to give good service brings benefits and wins trust.  The greater flexibility may be expected to hold the loyalties of staff, making it easier to recruit and retain staff in public service and encouraging them to perform well.

IN SUMMARY…
Management of the public service in Britain has focused on three chief areas of concern in different periods.

First there was concern about the inputs, the resources.  Efforts were made to choose good staff and train them well, to guard public money and ensure probity and thus to improve the resources and their use.  Civil servants were to aim primarily to function as a bureaucracy and obey the rules.

Second, there was a concern for outputs and longer-term outcomes, for economy, efficiency and effectiveness.  Civil servants were to focus their attention on results.  

Third, there is a growing concern to win the public’s trust in government and strengthen trust and confidence among civil servants in the service and its management.  The welcome for greater diversity among the staff and flexible working arrangements should facilitate the recruitment, retention and motivation of staff.  The focus is turning to relationships.  
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� The Association of South East Asian Nations and the Commission of the European Union


� Details were given in three papers – for ‘Ministers and Managers’, for ‘Scrutineers’, and for ‘Action Managers’ appointed within a department implement the findings (‘Efficiency Scrutinies’, London, the Cabinet Office, the Efficiency Unit, reissued 1993). 


� When I suggested that such beautiful high-quality maps might not be needed some of those   producing them argued that ‘Africa deserves the best’ and suggested my attitudes were ‘racist’. 


� Private communication


� It draws extensively on an unpublished keynote address given for the annual symposium of AMEC – the Association of South East Asian Nations and European Commission Management Centre – as a representative of RIPA International in November 2005.
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