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1. A COMPREHENSIVE ADMINISTRATIVE

POLICY FOR THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Recently the governments, as well as the po
litical oppositions, of many Western countries 
have formulated comprehensive reform pro
grams for the public sector. These programs 
reflect a disenchantment with the performan
ces, structures1 and processes of the admin

istrative apparatus of government. The claim 
has been that the public administration is not 
well adapted to the present needs of society 
and to existing resources. lt has to be reviewed 
and modernized. »Major surgery» - a compre
hensive administrative policy - is needed. 2 

The reform programs may be part of a tran

sition from the welfare state to a new pattern 
of governmental organization focussed on 
adaptive social learning, appropriate for hand
ling a sustained rapid rate of social change 
(Deutsch 1981). lf so, the Nordic countries may, 
after 40 years of building a welfare state that 
has been successful in international terms, be 
poised for a new public sector revolution involv
ing major restructuring and adaptation (Olsen 
1986a). 

A comprehensive administrative policy sug
gests that government, in order to achieve po
litical ends, might pursue a coherent set of 
ideas and practices directed towards the orga
nizational structures and processes of public 
administration. This entails two assumptions. 
First, that organizational form is a significant 
determinant of administrative performance, and 
second, that choices made by political leaders 

are important determinants of organizational 
forms. The latter conception is supported by a 
democratic emphasis on human will, reason, ef
fort and power in the transformation of socie
ty. The former represents a view of public ad
ministration as part of modern technology, as 
illustrated by mechanical metaphors of public 
administration as the »instrument», »tool», »ap
paratus», and »machinery» of democratic gover
nance. 

One consequence of seeing public adminis-
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tration as an instrument is that administrative 
reform is often viewed from an efficiency per
spective: how can we best organize the public 
sector in order to create a better fit with pre
determined policy goals and socio-economic, 
technological and political developments out
side the control of government? Orthodox ad
ministrative theory speaks of the design of ad
ministrative structures and procedures to facil
itate the efficiency and effectiveness of bure
aucracies. More recently, contingency theory 
has become the conventional wisdom (Child 
1977). The research task is to specify the con
sequences for administrative performance of 
choosing different organizational forms. Goals 
specified a priori are taken as given. The prob
lems of implementing chosen organizational 
forms are not made part of the research model. 

The efficiency aspect is relevant. Much of 
what distinguishes good administrative per
formance from a bad one is how well an orga
nization accomplishes its day-to-day tasks. Per
formance depends on the ordinary competence 
of individual employees and the effectiveness 
of routine procedures (March 1980, 17). ln rou
tine situations where goals are stable, precise, 
and consistent, and government has the author
ity or power to implement preferred organiza
tional solutions, the critical policy question is 
whether government has adequate information 
about the impact of organizational forms on 
performance. 

As a general approach to studies of compre
hensive administrative policies the efficiency
approach is, however, inadequate. lt makes 
strong, and frequently unrealistic, assumptions 
about the ability and willingness of political 
leaders to specify policy goals, about their 
authority and power, and about decision mak
ing and change in formal organizations. lt prov
ides an a-political conception of a fundamen
tally political process. 

Therefore, the efficiency approach must be 
supplemented by more realistic political theo
ries of the state, the public sector, and citizen
ship. A comprehensive reorganization affects 
the political order. This order regulates the exer
cise of public authority and power. The change 
of this order may alter the values of the state, 
the purpose and meaning of state actions, the 
rationale and legitimacy of institutional bound
aries, the regulation of conflict and the condi
tions under which different interests may be 
pursued (Poggi 1978, 97, Dyson 1980, 206). 

Comprehensive reforms may have such 
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effects because they change organizational 
structures, processes, and performances, or be
cause they affect our images of structures, pro
cesses, and performances. Organizational suc
cess and survival depends on factors other than 
technical efficiency. Frequently performance is 
difficult to judge and organizations are evalu
ated on the basis of societal beliefs about ap
propriate organizational forms or behavior (Mey

er & Rowan 1977). Reform programs can be 
viewed as part of a struggle over peoples' minds 
- as civic education, marketing, propaganda
or management of meaning.

1 hope students of administration will accept 
the research challenges provided by the reform 
programs. On the one hand, comprehensive ef
forts to reorganize the public administration ac
count for an insignificant share of the changes 
that occur. The longrun development of admin
istrative institutions is only to a limited degree 
a product of intentions, plans, and consistent 
decisions (March & Olsen 1983). Change takes 
place without explicit decisions to change. De
cisions to change follow after the changes have 
already occured. Decisions to change do not 
lead to change, or they lead to unanticipated, 
unintended or unforseen changes (Romanow 
1981). 

On the other hand, governments sometimes 
successfully intervene in administrative struc
tures and achieve specified goals (Roness 1979, 
Egeberg 1984, 1987). Sweden, especially, has 
traditionally shown great confidence in her re
form capacity and her ability to create effective 
and efficient bureaucracies (Hedborg & Meid
ner 1984). ln addition, Metcalfe and Richards 
(1987, vii) have argued that the changes introd
uced in the British civil service since the con
servative victory in 1979 mark a watershed in

the evolution of British government. While the 
reform plans were expected to fade away, the 
Thatcher government has set a new direction 
and instigated changes in the culture of White
hall which will be difficult if not impossible to 
reverse.3 

This article identifies some research ques
tions derived from a political-institutional ap
proach to comprehensive administrative 
change (March & Olsen 1983, 1984, Olsen 1985). 
Public administration is viewed as part of a po
litical order and reform programs are seen as 
attempts at changing the order. Some ideas are 
suggested for how political-institutional factors 
may affect processes of planned, comprehen
sive change. 
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The point of departure is that comprehensive 
reforms are nonroutine events where we should 
not expect objectives to be specified a priori, 
causal knowledge to be clear, or control to be 
unproblematic. ln order to understand the poss
ibilities and limitations of comprehensive ad
ministrative policies students of public admin
istration must specify (construct models of) the 
processes through which: 

(a) criteria for evaluating administrative
change, and thus for administrative success 
and failure, are defined, 

(b) knowledge about the relationships
between administrative structures, processes 
and performances is developed, and 

(c) organizational forms are generated,4 and
thus the level and content of organizational 
change is determined. 

Focus will be on exploring some possible ef
fects of political institutions and processes 
upon the generation of objectives, knowledge, 
and control. ln particular we will be interested 
in the relative importance of explicit govern
mental choices in processes of organizational 
change. Doing so brings us back to some bas
ic questions in political theory and in theories 
of organizational choice and change: the role 
of political intention, reason, power and choice 
in administrative and societal development.5 

(1) lntention: An efficiency approach as
sumes that political leaders are able and will
ing to give direction to adminstrative change 
by specifying a priori a set of criteria which can 
be used to distinguish between good and bad 
changes, and between good and bad adminis
trative performance. An alternative is to treat 
goals and criteria as endogenous and study 
how they are generated and used in reform pro
cesses. 

(2) Reason: An etticiency approach focusses
on providing more and »better» information 
about the effects of organizational forms upon 
pre-established goals. ln situations of compre
hensive reforms causal models and available 
data are often uncertain or disputed. There will 
be a need for research which shows how poli
tical processes and institutions may affect 
what is accepted as knowledge and used by dif
ferent groups. An adequate knowledge basis for 
comprehensive administrative reform would 
include, in addition to knowledge about the ef
fects of organizational forms, knowledge about 
how organizational forms and criteria for eval
uating change are generated. 

(3) Power and Choice: An efficiency ap-
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proach views elected political (and administra
tive) leaders as able to implement the organi
zational choices they make. A more realistic 
view is to assume that there is no single centre 
of authority and power. Comprehensive change 
often represents a challenge to the core sys
tems of meaning, belief, interpretation, status, 
power and alliances in organizations (Goodman 
et al. 1982). Winning support for a preferred or
ganizational solution is a political process af
fected by the institutions, interests, cleavages, 
resources and alliances involved in administra
tive change. 

2. GIVING DIRECTION TO ADMINISTRATIVE
CHANGE: STANDARD$ OF IMPROVEMENT
ANO MODERNIZATION

Despite standard observations about bureau
cratic rigidity, and the persistence of many 
forms of organizational structures and routines, 
the public administration of the Nordic coun
tries have experienced a recent history of ex
ceptional growth and change.6 lt is not at all 
clear that administrative change has been the 
result of a coherent set of pre-determined cri
teria formulated (or accepted) by political 
leaders. 

The role of goals in administrative change 

The current conventional wisdom is that 
goals are relevant and that they should be pre
cise, consistent, stable, and treated as exo
genous. Performance is improved when goals 
are operational and when strict monitoring 
gives good feedback about results achieved. 
The objectives and criteria of success of pro
posed change should be clearly formulated be
fore change is initiated (OECD 1980, 16). 

Empirical studies of organizational and poli
tical life s:.iggest some alternative conceptions 
of the role of goals in processes of administra
tive change.7 Goals may be utopian rather than 
operational and utopian goals may mobillze en
thusiasm and support for organizational change 
or resistance against change proposals. Goals 
may be conflicting. lt is unrealistic to assume 
that life can be decomposed into a political and 
an administrative shpere. The public adminis
tration is likely to be evaluated differently by 
different groups, and the criteria are likely to 
change over time. Goals may be ambiquous. 
Ambiquous goals may reflect a form of intelli-
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gence different from the one assumed by mod
els of rational choice. Ambiquity is a method 
for coping with unresolved conflicts, avoiding 
premature commitment, achieving flexibility 
through shifting emphasis on goals, and for pre
venting the best informed to dominate decision 
making. Making goals precise often means to 
ignore or suppress some goals and interests. 

Governments have many goals and attend to 
them sequentially rather than simultaneously. 
Reform processes offer an opportunity for dis
covering or developing, rather than acting upo n 
goals. Preferences are tested rather than ag
gregated and objectionable preferences are 
challenged through processes of discussion 
and criticism. 

Furthermore, there are alternatives to goal
oriented behavior. A political culture may prov
ide social definitions of justice and appropria
teness which legitimize institutions, e.g. ra
tional-legal norms and bureaucratic virtues like 
neutrality, integrity, and obedience. 

Such observations make it necessary to raise 
questions about what criteria are used to eva
luate change. What kind of public sector is 
wanted? Who defines what it means to do »the 
right things»? Who defines standards of im
provement, and how is it done? Specifically, 
what does it mean to be, or become, »modern» 
and »new»? 

A new and modern public sector 

Most reform programs are collections of re
form ideas (many of which have existed for 
many years) rather than coherent philosophies 
and unitary strategies of change. Still, they 
share many features in terms of how problems 
are defined. The growth of the public sector has 
created problems both in relation to citizens 
and political leaders. The public administration 
has become too complex, centralized, sector
ized, rigid and too difficult to influence. lt is not 
oriented towards citizens' needs, service, ef
fectiveness, economy, efficiency, and produc
tivity. 

The programs differ from one another with 
regard to how they will reduce the perceived 
discrepancies between the demands made 
upon the public sector and its capabilities. 
Some want to reduce the demands by rolling 
back the state - by eliminating or privatizing 
services, or by minimizing costs almost regard
less of outputs (Gray & Jenkins 1985). Others 
want to increase the capabilities and perform-
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ance of the public sector by reforming its 
structures and processes. 

The reform programs may observe that the 
public sector has distinctive features and dif
ferent goals than the private sector. lt is often 
difficult to measure productivity and efficien
cy, or to describe explicitly public goals (e.g. 
Regeringens skrivelse 1984/85, 202). But the 
imp/ications of such obervations are often not 
made clear (von Otter 1986). A revised version 
of »government by objectives» is a key theme 
in most of the programs. The Danish program 
says that decentralization is without meaning 
if central government does not formulate goals 
and frameworks (Finansministeriet 1986; 3). 

Yet, the goals formulated are seldom oper
ational and tensions between parts of a pro
gram are rarely discussed. The Danish govern
ment, which claims to be in the forefront of mo
dernizing the public sector, says that the new 
philosophy is the best possible service at 
lowest costs. »lt shall become more easy to be 
a Dane» (Finansministeriet 1987a, 2, 14). The 
Swedish government in its statement on the 
modernization of the public sector, says that 
the welfare of citizens is the goal of ali public 
sector activity. The program is for citizens 
against administrative agencies (Regeringens 
skrivelse 1984/85, 202, Mellboum 1986, 20). Sim
ilar formulations can be found in the other pro
grams. The goals are better service, better eco
nomy and efficiency, betterwork places for the 
employees, more democracy through more in
fluence for elected leaders and citizens (etc.). 
Lacking is an explicit discussion of the trade 
offs between such goals. 

The programs of course include some oper
ational goals, but the »philosophy» of the ad
ministrative policy is couched in grand, sym
bolic terms which open for many different in
terpretations. lt appears difficult to formulate 
a shared vision or an ideological superstructure 
for reforms in the public sector. As observed 
by the Swedish LO (1986, 175): » Today it is per
haps less self-evident what our dreams look 
like». lt is seen as a problem that government 
is not clever enough to formulate operational 
goals (Den moderne staten, 1987, 27). The poss
ibility is not discussed that this may be an im
possible, or not a smart, strategy. 

The reform programs are influenced by an 
efficiency-approach without formulating the 
kind of operational goals assumed by this ap
proach. The goals presented better fit the idea 
that the reform programs are part of a process 



6 

of rhetoric and reinterpretation of the role of the 
public sector. The key concept of the programs 
- modernization - is itself an important meta
phor in Western societies suggesting a society
heading towards a better state, a development
towards progress and maturity (Bendor 1977,
Eckstein 1982). Such a concept may be useful
in a struggle over peoples' minds (S0rhaug
1986), even if it is not of much value when gov
ernments want to measure efficiency and pro
ductivity. Reform ideas accepted as »modern11
are difficult to challenge, and a country defined
(or defining itself) as 11behind11 the others has
incentives to change its public administration.

One may conclude that the reform programs 
are parts of a public relation campaign aimed 
at changing the images citizens, politicians and 
bureaucrats hold of the public administration. 
More fundamentally, the programs may be seen 
(in their consequences if not in their intents) as 
a search for new visions and interpretations of 
possible roles for the public sector in society. 

As argued bu Sunstein (1987, 39), it should 
not be surprising if increasing knowledge about 
the processes of preference formation turns 
out to provide the next set of advances for dem
ocratic and constitutional theory. Maybe refor
ming the public sector depends as much on the 
ability of citizens, elected leaders, and civil ser
vants to formulate new visions and utopian 
goals for the public sector, as upon the ability 
and willingness to implement current operatio
nal goals and develop precise measures of 
efficiency and productivity? 

Studies of reform processes may help us un
derstand the historical, institutional, political 
and socio-economic origins of preferences, 
wants and interests. They may shed some light 
on how definitions of improvement may devel
op before or after the structures and processes 
of public administration have changed, or as a 
part of such change processes. 

3. THE REASON AND THE KNOWLEDGE
BASIS OF ADMINISTRATIVE REFORM:
ARTICLES OF FAITH MORE THAN
CAUSAL THEORIES

According to democratic norms the organ• 
ization of the public sector should be a product 
of reason as well as will. Formal authority and 
power without knowledge may compel obedi
ence but does not solve societal problems. 
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The uncertainty of effects and 
the poverty of alternatives 

The effects of reorganization are uncertain. 
Hopes for a firm theoretical basis for institu
tional design have been mostly unfulfilled, and 
prescriptions tend to be contradictory.8 lt has 
been difficult to demonstrate conclusively how 
variation in the design of organizations affects 
levels of performance, and in administrative re
form explicit theoretical models have been less 
important than practical, institution-specific 
knowledge and political pressure (Sjöblom & 
Ståhlberg 1987). The paucity of evidence stands 
in sharp contrast to the firm ideological con
victions that alternative organizational pro
posals arouse.9 

Consider the poverty of organizational alter
natives. Policy makers often tend to take an 
existing organizational form and use it regard
less of the similarities between its present 
function and the new uses to which it is to be 
put (Christensen 1980, Preston 1984). Discus
sions of the (re)organization of public adminis
tration is dominated by a few standard types 
- legal categories which often work like Proc
rustean beds. Like the mythical robber made his
victims fit an iron bed by either stretching their
limbs or cutting thern off, debates over the or
ganization of public adrninistration impose
standard solutions on non-standard organiza
tions in order to (formally) achieve clear Iines
of authority and responsibility.

History, on the other hand, produces com
plex forrns where differrent and competing 
structures and processes coexist. 10 Today 
there is a lack of theoretical ideas and concepts 
adequate to describe and analyze such mixed 
forms and their cornplex and subtle arrays of 
relationsphips. We need better to understand 
the role of hybrid forms in public administra
tion and in the interface between the public and 
the private sector. Possibly, the hybrids in
crease the organizational 11gen-pool11 of society, 
create flexibility, and thus contribute to the 
survival of representative democracies. The 
hybrid forms create a laboratory for adminis
trative research, but reformers have so far been 
more interested in eliminating than in studying 
the hybrids. 

The private sector as a role model 

The thrust of many recent reorganization ef
forts in public administration has been that the 
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organizational problems of the public sector are 
to be solved by using the supposedly more ef
fective and efficient private sector as a role 
model (Czarniavska 1985). Modernization of 
public organizations is often portrayed as the 
substitution of up-to-date business manage
ment methods for old-fashioned public admin
istration practices (Metcalfe & Richards 1987a, 
155). Business organization is assumed to be 
result-oriented, efficient, decentralized, and it 
is supposed to create innovation and freedom. 
Firms, markets, competit_ion, management phi
losophy and concepts, private consulting firms, 
deregulation, de-bureaucratization, and private 
consulting firms, are modern. 

A key argument is that the public adminis
tration should be changed from an »adminis
trative culture» to a »service culture». The defi
nition of citizens' needs is seen as self evident, 
or needs and interests are assumed to reveal 
themselves through autonomous choices in 
market-like situations. Citizens are described 
as customers, and the multifaceted relation
ships between citizens, elected leaders, and 
civil servants in a representative democracy 
(Stiftelsen Rättsfonden 1985, Hernes 1987) is 
to a large extent ignored.11 

The villain is the bureaucratic form. Bureau
cracies are described as centralized, rule ori
ented, inefficient, unproductive, expensive, 
rigid, impossible to influence, and there are 
simply too many of them. Bureaucracy is used 
as a code word symbolizing all frustrations with 
the public sector and governmental intrusion 
in private lives. 

The critics of »bureaucracy» do not discuss 
Weber's analysis of bureaucracy as the most 
modern, rational, and efficient form of adminis
tration (Weber 1978: voi. 2, ch. X). To a large ex
tent they ignore the great variety of rules and 
the different functions rules may have in pub
lie administration (Graver 1987). There is no 
analysis of the conditions under which a bure
aucratic form of organization may work well. 
Neither is much attention giveA to the fact that 
the public administrations of the Nordic coun
tries since World War II have lost many of their 
bureaucratic characteristics, so that bargaining 
rather than rules and hierarchical command has 
become the dominant form of coordination in 
important parts of the public sector.12 

This lack of analysis of »bureaucracy» is 
matched by a lack of interest in variations in the 
organization and performance of the private 
sector. The image presented of the private sec-
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tor is seldom based on empirical observations 
of how this sector actually works. Rather, it is 
taken from how introductory textbooks in bus
iness administration say it shou/d work. 

The general climate of discussion is one of 
image-building more than analysis and one is 
reminded of the fact that »modern» also means 
to stick to the latest fashion. Some manage
ment ideas and techniques developed in the pri
vate sector have spread like blue jeans, ham
burgers, coke and Dynasty - without much 
consideration for variations in political culture 
and tradition. 

Metcalfe and Richards (1987b, 66-67) argue 
that we may be observing an intellectual impe
rialism of business management which seeks 
to mould government in its own image in spite 
of the tact that the success rate of transplants 
from business to government is low both for 
techniques and for individual managers. The 
faith in market solutions is high even where the 
conditions for efficient markets are absent 
(Hansen 1987). The enthusiasm for rational 
management techniques remains high in spite 
of the fact that they have had few striking suc
cesses and several failures in the public sec
tor (Landau and Stout 1979, Wittrock and Lind
ström 1984, Goodsell 1985, 175). 

The belief that ownership is the critical fac
tor is more an article of faith than a generaliza
tion that is well grounded in empirical evidence 
(Metcalfe & Richards 1987a, 172). lt is often dif
ficult to compare public and private sector per
formance, and no simple generalization about 
superiority of private sector can be sustained. 
There is more support for the view that the ef
ficacy of all firms - public and private - is im
posed by a competitive environment13 (Kay & 
Thompson 1986). 

Possibly, private sector-models have had 
more impact on how we talk about the public 
sector than on how it works. ln a period where 
the private sector is assumed to be modern and 
the public sector old-fashioned, it is tempting 
for public agencies to change their basis of le
gitimacy. ln an image-building process, talk, as 
well as changing a name or a logo,14 founding 
or dismantling an agency, or hiring or firing a 
key bureaucrat may be newsworthy and contrib
ute to an image of decisiveness and moderni
zation without any major changes in the struc
tures and processes of the public administra
tion. 

Talk, and image building, may substitute for 
action or create a future climate for action. An 
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important research task is to study the condi
tions under which talking and acting in admin
istrative reforms are tightly or loosely coupled 
(March 1980, Brunsson 1985). 

A lesson of history 

The idea that the private sector has the so
lutions and the knowledge needed by the pub
lie sector may reduce teit need for empirical re
search, in spite of the fact that administrative 
reform is a policy area where strong articles of 
faith often substitute for causal knowledge. 

The lesson of history is that a concentration 
upon the problems and fashion of the day will 
not provide an adequate, systematic basis of 
knowledge for administrative reform. One pe
riod's horror story -bureaucracy is the next pe
riod's ideal. While reformers of public adminis
tration in one period focus on creating incen
tives for initiative, innovation, and willingness 
to take responsibility, bureaucrats soon after 
may be expected to act according to rules or 
political commands rather than in an entrepre
neurial style (Jacobsen 1964, 1966). 

Processes of sequential attention to goals 
(Cyert & March 1963) suggest that a reform pe
riod may be an occasion for rediscovering the 
benefits of bureaucratic forms - like predic
tability, formal equality, due process, and pro
tection against misuse of public authority, es
pecially for those who have no access to the 
bargaining processes of the contemporary pub
lie administration. While the current reform 
theme is de-bureaucratization it has already 
been suggested that soon there may be a re
naissance for the public sector (Radetzki 1987). 

ln order to develop a more systematic basis 
of knowledge for administrative policy making 
it is neccessary to attend carefully to variations 
in the tasks, the criteria of success, the envi
ronments, and in the organizational forms of 
public administration. For instance, since cur
rent reform programs primarily aim at devel
oping organizational forms for a service 
state,15 it is important to ask how the organi
zational forms of a service state will function 
for traditiona! public activities and for the al
most bewildering array of tasks the public sec
tor has taken on (Weidenbaum 1969, Rose 1976, 
Deutsch 1981). lt is neccessary to study how 
service-oriented organizational forms function 
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in situations where agencies are assumed to re
sist demands for change rather than to adapt, 
and in situations where citizens are not assum
ed to be (or do not accept to be treated as) cus
tomers. 

Reform programs argue that administrative 
policies should be seen as experiments and de
liberate attempts to learn from experience. Still, 
changes are seldom followed by systematic ef

forts to assess successes and failures, and 
when collected, such information is often not 

used. Research has shown that the past is of
ten uncertain and ambiguous. lt is difficult to 
learn from experience, especially in situations 
where many actors in networks of interacting 
organizations are making choices and learning 
at the same time.16 

ln general, more knowledge is needed about 
how the public administration collects, stores, 
retrieves and uses information. Students of 
public administration must take an interest in 
how change processes may be affected by 
ideas and information provided by temporary 
committees, private consultants (Premfors, Ek
lund & Larsson 1985), the analytical staffs of 
public administration and by academic adminis
trative research. 

ln particular it may be worthwhile to consider 
how the collection and use of information may 
be separated in time. Reorganization studies 
are often filed rather than implemented imme
diately. Still, they provide concepts and ideas. 
They keep theories and proposals alive, create 
precedents, and develop a logic of argument 
that is carried over to subsequent reorganiza
tion efforts. Actual reorganizations often have 
deadlines which tend to make reformers use or
ganizational solutions at hand, thereby creating 
a new opportunity for filed proposals (Feldman 
1983, March & Olsen 1983, Kingdon 1984). 

There is also a need for knowledge about the 
effects of different ways of regulating access 
to reorganization processes. The participation 
hypothesis suggests that reorganization efforts 
would be more successful if they involved an 
explicitly participatory style. Conversely, it has 
been argued that inviting people into the pro

cess invole compromises on the change to be 
proposed, that extended participation delays 
the process, and that radical changes need to 
be made fairly quickly if they are to occur at ali. 
The evidence is inconclusive (Mosher 1967, 
March & Olsen 1983, Lien & Fremstad 1985). 
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4. TO WIN SUPPORT ANO CREATE
COMMITMENT

For a reform-oriented government it is not 
enough to assume the right of governance and 
organization. Change is often viewed by those 
affected as disruptive, resource demanding, 
painful and threatening, and thus it is resisted. 
To build support and commitment is a political 
process, and reform may be difficult to imple
ment for political and institutional reasons. 

The rhetoric of Realpolitik speaks of reorga
nization in terms of a political struggle among 
contending interests. The formal administrative 
hierarchy is a minor part of the structure of 
control. Organizational forms reflect victorious 
interests and establish a mechanism for future 
dominance (March & Olsen 1983). Consequent
ly, change may result when the authority and 
power built into the structure of the public sec
tor is out of balance with actual influence and 
control, Le. the ability to cope with critical con
tingencies (Pfeffer 1978, 192-193). 

The political limits of planned change 

ln situations with multiple constituencies 
with incompatible interests and multiple con
tingencies with conflicting design implications 
the public administration have to choose which 
part of the environment to adapt to (Child 1977). 
Such choices are likely to be made in part on 
the basis of expectations of how groups in op
position to a proposed change might try to pre
vent or modify the reform. Thus, we need to 
study the institutions, interests, resources, 
conflicts and alliances organized around the 
modernization issues. We need to analyze how 
the criteria governing the reform process and 
the forms chosen and implemented may de
pend on which participants and conflicts are ac
tivated, how resources are distributed, and what 
alliances are viable. 

A significant change is unlikely to move 
ahead without political support and leadership 
(OECD 1980, 13). The support given by the prime 
minister may be of critical importance. ln addi
tion the change process will be affected by the 
commitment and consensus of the government 
and the party or parties in government, the ap
paratus created to give effect to change and the 
resources invested in reforms, the types of bu
reaucratic politics activated, and the involve
ment of organized interests in society, the mass 
media and the public opinion. 

9 

Consider the role of a permanent central 
change agency to focus attention and energy, 
to create motivation and commitment, and to 
set priorities and review experiences.17 Minis
tries and departments of public administration 
have for some time been fighting to raise their 
status and establish a more central position for 
themselves in governmental decision making. 
The results have been mixed, and the content 
of proposed comprehensive administrative po
licies may reflect that administrative policy 
making is a new and weak policy field. 

A prevailing attitude in the reform programs 
is that each institution has the responsibility 
to develop itself.17 The role of central agencies 
with a special responsibility for administrative 
policy-making is to facilitate, stimulate, moti
vate and help, rather than to control the change 
process. They are supposed to act on the ba
sis of a distinct competence rather than formal 
position.18 The argument is that formal author
ity and political power is sufficient when one 
is to make cuts and abolish administrative 
units. When reforms aim at changing adminis
trative culture - i.e. concepts of meaning, 
norms, identities, and institutions - it is ne
cessary to mobilize support and commitment 
for change among the civil servants and others 
directly affected. 

Bureaucratic reform seems to require long
run commitment and patience, and keeping re
form on the agenda of top political leaders is 
problematic. Reorganization is sensitive to con
textual fluctuations and to short-run changes 
in political attention. The course of events sur
rounding a reorganization sometimes seems to 
depend less on properties of the reorganization 
proposals or efforts than on the happenstance 
of short-run political attention, over which re
organization groups typically have little control. 
A reform may become a garbage can for par
ticipants and issues producing results not in
tended by anyone. As a consequence, refor
mers experience cycles of enthusiasm and dis
appoi ntment.19 

Also, the organization of public administra
tion is often less important for political leaders 
than substantive, especially economic, pol
icies. Political leaders bargain away reorgani
zation projects in order to secure legislative 
support on other issues. Reforms are sacrified 
to consensual politics (March & Olsen 1983, 
Caiden 1984, 258). 

Metcalfe and Richards (1987a, 213) relate the 
success of administrative reform in Britain to 
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the fact that feedback and evaluation processes 
were established at the highest level to moni
tor departmental programs. ln Britain changing 
»the machinery of government» has absorbed
a generous slice of the energies of several re
cent prime ministers and their most senior of
ficial advisors - despite the argument that
such activities lack popular appea!, are ungla
morous, and politically unrewarding (Pollitt
1984, ix).

The failure of administrative policies in Swe
den is within a similar framework explained by 
the fact that the high ambitions of a compre
hensive administrative policy was not reflected 
in the organization of the reform process. The 
prime minister was positive but not enthusias
tic. There was considerable opposition within 
the governing Social Democratic party and 
among civil servants. Mellbourn describes the 
Minister of Civil Affairs, Bo Holmberg, as a gen
eral without troops, and argues that the failure 
of the reform process was a clear demarcation 
of the political limits of administrative policy 
making (Mellbourn 1986, 21, 60). 

Civil servants are important actors in the po
litics of administrative change (Peters 1984, Su
leiman 1984). The public administration is not 
a unified whole. Different ministries and agen
cies follow different goals and interests, and 
careful attention to such differences is essen
tial both in managing and understanding admin
istrative change (OECD 1980, 18). Attention 
should also be paid to the active attempts by 
civil servants to recruit allies in order to over
come resistance to change or to stop reform 
proposals. Such attempts may include the mo
bilization of organized interests in society, the 
mass media, the public opinion and ordinary ci
tizens. 

The role of the Ministry of Finance is of a spe
cial interest. Reform programs argue that go
vernance should be based less upon detailed 
budgets and more upon specification of goals 
and monitoring of the results achieved. Wheth
er the responsibility of administrative policy 
making is located in a separate ministry (like 
in Norway and Sweden) or in a department of 
the Ministry of Finance (like in Denmark and 
Finland) variation in the coordination of budge
tary and reform processes, and the relative 
power of budget-agencies and agencies of ad
ministrative reform, may affect the outcome of 
change processes in significant ways. For ln
stance, Mellbourn (1986) argues that lack of 
coordination between the Ministry of Finance 
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and the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and the weak 

position of the latter, contributed to the failure 

of Swedish administrative policies.20 

Administrative reform illustrates the limita

tions of hierarchy. Many of the resources crit

ical to the success of an administrative policy 

are controlled by other formal organizations, 
and administrative policies have to be directed 

toward influencing such organizations. lt is not 

realistic to assume one omnipotent writer of in
centive schemes which can fully order the be
havior of participants in such interorganiza
tional networks. We need to attend to the poli

tical limits of planned administrative change, 

and to some possible effects of political con
flict. 

Political conflict and administrative change 

The disciplining effects of competition in 
economic markets is widely acknowledged. 
Firms have to keep up their productivity or they 
are weeded out. Less attention is paid to how 
political conflict, competition, criticism and op
position may affect the propensity of change 
in public administration. ln order to survive pub
lie agencies need political support and de
mands for their services. Conflicts and criticism 
of the public administration often signal that 
some groups want to change they way agencies 
operate - what they do, how they do it, or for 
whom they do it (Jacobsen 1964, 1966). 

The effects of politicization and depoliticiza
tion of administrative policy making may be il
lustrated by the different responses towards 
the privatization-theme and the modernization
theme of reform programs. »Privatization» is 
closely linked to the major political cleavage in 
the Nordic countries - »modernization» is not. 

»Privatization» is an ambiguous term cover
ing a variety of changes in the relationship 
between the public and the private sector (Kris
tensen 1984, 1987a, b, c). The symbolic signif
icance of the term is illustrated by the re
sponses provoked in the Nordic countries. The 
reaction has been strong even when »privatiza
tion» has referred to ordinary processes of ad
justment between the public and the private 
sector, usually widely accepted (Olsen 1986b, 
Christensen 1987, Kristensen 1987a). 

While the issue was raised by governments 
in favour of »privatization», the opponents soon 
succeeded in defining the agenda. For in
stance, ln Norway »privatization» was described 
as turning back the clock. Privatization propo-
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sals were viewed as a general attack on the wel
fare state - as a »cookbook for the destruc
tion of the welfare state» and as the »starting 
signal of an extensive ideological battle that 
may shatter hard-won unity and solidarity, rein
force old injustices and infuse life into destruc
tive adversarial relationships between groups 
and classes» (Olsen 1968b). A consequence 
was that the privatization issue faded. 

ln Denmark a similar debate took place and 
the government removed privatization from the 
agenda long before an attempt to implement a 
privatization policy was really tried. The word 
disappeared from the Danish political vocabu
lary (Kristensen 1987). ln the other Nordic 
countries governments have seen »privatiza
tion» as even less attractive as an explicit 
policy. 

»De-regulation» also became politicized in
Denmark. Christensen (1987) describes de
regulation as the story of an ambitious political 
intiative which gradually fell victim to bureau
cratic reluctance and disinterest on the part of 
economic interest organizations. Among minis
ters there never existed much enthusiasm or it 
gradually eroded. 

The lesson learnt by the non-socialist govern
ment in Denmark, like in Norway, was to de
emphasize the political and ideological aspects 
of administrative reform. As deregulation turn
ed out to be more onerous and less popular 
than expected, the Danish government pre
sented to Parliament in November 1983 a much 
publicized pian for modernization of the pub
lie sector. »Modernization» was not expected 
to provoke anyone. Christensen (1987) argues 
that the very looseness of this pian guaranteed 
that it would not be met with the same kind of 
fierce opposition as de-regulation. The Minis
try of Finance commented that since re-distri
bution turned out to be problematic, it was ne
cessary to improve productivity (Finansminis
teriet 1987a, 8). 

Likewise, Mellbourn (1986, 103) argues that 
it is tempting to refer to management theories 
from private business because they are per
ceived as a-political and non-controversial, and 
Caiden (1984, 264) writes that com pared with 
other change proposals administrative reform 
will look quite moderate and acceptable to rival 
interest groups. Threatened with drastic econ
omies and the termination of programs much 
internal resistance to reorganization is likely to 
diminish. 

The current reform programs may be what 
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Anderson (1983) calls a bland alternative - a 
choice with a low probability of producing 
either highly positive or highly negative effects. 
The argument is that policy makers frequently 
choose alternatives that they do not expect will 
solve the problems. They are more concerned 
with avoiding conflicts and failures than with 
achieving success. They settle for what they 
can change rather than try to change what they 
want to change (Wildavsky 1979, 79). 

Apparently, many current reform programs il
lustrate an a-political and non-conflict approach 
to administrative change. Yet, the programs are 
written by people who understand the politics 
of administrative reform well, and they are 
mostly read by people who have a similar kind 
of insight. Therefore, the approach used is un
likely to be a result of political innocence or an 
attempt to manipulate potential opponents. lt 
may reflect a consensus-oriented culture where 
administrative conflict is usually not exposed 
in public documents. Also, the approach 
chosen can be seen as a strategy of political 
and institutional weakness.

Consider the interaction between »privatiza
tion» and »modernization». lt is often argued 
that the chances of cutbacks in public agencies 
will depend on their capacity to restructure 
themselves. Less attention is paid to the pos
sibility that the chances for reforms may de
pend on cutbacks or threats of cutbacks. 

For instance, »privatization» proposals will 
create conflict and political attention. Most like
ly, such proposals will be perceived as provo
cations and external threats by civil servants. 
lt is uncertain how civil servants will respond 
to a politcization of administrative reform. They 
may try to resist ali changes and the present 
climate of cooperation may deteriorate. The un
ions of civil servants may launch public rela
tions campaigns in an attempt at changing the 
images of the public sector held by politicians 
and citizens. Also, threats of »privatization» may 
make administrative leaders, other employees, 
and their unions more positive towards reforms, 
making changes in administrative structures 
and processes »from below» more likely.21 

lf conflict and criticism rather than con
sensus and an a-political strategy promote 
change, the key to comprehensive administra
tive reform may be to keep the theme of privat
ization alive and adminstrative reform on the po
litical agenda. How likely is this to happen? 

The privatization debate may be dead, but it 
is not clear that the privatization process is 
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so.22 For instance, the Norwegian Labour Par
ty government recently said it will be pragmatic 
in evaluating the borderlines between the pub
lie and the private sector. Given the economic 
situation, it is not possible to continue all pre
sent tasks and at the same time add new ones 
(St.meld.nr. 4, 1987-88). Thus, economic ne
cessity may modify traditiona! attitudes. 

Furthermore, pressure for privatization may 
not come as an explicit government policy. 
Rather it may be the result of coalitions of peo
ple who have money to invest, professionals 
who have services to sell, and people who have 
money to buy services. lf public services, es
pecially in education and health, deteriorate as 
a result of tight budgets, or for other reasons, 
this kind of privatization process may tend to 
accelerate. A by-product may be to increase the 
probability of administrative reform. 

An implication is that students of adminis
trative policy-making must attend to the polit
ical and institutional preconditions for change. 
Reform processes are organized differently in 
the Nordic countries. Political cleavages and al
liances differ. Thus, comparisons across the 
Nordic countries might shed some light on the 
political and institutional possibilities and lim
itations of comprehensive administrative poli
cy. A central question is whether recent reform 
proposals signify changes in the political co
alitions which traditionally have supported the 
welfare state in the Nordic countries. 

5. REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY ANO

ADMINISTRATIVE DESIGN: NEW WAYS

OF REGULATING THE EXERCISE OF

PUBLIC POWER?

Nystrom and Starbuck (1981, xii) argued that 
if you want to understand an organization or an 
administrative order you should try to change 
it. This is what reform programs aim at. There
by, students of public administration are pro
vided qn opportunity to learn about the trans
formative capacity of the democratic state: the 
relative importance of planned change in the 
transformation of the public sector, and the 
conditions under which administrative struc
tures and processes can be deliberately 
changed in order to achieve policy objectives. 
Thus, more generally, we may learn something 
about democracy and power in the Nordic 
countries. 
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The purpose of this article has been to sketch 
some research questions derived from a polit
ical-institutional framework. Comprehensive ad
ministrative reform is seen as part of the crea
tion and change of a political order. This order 
regulates the exercise of public authority and 
power, including the roles of citizens, elected 
leaders, and civil servants. Thus, comprehen
sive administrative reforms are intertwined with 
questions of democratic control, accountabil

ity, and legitimacy. 
The main argument has been that in order to 

understand the possibilities and limitations of 
comprehensive administrative policymaking it 
is necessary to go beyond an efficiency ap
proach which focusses on finding »the best 
way» to organize the public sector.23 ln a plu
ralistic and rapidly changing society processes 
of comprehensive reform are more likely to be 
characterized by ambiguity, uncertainty, and 
conflict than by specified objectives, clear un
derstanding of means-end connections, and 
perfect control. Studies of comprehensive re

forms may illustrate how processes of planned 
change are facilitated or constrained by the go
vernment's ability to:

provide visions, a sense of direction and 
new levels of aspiration, as well as opera
tional goals useful for measuring efficien
cy and productivity, 
develop and use knowledge, both causal 
models and data, and to reduce the pover
ty of organizational typologies typical for 
current reform debates, 
build consensus or viable coalitions. 

Comprehensive reforms offer an opportunity 
to study different types of change, e.g. those 
which alter the basic nature of the administra
tive system and those which stabilize it by pro
test absorption and cooptation. We may learn 
about the different ways change may take 
place. For instance, changes through direct in
tervention in administrative structures and pro
cesses, and changes through processes of ar
gumentation and interpretation which prepare 
a new climate by modifying codes of meaning, 
norms, identities, and lnstitutions. 

ln order to explain such processes of change 
students of public administration must attend 
to the characteristics of the political context of 
administrative reform in the Nordic countries. 
Political leaders can not assume the right to de
sign the public administration. The outcome of 
reform processes will be affected by the insti
tutions, interests, resources, conflicts and al-
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liances organized around administrative policy 
making, and by which actors are activated. 

The content of current reform proposals is 
affected by the fact that as an organizing con
cept administrative policy making is new. ln the 
Nordic countries organizational matters have 
so far been subordinated to substamive and 
economic policy making. The resources in
vested in reforms are limited, and the networks 
organized around administrative policies are 
rather weak. The a-political efficiency-approach 
found in the reform programs probably reflects 
a situation where control over the means of 
change is spread in interorganizational net
works characterized more by bargaining than 
hierarchical command. lt is a paradox that ad
ministrative policy making may »need» a certain 
amount of conflict in order to get the political 
attention which may motivate change pro
cesses »from below». 

The reform programs invite comparative 
studies. There is much room for exchange of 
experience and shared learning (OECD 1980, 
28). To give direction to empirical research we 
need better theories of management of change, 
adapted to the distinct tasks, possibilities, and 
constraints of the public sector (Kooiman & Eli
assen 1987, Metcalfe & Richards 1987a). More 
generally, we need theoretical ideas about the 
interaction of citizens, elected leaders and civil 
servants in change processes. 

ln order to better understand this interaction 
we need to analyze the complex balance be
tween partly contradictory principles of govern
ance in representative democracies. A hierar
chical concept is at _the core of parliamentary 
governance, i.e. that the responsibility for de
partmental acts is located uniquely in the go
vernment or the minister's office 0/'Jass 1985). 
Yet, this concept lives side by side with a va
riety of other principles. Some constitutional 
and ethical rules are assumed to be beyond the 
discretion of current political majorities. The 
principle of professional autonomy assumes 
trial by peers and a client relationship to citi
zens, based on the assumption that the profes
sional knows what is best for the client. The 
principle of the sovereign consumer assumes 
that the citizen-consumer knows best what is 
in his interest. The principle that affected 
groups should be represented in public policy 
making legitimize the participation of organized 
societal interests. And the principle that em
ployees should influence their own working 
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conditions legitimize a strong position for the 
unions of the employees. 

ln the search for clear principles of adminis
tration, with clear Iines of authority and respon
sibility, reformers must not forget that demo
cracy, as we know it in the Nordic countries, 
may be based on a fruitful tension between 
partly contradictory forms and principles of go
vernment. The distinguishing mark of demo
cratic politics, including comprehensive admin
istrative policy making, may be the ability to 
cope with rather than eliminate ambiguity, un
certainty, and conflict. 

NOTES 

1. A structure is a process that changes at a rate
so slow as to be negligible for the purposes of
the investigation (Deutsch 1981, 332).

2. The term »major surgery» is used in the OECD re
port (1980, 13): »Strategies for change and reform
in public management». For a listing of the Nor

dic programs used ln this article, see the Docu
ment section ln the list of references. One im
portant aspect of the modernization programs
will not be discussed here: the introduction of
electronic data processing equipment. (e.g. »Den
nye Staten 1987: 21, Den moderne staten 1987:
29). Such changes are often discussed in terms
of optimal technical efficiency, or decisions are
governed by national, industrial policy-consider
ations. Needed are studies that clarify how
choices of electronic data processing equipment
may affect the categories used to collect and ana
lyse data, the information available, and thus the
content of future policy making.

3. Metcalfe and Richards (1987a, 177) also observe
that actual achievements in cutting total public
spending have tallen well short of what was
hoped for. Cutbacks in some pollcy fields have
been more than matched by unanticipated in
creases in others. The general trend in public ex
penditure since 1797 is up, rather than down.

4. Barth 1966, Hernes 1976, Lave & March 1978,
March 1981, Egeberg 1987.

5. Hamilton, Jay & Madison 1979 (1964), Mill 1861
(1962), Scott 1981, March & Olsen 1983.

6. Tarschys 1978, Christensen 1980, Lundquist &
Ståhlberg 1982, Olsen 1986a, Söderlind & Peters
son 1986, Sjöblom and Ståhlberg 1987.

7. Cyert & March 1963, Goodin 1986, March 1971,
1978, Cohen & March 1974, March & Olsen 1976,
1983, 1984, 1987, March & Sevon 1984, Tarschys
& Eduards 1975, Christensen 1985, Egeberg &
Stigen 1985, Jacobsson 1984, lngraham 1984, Of
ferdal 1987.

8. Simon 1957, Mosher 1967, Seidman 1980, Child
1977, Kaufman 1977, Szanton 1981, March & 01-
sen, 1983.

9. Public debate today to a large extent reflects the
neo-liberal view that private solutions are to be
preferred. But the opposite view is argued with
the same conviction: »As socialists we believe
that public enterprise is superior in ali ways to
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private industry and we need to win peoples' 
minds for its ideals» (Hastings & Levie 1983, 8). 

10. Winai 1985, Rosas & Suksi 1985, Egeberg & Stigen 
1985, Bozeman 1987, Leazes Jr. 1987. The hybrid
is not a new phenomenon: »For however much
the articulation of the system of rule into organs, 
branches, departements, sections, and so forth
may have been conceived as part of a unitary, har
monious organizational design, the component
elements in that design became fairly quickly the
seats of invidious interests all struggling to in
crease their autonomy, their reciprocal standing, 
and their command over resources» (Poggi 1978,
136).

11. The Swedish program is the one most explicitly
concerned with the roles of citizens and elected
leaders. ln addition, Sweden has had a striking
ly large number of committees surveying various
aspects of how representative democracy is ac
tually, or should be, working to day.

12. Lregreid & Olsen 1978, Hernes 1978, Olsen 1979,
1983, Egeberg 1981, Hyden 1984, 0vrelid 1984.

13. lt is sometimes assumed that privatization in it
self creates competition (Den moderne staten,
1987, 23). The British experience is that often a
public monopoly is turned into a private mono
poly which have no greater incentive to efficien
cy than public monopolies (Metcalfe & Richards
1987a).
The argument in this article is not that the pub
lie sector can not learn from the private sector.
lt is rather that such learning has to be selective.
Also, it must be based on realistic analysis of ac
tual variation in private sector organization and
performance, and information about significant
differences between the public and private sec
tor (cf, Howells 1981).

14. Harbo 1985, Högetveit 1985, Petersson & Freden
1987.

15. For example, »Den nye staten», pp. 7, 9, 14.
16. March & Olsen 1975, Feldman & March 1981, Ha

gen & Rose 1987, R0vik 1987, Levitt & March 1988. 
17. One argument against having a central change

agency has been that such an agency tends to
be isolated from programme operations and rigid 
and urealistic in its approach. lt will create an ar
tificial degree of uniformity without fully recog
nizing differences in tasks and environments
(OECD 1980, 21).

18. The Finnish program says that the achievements
and the resources needed by the public adminis
tration will periodically be evaluated in detail
(Översikt 1987: 111: 14).

19. Cohen, March and Olsen 1972, March & Olsen
1976, 1983, Olsen 1976, Mellbourn 1986.

20. ln the OECD-report (1980) »Strategies for change
and reform in public management» the problem
is acknowledged. The advice given is to keep the
two processes separate but coordinated.

21. An important type of programs not referred to
here is those of the trade unions. This group in
cludes both the programs of the Federations of
Trade Unions (e.g. LO, 1986) and the unions of
the employees in the State and in local govern
ment (e.g. Statstjenestemannskartellet, 1987).
Such programs will be an important source of
data for studies of comprehensive reforms.

22. A question raised by Else Kielland, Troms0.
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23. An efficiency approach assumes å priori (sub
stantive) goals and should be distinguished from
a political discourse where citizens through an 
open process of communication defines the best 
way to live with differences in interests and be
liefs, i.e. where they establish an order proce
dures for dealing with conflicts.
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