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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION

To go into a third edition is quite a serious step. A second edition betokens a modest degree
of success in attracting readers who hope to find something useful or interesting between
the covers. But a third edition begins to feel like a process of institutionalization—as if one
has now become one of the statues in the park of public management and administration.

Unlike statues, however, our book will not stand still. It evolves almost daily, sometimes
in accordance with our wishes and at other times in a tiresome or annoying way. In fact
this third edition, while inhabiting a similar broad framework of chapters and appendices,
is hugely different from the second. Some chapters are completely new, and all the others
have undergone extensive rewriting and updating. In the remainder of this preface we
would like to explain the logic of this overhaul.

Scope

Our subject—comparative management reform—has grown tremendously over the past
couple of decades. It has changed significantly even since the first edition of this book was
being written, in 1998-9. The literature has expanded fast and the diversity of perspectives
and techniques has also increased. We are delighted that the first two editions of Public
Management Reform: A Comparative Analysis played their part in this growth. It has been
one of the most widely cited publications, and we hope and intend that this very exten-
sively changed third edition will continue to stimulate and inform.

We have stuck to the same twelve countries (plus the EU Commission) as in the second
edition. The practical reasons for thus restricting our focus were several. To begin with, a
dozen states is already a lot to handle, in the sense of becoming familiar with the details of
their reform histories. Further, in order to minimize misunderstandings and superficial
interpretations, we took an early decision not to include states which neither of us had
recently visited. Additionally, in only two cases were neither of us at least minimally able
to understand the mother-tongue: Italy and Sweden. In the case of Italy we were fortunate
in obtaining the detailed help of a leading Italian scholar, Eduardo Ongaro (see, for
example, Ongaro, 2009). In the case of Sweden, so many documents are published in
English as well as Swedish that we felt somewhat reassured. In every country we also
contacted resident scholars who generously helped us check our facts and impressions (see
Acknowledgements for details). For these various reasons we arrived at our final list of
Australia, Belgium, Canada, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, New Zeal-
and, Sweden, the United Kingdom, the United States of America, and the European
Commission. With considerable regret, we resisted the tempting invitations from various
parties to add (inter alia) Brazil, Denmark, Estonia, Japan, and Norway to our portfolio.
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Choosing a time period also has implications. As in previous editions, we started the
clock in 1980. That made reasonable sense, insofar as the first waves of New Public
Management-type reforms began to appear internationally in the early and mid 1980s.
It does mean, however, that we have a huge additional quantity of more recent material,
all to be fitted in to roughly the same number of pages as before. Whereas the second
edition covered roughly twenty-three years of reform, this edition covers twenty-nine—
and the additional six years have been rather busy! A higher degree of selectivity has been
unavoidable.

In a nutshell, therefore, the third edition holds to the same geographical scope as the
second edition, but has to cover much more material because of the longer period covered
and the marked growth in reform activity during that period.

Changes in chapters

The first chapter is entirely new, and did not exist in the first two editions. Its purpose is
twofold. First, it indicates the scope of the book: the nature of the subject matter and how
broadly and deeply we will cover it. Second, it introduces readers to some of the main
recent debates in the field. These will be summarized here, and then continually picked up
in the later chapters, as we proceed. The intention is to give a strong flavour of what our
subject is about—what gets scholars (and often practitioners) excited, and where the main
arguments and controversies currently lie. It also introduces three major models or visions
of what the substance of public management reform has been (or, in some cases, should
be). These three models are then picked up at various points throughout the rest of the
book.

Chapter 2 introduces a model of the process of public management reform which is
basically similar to that in previous editions. However, experiences using the book for
teaching students have led us to revise our explanations of what the model does and does
not do. Its advantages and limitations should now be significantly clearer. One particularly
important development of the original material is the inclusion of a discussion relating
what is basically a model of the process of change in one country to the increasingly
important international dimension of management reform.

The revision of Chapter 3 (‘Many houses: types of politico-administrative regime’) has
benefited considerably from the rapid growth in comparative studies over the past decade.
Whilst we see no need to alter our list of key factors, there is now much more scholarly and
empirical back-up for this general approach, and we cite a good deal of it. Several new
sections have also been inserted.

Chapter 4 (“Trajectories of modernization and reform’) has been very extensively rewrit-
ten. There are two principal reasons for this. First, there is simply an awful lot of new
data—recent reform attempts—to be added and considered. Second, the scholarly debate
about trajectories, trends, and patterns has become theoretically and conceptually more
sophisticated since the previous edition. We have needed to refer to, and engage with, that
debate.
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Chapter 5 (‘Results: through a glass darkly’) is another section of the book that has
required wholesale revision. Since the first edition was written in the late 1990s there has
been an explosion of international indices and ‘league tables’ pertaining to various aspects
of governance (see, e.g. Dixon et al.,, 2008; Pollitt, 2010b). This growth industry has
spawned both new data and new problems and controversies. We try to report some of
the most relevant data and (necessarily briefly) comment on some of the controversies.

Chapter 6 (‘Politics and management’) was also a large-scale rewrite. The last few years
have seen a number of illuminating studies of the interface between top public servants
and politicians (e.g. Hood and Lodge, 2006; Peters and Pierre, 2004) and we had to catch
up on these. The net result has been a refinement and elaboration of the conceptual
framework we employed in the earlier editions.

Chapter 7 (“Trade-offs, limits, dilemmas, contradictions, and paradoxes’) is largely new.
Whilst we have not abandoned the insights in the previous edition, we are now able to set
them within a more coherent discussion of developing patterns over time (Pollitt, 2008). In
doing this we have benefited from another recent academic growth area—the debates
around path dependency and cycles.

In Chapter 8 (‘Reflections’) we take the opportunity to look back at the large canvas
constituted by the seven earlier chapters. Like Chapter 1, this is an entirely new chapter, in
which we decided to start afresh rather than modify the previous material. Readers will
make up their own minds concerning the quality of these reflections, but, for our part, we
believe that the mixture or balance, though not utterly transformed since the second
edition, does reflect some significant recent learning by us.

In conclusion, we would say that—although this was not our main aim at the start—the
changes since the second edition have been sufficiently extensive that scholars who read
that earlier work carefully would nevertheless find this third edition of sufficient interest to
work through to the end. For most students, of course, it will be first time round, and we
hope that we have learned enough from those who worked with previous editions to have
further clarified the presentation of some of the key issues, while retaining the overviews
and factual summaries that so many readers have told us are useful.
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1 Comparative public

management reform: an
introduction to the key
debates

We've got a government in a box, ready to roll in.

(General Stanley A. McChrystal, senior American commander in Afghanistan, speaking
at the beginning of an offensive to retake territory from the Taliban in southern
Afghanistan, February 2010—quoted in Filkins, 2010)

1.1 Purpose

We think General McChrystal was sadly mistaken. No government can be instantly rolled
out from a box, not even in far less adverse circumstances than obtained in southern
Afghanistan in 2010. In this book we are looking, not at Afghanistan, but at the relatively
stable and prosperous democracies of Australasia, Europe, and North America—and yet we
remain less optimistic about what can be achieved (and how it can be done) than the American
commander. Understanding what is and is not possible in public management reform (which
is, of course only one part of government reform) and seeing over what timescales changes of
different types may be hoped for, should be valuable knowledge. We cannot offer a six-steps-to-
success cookbook (and we rather doubt if anybody can), but we can draw out an international
map of the debates and the events of the last generation. From this we may elicit some cautious
conclusions about what has and has not been achieved under widely varying circumstances.
Our aim is thus to provide a comparative analytic account of public management thinking and
reform in twelve developed countries over a period of thirty years.

Lest our opening scepticism be interpreted as cynicism or ‘negativity’, we should also
affirm that such a broad perspective actually provides plenty of evidence of beneficial
change, and that we certainly think that good management can and does make a big
difference to the impacts and legitimacy of governments. Examples of successful reforms
will be cited as we go along. It is just that the imagery of conjuring good government out of
a box finds no resonance at all in the massive corpus of evidence that we are about to
review. For good reasons, that we will explain, it can never be that simple—or that quick.



2 COMPARATIVE PUBLIC MANAGEMENT REFORM: THE KEY DEBATES

1.2 Scope

We focus on public management reform, defined for our purposes as:

Deliberate changes to the structures and processes of public sector organizations with the objective of getting
them (in some sense) to run better.

This is a deliberately open and wide definition which clearly leaves all sorts of important
questions still to be answered. For example, ‘structures or processes’ could be the organi-
zational structures of ministries and agencies, or the processes by which public servants are
recruited, trained, promoted, and (if necessary) dismissed, or the legal and administrative
relationships between the citizens using public services and the organizations providing
them (as in a ‘citizens’ charter, for example). And ‘getting them to run better’ could mean
getting these organizations to run more efficiently, or ensuring that they are more respon-
sive to the citizens who used them, or focusing more strongly on achieving their official
objectives (reducing poverty, promoting exports, etc.). It should be obvious that these
different kinds of objective will sometimes trade off against each other, for example a more
Spartan, efficient service that minimizes the taxpayers’ money spent on each of its
activities may not simultaneously be able to increase its responsiveness to citizens or
effectiveness in achieving policy goals. So the phrase ‘in some sense’ may stand for some
difficult choices and decisions about what the priorities really are. Reforms and ‘moderni-
zation’ almost always necessitate some awkward choices of this kind—decision-makers are
obliged to decide what they think is most important—they can seldom hope to have
everything at the same time.

The empirical area (locus) to which we apply this definition of reform is very broad, but
yet it is still much less than the total field of public management. In brief, we have chosen
to apply ourselves mainly to central government in twelve specific countries, plus the manage-
ment of the European Commission. Thus, obviously, we do not deal with reforms in the
hundreds of other countries, or with reforms at regional or local level, or with reforms
in international organizations other than the European Union (EU), Commission. Central
government, however, means much more than ministries and ‘high politics’. It includes
vital-but-unobtrusive services like registering births and deaths (central in some countries,
local in others), or issuing driving licences. It includes both regulatory and executive
agencies, which may be at arm’s length from ministries and ministers, often with a degree
of statutory independence. It involves major services such as national police forces, and
public hospitals, schools and universities. In most countries these services employ far
more staff and spend much more money than do the ministries themselves. However,
the qualifying phrase ‘in most countries’ is important. The split of services between central
governments (our focus) and subnational governments varies a lot between countries, and
also somewhat over time. Thus, for example, central government is responsible for a much
bigger share of services in New Zealand or the UK than in Germany, Finland, or the USA
(OECD, 2009a, p. 57).

Yet this broad sweep still leaves a lot out. In all countries, governments seek to achieve
many of their purposes through contracts or partnerships with non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs). In some countries (such as the USA) this zone of ‘contracted out’ yet
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still public activity is truly enormous, and some critics have begun to write of the ‘hollow
state’ (e.g. Milward and Provan, 2000). It includes the work of charitable organizations and
other ‘non-profit’ bodies that form part of civil society, as well as for-profit companies that
inhabit the market sector. Some of these contractors and partners are quite small, local
organizations, while others are large and multinational. In other countries, such as
Germany or Belgium, religious and social foundations (‘civil associations’) continue to play
an important role in providing key social, health care, and educational services. Thus this
zone embraces both purely commercial contracting and sub-contracting, and more close and
intimate ‘public private partnerships’ (PPPs—Bovaird and Tizzard, 2009), or long-standing
charitable provision. We will not focus directly on most of this activity. We do note the shifts
towards contracting out and partnerships, and we observe that this has been pursued to
different degrees and in different ways in different countries, but we do not study these
hybrid organizations per se. However, the growth of this penumbra to the core public sector
is a key feature of ‘governance’ and ‘network’ approaches, and we will need to return to it at
various points in the book.

Figure 1.1 should help clarify our focus. Our book is concerned with reform in the right-
hand side of the inner circle—where it is marked as ‘management’. Indeed, it is mainly
concerned with only the upper quartile of that circle—the shaded part that relates to
central government rather than sub-national governments.

Yet Figure 1.1 is itself far from perfect—like most diagrams it clarifies some issues while
raising others. For example, it shows a ‘borderzone’ between the public and private sector
(this is a zone that most scholars accept has grown over the past few decades). In this zone,
for example, a private company may be contracted by government to provide a public
service, or government may lay down regulations to govern safety in civil associations such
as sports clubs or even churches. In a way the idea of a borderzone may not be the most

CIVIL SOCIETY CENTRAL THE MARKET

(families, civil SUBNATIONAL OVERNMEN (private corporations,
associations) trade unions, etc.)

O
&
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Figure 1.1 The focus of this book



