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Introduction
The Case for CAS

Jeffrey Weber recently observed that ‘the academic discipline of public
administration is drifting and largely ignored, because so often the ideas
are stale and impractical for they are based on a faulty understanding of
existence’ (Weber 2005: 266). Weber is just one of the many voices calling
for a reinvigoration of public administration theory; Jan-Erik Lane high-
lighted the already long simmering dissatisfaction of theorists in 1993 when
he wrote ‘public administration as an academic discipline has more or less
crumbled during the recent decades . . . replacing it there is now a prolifera-
tion of concepts, frameworks and theories’ (Lane 1993: vii).

Some of the blame for the frustration with theory and its apparent irrele-
vance to practitioners must be laid at the door of those who develop theories
of public administration in the first place. Since the demise of the ‘bureau-
cratic model’ in the mid-twentieth century, the discipline of public adminis-
tration has split into many different sub-strands, with economists, political
scientists, sociologists and management theorists developing alternative the-
ories to explain the workings of the administrative state. Frederickson and
Smith (2003) detail eight different theories of public administration that are
actively pursued. These are: political control of bureaucracy; bureaucratic
politics; (public) institutional theory; public management; postmodern the-
ory; decision theory; rational choice; governance, Pierre and Peters (2000)
suggest that ‘governance’ had eight different ‘perspectives’—different to
those described by Frederickson and Smith—namely: top-down authority
of the state; autopoiesis and network steering; cybernetic processes; poten-
tial (policy) instruments for steering; institutional analysis; rational choice;
policy networks; neo-Marxism and critical theory. Richard Stillman, in the
7% edition (and 25™ year) of his highly regarded textbook, Public Admin-
istration: Concepts and Cases, opts for a ‘Chinese menu’ approach of 15
different topics and an introduction in which he says that public adminis-
tration is ‘the eminently practical science’ that is ‘continuously “bubbling
up” with multiple new perspectives for understanding, defining and dealing
with salient public issues of the here-and-now by means of its own brand
of interdisciplinary hands-on conceptual creativity’ (Stillman 2000: 29).
In a recent exploration of theories of public governance, Stephen Osborne
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suggests that there are five ‘strands’ or perspectives (socio-political gov-
ernance; public policy governance; administrative governance; contract
governance; network governance) with the ‘potential to assist our under-
standing of the complexity of the challenges [in public management] and
as a reflection of the reality of the working lives of public managers today’
(Osborne 2010: 6). While there are clearly ongoing efforts to bring the
theory of public management in line with practice, there is still little in the
way of greater coherence emerging from these efforts.

In the same article in which he suggests that public administration the-
ory is drifting and no longer relevant to practitioners, Weber proposes that
theories of ‘complexity’ may hold the key for reinvigorating the discipline
and helping to increase the coherence of theory across the many perspec-
tives that have been brought to bear on the problem(s) of public adminis-
trators. Several others join him in this view, including those from public
administration (Boston 2000, Blackman 2001, Chapman 2002, Teisman
and Klijn 2008) and organizational complexity (Anderson 1999, Stacey
and Griffin 2006, Dennard et al. 2008). There are numerous articles and
conference papers exploring the potential application of complexity theory
(or theories) to public administration and policy. Two recent compilations
on the topic (Stacey and Griffin 2006, Dennard et al. 2008) provide wide-
ranging examples, models and theoretical propositions, and there have
been several special issues of journals exploring the same space (c.f. Public
Administration Quarterly 2005, vol. 29: 3, Public Management Review
2008: vol. 10: 3).

In a series of articles that contributed to the research reported here,
ML Rhodes and colleagues (Rhodes and MacKechnie 2003, Rhodes and
Murray 2007, Rhodes 2008, Muir and Rhodes 2009) develop the case for
applying a particular strand of complexity theory, complex adaptive sys-
tems (CAS) theory, to public administration and public service systems in
particular. The perspective on systems embodied in CAS theory, and its
efforts to model and understand such systems seemed to offer an intellec-
tual framework with which to observe and seek to understand, in a fresh
manner, the functioning of public management systems. The complexity
of such systems is generally accepted. The multiplicity, intensity and non-
linearity of interactions seem, intuitively, to accord with CAS characteris-
tics, as do their adaptive characteristics. Since outcomes are seldom fully
predictable in public management, yet may nonetheless serve their purpose
well, concepts such as self-organization and emergent order seem like rea-
sonable characterizations. The inherent potential in complexity theory for
addressing the policy and management challenges facing practitioners, as
well as for integrating the various theoretical strands in public administra-
tion into a coherent framework, is what inspired the research that informs
this book.

However, there are few research programmes that explicitly set out
to determine the merits of this relatively new approach for interrogating,
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understanding and explaining empirical examples of public administration
and management, in order to identify patterns arising from (or specific to)
the complex nature of tasks and relationships inherent in these organiza-
tional phenomena and to develop hypotheses for theory and practice.

The research programme engaged in by a team of researchers from
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland set out to do this very thing,
The authors apply a CAS framework to a series of case studies in public
sector management in Ireland to generate new insights into the issues, pro-
cesses and participants in public service domains. The case studies were
carefully chosen to allow for analysis across similar cases as well as to high-
light how varying circumstances and/or specific policy and practice choices
might influence participant behaviour and/or system outcomes. Urban
regeneration and information systems development in healthcare settings
were the two public management challenges chosen for this study because
of the broad interest these activities generate, the different organizational
levels and range of participants involved, the highly differentiated objec-
tives between the two areas and the existence of multiple cases that could
be examined. Furthermore, cases were selected from the two governmental
jurisdictions in Ireland, the Republic of Ireland in the south and the UK
region of Northern Ireland, which provided data on subtle political and
historical differences that proved useful in identifying how different social
and political contexts do or do not influence participant behaviour and out-
comes. This book is the result of research into these two separate domains
of activity undertaken in Ireland between January 2004 and June 2007.

The original objectives of the research were:

To contribute to the understanding of factors that enable more
effective public service decision making;

and

To apply a complexity ‘lens’ to the analysis of public service cases in
order to achieve the first objective.

Initially, the researchers left open the question of selecting among the vari-
ous complexity frameworks to apply to the case data, but as the research
progressed it became clear that a CAS framework fit the data and also
facilitated analysis and discussion of issues with practitioners, policy-mak-
ers and academics. In the following chapter, the section ‘Complex Adaptive
Systems Framework’ sets out the specifics of this framework.

Following this introduction, Chapter 1 sets out the basic research objec-
tives, research framework, context and case data upon which the rest of
the book is based. Chapters 2 and 3 apply the CAS framework to the cases
to demonstrate how these two policy domains may be perceived as consist-
ing of the basic elements of CAS, namely system, environmental factors,
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environmental rules, agents, processes and outcomes. Chapter 4 brings
this analysis together to argue that a CAS perspective is relevant to public
administration activity and that theory and practice can benefit from the
CAS perspective. Part 11 of the book (Chapters 5 to 9) develops this argu-
ment through a detailed exploration of the CAS dynamics present in the
case studies in the context of issues of current relevance to public manag-
ers and academics. These include issues of boundary-setting, stakeholder
involvement, role of the private sector and tensions between ‘core’ and
‘locale’ in public policy and implementation. Part II concludes, in Chapter
9, with the key findings and a reflection of the value of applying a complex-
ity lens to the selected public service domains.



1 Setting the Stage for a CAS Analysis

In this chapter, the research approach and projects studied are described in
order to set the stage for the subsequent analyses of Part I and Part II of this
book. The first two sections cover the research approach with particular
attention on the elements of the research framework, i.e., complex adaptive
systems (CAS). Sections 3 and 4 provide an overview of the projects studied
and the relevant context(s) in the two jurisdictions of Ireland in which the
research took place.

RESEARCH APPROACH

The research approach adopted was a comparative case study of decision-
making in a particular policy domain (Eisenhardt 1989, Yin 1993, Yin
2002, Barzelay et al. 2003, Carlile and Christensen 2006). Eisenhardt pro-
vided an outline of the basic steps to be followed for case-based theory
building, while Barzelay et al. provided useful conceptual guidance for case
studies in public policy—in particular the concept of ‘social mechanisms’
that inform decisions being made. Examples of social mechanisms include
the attribution of past success or failure to particular decisions, rules,
institutions and/or public perceptions. These considerations informed the
interview and survey guidelines and the generation and analysis of case
material. Yin’s rich vein of methodological research, classification and
examples of case studies was helpful in clarifying the specific details of
the research across Eisenhardt’s eight steps (detailed below), and Carlile
and Christensen provided the starting point for the general question to
be explored and the relevant constructs. Their succinct statement of the
central question to be explored in any management research, i.e., ‘what
actions by managers [actors] will lead to the results they seek, given the cir-
cumstances in which they find themselves?’ (Carlile and Christensen 2006:
4) provided the basic categories to be analyzed in each case over the course
of the research project. The four categories were actors, actions, circum-
stances and outcomes.
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It must be acknowledged that none of the approaches above was
designed with a complexity framework in mind and the initial case data
collection process did not incorporate a CAS framework into the data
collection protocols. The CAS framework ultimately used to interpret the
case data was developed by the authors over the course of the research,
as the literature on complexity in the social sciences in general and pub-
lic policy and administration in particular developed and matured. In
essence, the development of the CAS framework was a separate, but over-
lapping, research exercise, which informed the analysis steps of the case
research, and which was enhanced by this and other research activities
undertaken in parallel. The specific elements of the research process are
summarized below—organized as per Eisenhardt’s eight steps of theory-
building case research.

1. Define the Question

Carlile and Christensen’s (2006) statement of the central question in man-
agement provided the basic question and constructs of actions, actors, cir-
cumstances and outcomes to be described in the case studies. Barzelay et al.
(2003) contributed the concept of social mechanisms in public administra-
tion by which actors attribute success or failure (in terms of outcomes) to
particular actions, actors or circumstances.

2. Select the Cases

The selection of cases was a structured process based on Yin’s (2002) advice
for undertaking comparative case study research. Cases were chosen to rep-
resent a range of public management activity using criteria developed by the
project team including: (a) political jurisdiction (Dublin/Belfast); (b) orga-
nizational ‘level’ (intra- versus inter-organizational); (c) stage in the project
lifecycle (beginning, middle, end), (d) the range of agents involved; and (e)
the size of the projects. The purpose of using these criteria to select projects
was to highlight key features of agent behaviour under different conditions
and at different points in time.

3. Use Multiple Data Collection Methods and
Different Researchers, if Possible

Several different strategies were employed to ensure that different types
of data, as well as diverse perspectives, were used in the research. Firstly,
practitioners’ perspectives were gathered using different approaches: for
the inter-organizational (urban regeneration) domain, a research advi-
sory group was created, drawn from practitioners and academics with
expertise in one or more of the main organizational sub-sectors (the pri-
vate sector, the non-profit sector, the public sector, the community sector
and the policy sector!). In the intra-organizational analysis (healthcare
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information systems) different perspectives were captured by targeting
interviewees from different functional areas. Secondly, a range of social
science disciplines was represented in the research team, which included
researchers from social policy, economics, strategy, organizational the-
ory and sociology. Finally, in addition to the case study protocol, a mail
survey of decision-makers in approximately 400 different organizations
was used to gather further information on the factors that influence stra-
tegic decisions.

4. Overlap Data Collection and Analysis

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with project participants repre-
senting the various constituencies involved in the projects and documents
relating to the projects were reviewed. 48 interviews were conducted, with
approximately 60 per cent being in urban regeneration and 40 per cent
in healthcare/information technology (IT). These interviews spanned 12
cases, six each in the two policy domains.

Interviews and case studies were written up by different researchers and
both were sent back to interviewees for their review and commentary. In
the cases of interviews, over half of all interviewees provided feedback,
including corrections and further explanations. Urban Regeneration data
collection and analysis were completed, and findings were presented at con-
ferences and written up in academic journals to generate additional critique
and to refine the analysis approach for the healthcare information systems
research.

5. Perform Within- and Cross-Case Analyses

The case analyses were undertaken with two goals in mind. The first was to
assess whether and to what extent the cases conformed to a CAS model—
i.e., could these activities be viewed as complex adaptive systems in a con-
sistent manner across projects and domains. Secondly, the case narratives
were interrogated by researchers with different backgrounds to determine
if there was evidence of the system dynamics inherent in CAS, i.e., path-
dependency, adaptation, emergence and bifurcation.

The within- and cross-case analyses produced by the research team were
reviewed with the advisory group in the case of Urban Regeneration and
with the other researchers and selected experts in the field in the case of
healthcare information systems.

6. Shape Hypotheses through Iterative Analysis, Search
for Evidence of the “Why’ Behind the ‘What’

The hypothesis that projects in public administration that take the form of
projects may be perceived as complex adaptive systems was shaped and tested
through the case analyses and the multiple reviews by the research team,
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interviewees, members of the advisory group, conference participants and
journal referees. Confirmation and critique were both incorporated into the
developing theory. Patterns of CAS dynamics identified by different research-
ers were written up and reviewed by other members of the research team.

7. Compare with Literature—Search for
Conflicting Hypotheses/Tests

The emerging hypothesis that public administration activities that take the
form of projects may be perceived as complex adaptive systems was devel-
oped and challenged through a comparison with literature on complexity
and complex systems, as well as to historical literature on and critiques of
systems theory and public administration. In addition, the classification of
systems elements in the cases were informed by theory from a range of disci-
plines including housing, healthcare, organizational theory, strategy, infor-
mation systems management, economics, sociology and political science.

8. Closure Comes When Marginal Improvement
from Next Case Becomes Small

Twelve cases were carefully selected to represent a range of public admin-
istrative activity and contexts—while at the same time maintain some abil-
ity to compare the cases as examples of a distinct phenomenon. Through
the process described above, the case for CAS as a viable analytic frame-
work on which to base governance theory for public administration was
constructed. This characterization of public administration as CAS has
undergone extended and rigorous review by practitioners and academics in
numerous forums. Additional research is advised to explore in more detail
the dynamic properties of these systems, but this will require a different
approach to research.

THE COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS (CAS) FRAMEWORK

The CAS framework presented in this section was developed in parallel
with the research described above, although the two theory-building activi-
ties merged into an integrated effort over the second half of the project. At
the outset, the authors considered several potential frameworks for tackling
complexity in public management (Lynn et al. 2000, Barzelay et al. 2003,
Haynes 2003, Koppenjan and Klijn 2004), but in the end, the complex adap-
tive systems framework was selected as being most promising. The use of
complexity theory in the social sciences has been developing over the last
decade and there are numerous special issues of journals across the spectrum
of social sciences dedicated to this topic (Organization Science 1999 vol.
10: 3, Population and Environment 2000, vol. 22: 2; Public Administration



