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STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT OF PUBLIC AGENCIES

Originally: The Five Challenges of Managing a Large Police Force

Drs. Hans tenDam , CMC

Managing the service institution is likely to be the frontier of management for the rest of this century.

But the foundation of any work on management has to be business management. (Peter Drucker)
The work of public agencies is complex. Budgets often are constrained, laws are added, while public expectations still rise, become more complex and even may be conflicting. This requires thinking out priorities, strategic direction instead of tactical cleverness, doing the right things before doing things right.

Public agencies also have to fight erosion of their effectiveness. In professional organizations, this is any development that destroys meaning, professional pride or esprit de corps: demotivation, demoralisation and and corruption.

Improving the effectiveness of an organization, especially in the public sector, involves five things:

1. curtailing bureaucratization;

2. managing professionals;

3. coping with size;

4. managing within bureaucratic political influences;

5. maintaining flexibility.

Debureaucratization

The raison d'etre of an organisation is not to keep its personnel busy or to offer gainful employment, but to serve outsiders and do that well. Institutions have a specific purpose and mission, a specific social function. For business enterprise this is economic performance. In this, business and non-business differ. In everything else they are alike (Drucker 40).

In designing and running an organisation, customers should usually come first, personnel second, the local community (if dependent on the organization) third and shareholders fourth. With public agencies, customers, community and shareholders fold into one: the public, a multifaceted, self-contradictory, elusive and ever-changing entity, sometimes to be protected from its representatives or from itself.

Modern trends in organization theory and practice come from dissatisfaction with and malfunction of too bureaucratic organizations. Bureaucracy usually grows spontaneously: more procedures and more rules, more departments, more staff positions, all leading to more rigidity, lower service, longer response times, more internal frictions and higher overhead. The reasons of this growth of bureaucracy are many, some of them negative, some mixed:

· The quest for certainty. (+/-)

· Avoidance of clear responsibility for results. (-)

· Parkinson's law. (-)

· Professionalization. (+/-)

· External regulation. (+/-)

· Duplication: copying and counterpart creation. (+/-)

· Lack of real promotion opportunities. (-)

· Empire-building. (-)

Responses to these problems of bureaucratization have been sought at three levels. The first-level responses are to limit bureaucracy:

· Divisionalize the organization.

· Simplify the organization structure.

· Decentralize control-functions.

· Introduce management by exception.

· Reduce head-quarters.

· Reduce staff-positions.

· Reduce management-layers.

Second-level responses are to replace bureaucracy by adhocracy:

· Introduce management by objectives.

· Use committees.

· Use task-forces.

· Use project-management.

· Introduce matrix-structures.

· Define and promote corporate goals.

· Stress informal leadership and immediate communication.

Third-level responses are to bring back the organization to a manageable simple structure:

· Contract out non-essential work.

· Privatize support-services.

· Stimulate intrapreneurship.

This may ultimately lead to contracting out everything, resulting in the "hollow corporation" or the network company.

Public agencies can choose only a part of this debureaucratization menu. The most important road seems to me 'defining and promoting corporate goals', refocussing the organization on its proper mission and on practical objectives.

Public agencies, like all organisations, slip away from performance orientation, customer orientation and quality orientation into procedural routine, minimal accountability, mechanical status and career attribution; into administrative convenience. This bland mixture is usually salted with extensive and intricate informal communications and peppered by a shower of internal and external incidents, having bureaucrats avoid both boredom and challenge.

Introducing management by exception and management by objectives is generally the remedy. It replaces bureaucratic procedures by a planning - implementation - control cycle, which is nothing else than the basic idea of management as such.

Professional management introduces plans as the main vehicle of leadership, and so dramatically changes appraisal and reward systems. It escapes bureaucratic entropy but implies a complete shift in organizational habits.

Also, professional management is not enough. In the end, it will result in a more professional bureaucracy, unless it ties in with an ever-renewing orientation on the market and drive for quality. The quest for meaningful work, for pride in that work, for continuous innovation to adapt to ever-changing needs has nowadays been rediscovered as the "search for excellence."

During the seventies, 'organization development' sought to fight bureaucracy by revamping human relations and internal communications. The implicit, and sometimes explicit, idea is that a rejuvenation of internal cooperation will spill over into external cooperation and customer service. Sometimes it does, more often it doesn't. It produced some spectacular successes, especially in smaller and more dynamic organizations. In bigger organizations the same results can be got, but there it takes more time and easily backslides.

Many organizations pay lipservice to improved customer service and decentralization, but in fact centralize further to serve more "efficiently." What they sell as efficiency (attractive when governments try to kickoff from overspending addiction), is in effect just administrative convenience. John Child has documented this process for some British public services, and coined the term "administrative doublethink" for it.

Debureaucratization of public agencies offers high rewards, but remains vicarious. They have a complex product-mix for a complex market and neither experience in professional management nor an adequate leadership model.

Managing professionals

Organizations like hospitals or universities or police forces, are what Mintzberg calls "professional bureaucracies." The people that do the work cannot be supervised directly, and their performance cannot be measured as simply as in a factory or an office. We can't have permanent control in the surgery, the classroom, or on the beat.

Therefore, unmanageables are managed by their professional training, teaching them skills, indoctrinating values and instilling pride and honor. Managing professionals boils down to:

· influencing the training programs of police officers;

· indoctrination in the particular style of the organization by introduction programs, special training programs, on the job training and supervision, and activities that enhance the 'esprit de corps';

· dividing the organization sensibly in operational teams ("fighting squads") with whom people can proudly identify, and whose performance is visible, both inside and outside the teams. (Professional pride and satisfaction, and identification with a highly visible squad are also essential in containing corruption.)

Managing size

When organizational units reach a size of about 200 people, direct and informal communication becomes insufficient and with about 1000 people, simple administrative and managerial coordination often breaks down. Small may be not always beautiful, but big makes if not ugly, at least unwieldy. Three things are necessary for coordinated effort:

· An organization structure with the right balance between centralization and decentralization;

· An organizational individuality that people can identify with, gives them a sense of belonging.

· Visible and personal leadership from the top-manager, who is seen as the representative, the embodiment of the organization.

Centralize as few as possible. A corporate office of more than 100 is an anomaly for anything less than a multinational. Corporate issues are to be solved by temporary task forces rather than permanent staffs.

Decentralization is often equated with geographical dispersion: empty the huge headquarters and fill (again) the local offices. This makes sense, if combined with the right management and leadership.

Decentralization is no gospel and reorganizations in themselves solve nothing. The basic problem is not centralization or decentralization, but the distance between decisions and actual practice.

The structure of the organization should follow the structure of its field of operations, with its particular features and challenges. As an example, many challenges of the police, and therefore its performance, and therefore its location and organization relate to neighborhoods, industrial areas, town centers, recreation areas and what have you. An other police challenge, however, is internationally organized crime. There the response has to be international.

The only true decentralization is "organize as you fight" or even "organize as they fight." The police bosses do not decide the right organization structure to fight international crime, and their political bosses even less. The crime bosses dictate it.

Challenges don't follow responses, responses follow challenges. So define operational units that can work as autonomous as possible. Get the right key people, instill the right philosophy, and let them go at it.

Managing the politics

Public agencies cooperate and interact with other agencies, authorities, associations, corporations, groups and individuals. They are exposed to many views and many pressures. Issues may get media attention and provoke political debate.

Surely, public servants should serve. After all, who shouldn't? But there is a difference between yes-men and useful assistants. Public servants should defend themselves against unfair criticism, but should they try to inform or influence other parties? To what extent should they engage in public relations and in lobbying? Any public agency has to find a balance:

· between assuming a high-profile or a low-profile;

· between a reactive and a proactive stance;

· between just serving the public and acting as responsible professionals.

Professionals in public agencies are responsible citizens as everybody else, but they have more exposure to some issues. It is their duty to keep decisionmakers and the public well-informed. Of course, it is also their duty to avoid administrative convenience, self-justification and the Law of Parkinson. If they are convinced something should be done or should not be done, they should say so as convincingly as possible.

Today, many public servants follow a loser's strategy. They complain about unrealistic ideas, whims and short-sightedness of uninformed politicians and authorities, or about prejudiced media coverage. Usually, the response is poor: wishing politicians would be more "statesmen" and reporters would be more "positive."

Rather than engaging in self-pity and righteous indignation, they should educate the public, to enable responsible citizens to get an informed opinion.

Public agency leadership should provoke relevant discussion about relevant subjects and contribute to more enlightened political decisionmaking.

Managing overflow and erosion

Many public agencies suffer increased expectations with decreased budgets. This asks for choice instead of growth, for strategic direction instead of tactical effectiveness, for doing the right things instead of doing things right.

This also asks for fighting everything that erodes the effectiveness of the agency. In professional organizations, anything that destroys a sense of meaningful performance, professional pride and esprit de corps: demotivation, demoralization and corruption. Now these fights really do separate the men from the boys.

There is however good news. Time and again, successful turnaround managers have increased effectiveness and efficiency by many hundreds of percents, without more money, even with fewer people. In the book of Tom Peters and Nancy Austins, the examples are no longer from high-tech companies, but often from service organizations, even from the nonprofit sector: municipalities, schools, the Air Force.

Conclusion

The overall challenge is decreasing bureaucracy, complacency and weariness, and increasing morale, energy, direction and effectiveness. This means loosely coupled systems: smaller, semi-autonomous groups (tactical bands) tied together by common strategy, shared values and frequent interaction. Planning and management will be necessary, but plain and real leadership will make the difference.
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