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Abstract

An active administrative policy involves intentional efforts to change public policy through changing the structure, processes, or personnel of public sector organizations. An active administrative policy assumes that the organizational form to be used is open to choice, that there are unambiguous goals and a tight coupling between ends and means, that different organizational forms have different effects, and that there are criteria that may be used to assess those effects. This paper focuses on the fulfillment of these preconditions in the three national contexts in order to determine the relevance of a transformative perspective on administrative change.  We examine what impact constraints a) polity features, b) the historical-institutional tradition, and c) external pressure through popular international administrative doctrines like New Public Management ideas and financial crises, have on the possibilities to enhance an active national administrative policy.

1.  Introduction

This paper explores the limits and possibilities of administrative policy by focusing on the features of this policy field in Norway, Sweden and the USA during the past 15 years.  First, we define active administrative policy and its preconditions and outline a transformative perspective focusing on polity features, environmental and administrative cultural features for understanding to what degrees the preconditions for an administrative policy are fulfilled.  Second, we discuss processes of change in each of the three countries:  have the political leaders authority or power to fulfill their programs?  How clearly and consistently are the goals connected to administrative policies and how closely linked are goals and means?  Third, we discuss the effect question: do alternative organizational forms have different effects.  Fourth, we question the administrative apparatus’s normative base.  What criteria can be used to assess if the effects are “positive” or “negative?”  Finally, we discuss variations in the fulfillment of preconditions of active administrative policy in light of the polity, environmental and cultural conditions in each of the three countries. The conclusion we draw is that public management reform is best understood from a transformative perspective involving a complex interplay of factors both internal to and external to central government organizations.  

2. Preconditions for and a transformative perspective on an active administrative policy
By “active administrative policy” we mean reform processes involving intentional efforts by central political-administrative actors to alter public policy with changes in the structure, processes or personnel of the public sector (Lægreid 1990, Olsen 1988).  An active administrative policy is concerned with changes that are the result of reform. Thus, the focus in this paper is on reform and not on administrative change in general. Administrative policy focuses on the infrastructure of the public sector and is an indirect form of policy.

In the past 15 years there has been a widespread “institutionalization” of administrative policy through the establishment and expansion of certain administrative units responsible for administrative policy formulation and implementation, accompanied by the emergence of a number of related comprehensive administrative policy programs and reforms from governments (Lægreid and Pedersen 1999).  This increased capacity building can potentially further an active administrative policy, but also can be organized differently and have different implications.

An active administrative policy encompasses elements of both control and rational calculation (Dahl and Lindblom 1953). It has four main preconditions. First, an active administrative policy assumes that the organizational form to be used in administration is open to conscious choice, implementation, and control by central actors. Second, it assumes unambiguous goals and a tight coupling between goals and means which are fulfilled through various organizational forms; third, that different organizational forms have different effects; and fourth, that there are criteria that may be used to assess those effects. All of these assumptions are problematic.  The optimistic position that determined political reform actors have full comprehensive insight into and power over reform processes has to be modified. Political leaders are assured a degree of maneuverability but their influence is affected by environmental factors, polity features and historical-institutional contexts.  These factors place constraints on and create opportunities for purposeful choice, deliberative instrumental actions and intentional efforts taken by political and administrative leaders to launch administrative reforms through administrative design  (Christensen and Lægreid 2000).  They can both further and hinder the fulfillment of an active administrative policy.

We will therefore argue that public reform processes, such as those related to New Public Management (NPM), are not characterized by a simple instrumental view of organizational decision-making and change seen as administrative design and active national administrative policy.  Rather they can be understood from a transformative perspective of administrative policy that takes as its point of departure that the processes, effects and implications of administrative reform can be understood as a complex interplay between external and internal factors (Olsen 1992, Olsen and Peters 1996).  To explain why an active administrative policy is more or less easy to fulfill in different countries it is necessary to combine the instrumental features of national polities by national cultural and environmental features (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a).

An active administrative policy is connected to instrumental-structural features of political systems, concerning hierarchical control of political and administrative leaders over change processes, capacity build up for reform and the attention and efforts allocated to such a policy area (March and Olsen 1983).  The “ideal” is leaders with high control and “deep” thinking about administrative development (Dahl and Lindblom 1953). Control can be secured by an active use of hierarchical control instruments, something that could be easier in systems with two parties and “elective dictatorship” and parliamentary systems with firm majority governments, than in federal systems with much decentralization in the central apparatus or systems with strong civil service unions (Christensen and Lægreid 2000). The latter features can lead to negotiation processes more typically surrounding administrative policy.

The rational calculation or intellectual/cognitive part is preoccupied with the organizational thinking around administrative policy.  Have the political and administrative leaders built up capacity to develop such a policy (March and Olsen 1983)?  Are the goals relatively unambiguous?  Are the means to fulfill these goals, the different organizational forms, clearly defined?  What about insight into the effects of the forms and broader criteria for evaluating them?  It is important to stress the combination of control and rational calculation, because neither control without rational calculation nor rational calculation without control drives any active administrative policy. 

But these instrumental characteristics of the polity have to be seen in the light of two other sets of constraints.  One of these is the historical-institutional context or cultural traditions, norms and values in a country can have major impact on the instrumental features of an active administrative policy (Peters 1999, Selznick 1957, Thelen and Steinmo 1992).  This context contains factors such as whether a country has a statist tradition or not, homogeneity or heterogeneity in norms and values, the importance of equality, traditions of incremental or radical change, corporatist traditions, and administrative cultures or subcultures (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a).  If the instrumental preconditions of an active administrative policy are put in place, cultural factors can either further or hinder them, meaning that the administrative policy can be seen as more or less compatible with the historical-institutional context (Brunsson and Olsen 1993).

Environmental characteristics are also potentially important for developing an active administrative policy.  Environmental characteristics would include factors like economic crises and closeness to international concept entrepreneurs, both factors that seem to be important for NPM-like reform processes (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a).  The environment of public organizations, whether national or international, may have both “technical” and “institutional” aspects of importance (Meyer and Rowan 1977).  Global “prescriptions,” like NPM, may be seen as myths that create a deterministic pressure on different countries for changing their administrative policy, or that cause economic problems or concerns about political legitimacy and as such they have the potential to enhance pressure for change (Røvik 1996).  Environmental characteristics can have dramatic and decisive importance for changing administrative policy in unpredictable ways; they may create some kind of “punctuated equilibrium” at a “critical juncture” in history (Baumgartner and Jones 1993).  But they also have less dramatic effects by contributing to changing administrative policy through strengthening or weakening the position of certain actors or the dominance of certain cultural norms and values.

Combining the three factors may reveal some variety among the three countries in conditions for an active administrative policy and show the potential dynamic inside a transformative perspective (Christensen and Lægreid 2000).  In Norway, national and environment factors combined seem to show an incremental and bureaucratically led administrative policy.  In Sweden, we can also expect to find some of these features, but Sweden’s affinity for the sort of efficiency-based reforms that are characteristic of Anglo-American countries and the consequences of undergoing a major economic crisis may produce a more aggressive administrative policy in that country.  For the US case we expect to find a more politically led and symbolically oriented administrative policy, that is more fragmented on the one hand and more efficiency-oriented on the other. 
  We will now first discuss to what extent the conditions for an active administrative policy have been fulfilled in Norway, Sweden and the US from the mid-1980s to date. Then we will focus on the three features of national context to understand to what degree the preconditions for an active administrative policy have been met.

3.  The question of power
The first presumption for an active administrative policy is the control of the administrative change processes by political and administrative leaders, including conscious organizing of the processes and freedom to choose the preferred organizational forms (Christensen 1994, Lægreid 1990, March and Olsen 1983).  Instead of taking for granted that elected representatives have the right to organize, and that they may practice leadership through organizing the administration, it is important to discuss and clarify the conditions whereby elected bodies could use change in structure, processes, and personnel as an active means of political control.

 Empirical research has shown that deliberate attempts at reform on a micro level may succeed relatively often (Christensen and Lægreid 1998b), while extensive and comprehensive macro reform attempts that cover several institutions, sectors and administrative levels, have most often been unsuccessful (March and Olsen 1983).  We will discuss the conditions under which (re)organization may be used as a tool, taking into account the values, interest and power of different actors. Conflicts concerning the size of the public sector and organization and financial allocations are found among different political parties, within user groups, among professions and civil service unions.

Norway. Generally, the organizational framework for the formulation and practice of administrative policy has become more complex in Norway, and the national administrative policy now has several focal points. It does not have its foundation in a single ministry or agency but is associated with several administrative units (Christensen and Lægreid 1998b, Lægreid and Roness 2000).  These units, for their part, have close connections to various parts of the political leadership.  In addition to the varying degrees of institutionalization and integration, there are the effects of both centralization and decentralization.  Bargaining between various groups of actors concerning the practice of a salary and personnel policy occurs on the basis of a centrally formulated legal framework, and agreements are entered into with the civil service unions through centrally conducted negotiations.  To an increasing degree, however, they may also be conducted at the local level, but based on guidelines formulated by central authorities (Roness 1996).

The main impression is that a sector-based central government in Norway has led to sector-oriented reforms (Lægreid and Roness 2000, Olsen 1996).  We are faced with a structured pluralism more than uniformity and universality.  Administrative policy has largely been a byproduct of processes and actions in many institutional arenas rather than the result of a homogenous and united strategy.  The reform programs have emerged as a collection of partly independent ideas, and many specific reforms have been carried out on the basis of ministerial and sector initiative.  The style of the reforms has been oriented towards compromise, and this has given incremental results.  The latter feature is also associated with the fact that reform activities have been characterized by an apolitical rhetoric.

The reform experiments also illustrate the political limits that apply to the cabinet and the parliament.  There has not been a strong, consistent and persistent political will in Norway for comprehensive administrative reforms.  In summary, our view is that the parliament and the cabinet have attached little weight to the reform process, which has been largely left to the civil service.  Policy entrepreneurship for administrative reforms has been more common among administrative leaders than among political leaders (Christensen 1994, Lægreid and Roness 2000). We also believe that this is the main reason why specific reforms have proceeded so cautiously.  An unclear division of tasks internally within the Ministry of Government Administration and between this ministry and others, together with a lack of means for directing subordinate agencies in the administrative policy field, has probably also contributed to limiting the intensity and momentum of the reform process.  The professionalization of the reform enterprise has not been strong.  We are faced with a multi-functional state with more than one center of political power.  As in other policy areas, the cabinet cannot carry out its functions hierarchically, but must formulate policy in association with other actors with their own power structures and aptitudes.

Sweden.  During the period of public sector expansion in Sweden, the boundary between policy making and implementation became blurred and the agencies took on more and more of the policy making responsibilities associated with the new social missions for which they were charged  (Ruin 1991).   As the economy went deeper into decline in the early 1990s an increase in public criticism against the size of the state was focused on the agencies that carried out the social mission of the welfare state.  Administrative leaders were responsive to change that would enable them to retain the current distribution of power.  The general public’s concerns were aimed not only at fiscal issues but also at issues of service production and delivery.  It is a classic example of the situation Kaufman (1978:467) describes where the demand for reform and decentralization are omnipresent but the motives of the people center on responsiveness while those of the political leadership focus on efficiency. There was thus strong political, administrative, and public support for significant reform in Sweden.  

Framework policies providing substantial administrative discretion were implemented at the agency level in exchange for the assumption of greater fiscal responsibility on the part of agency administrators.   Reorganization and devolution of responsibility during this period created a more horizontal distribution of power in Sweden and this non-hierarchical system rapidly gained support as a legitimate system for the distribution of political responsibility (Szücs 1995).  The reform process in Sweden integrated all levels of government and was not limited to one sector or certain branches of government.  Substantial central government authority was decentralized to municipalities and local governments that were granted great liberty in designing non-organizational forms for these responsibilities (Häggroth 1993: 48-54).

This vertical implementation of public sector reform was a political priority of the re-seated Social Democrat Government that created the Ministry of Public Administration in 1983 to serve as a center in driving administrative reforms into practice.  This marked the start of a period focusing on renewal of the public sector, reorganization, devolution, and transformation (Premfors 1991).  But it was also a period where certain democratic elements were emphasized as part of the reform process: namely greater public responsiveness and citizen participation.  Resistance within specific branches of government limited the impact of these reform efforts. Rothstein’s (1996) work illustrates Norton Long’s (1954) proposition that the policy arena of an agency and the interest groups that are associated with it affect an organization’s response to reform efforts.  In 1988 the Ministry of Public Administration was refocused squarely on the task of reducing public sector costs and implementing market- based reforms.  It was during this period that negotiations resolved problems between competing parties who resisted efficiency-based reforms.  The ministry was phased out in 1996 and central responsibility for reform policy initiatives was transferred to the Ministry of Finance and the Prime Minister’s Office. Fiscal bureaucrats in the state bureaucracy played a key role in bringing the reforms to pass as they did in other countries (Ruin 1991: 167; Schwartz 1994). 

The picture for Sweden then is of a dualistic public management reform including a strong government and strong central agencies involving not only all levels of government but also multiple reform dimensions (Lægreid and Pedersen 1999).  The Swedish case is also one where reform was a clear political priority of the incumbent administration and those ministers holding the public administration portfolio.  Typical of Sweden, the policies were implemented rather quickly.  The reform policy was based on a shared vision among political leaders and a willingness to negotiate and compromise to obtain desired results.

US.  The Congress plays an important role in enabling or preventing changes in the civil service and in fact some view government reform overall in the US through the legislative lens (Light 1997).  Other work reports that the perception of agency officials is that the Congress and president are equally significant sources of external influence on agency policy (Furlong 1998).  Agency officials are significant actors in the change process as are the courts, interest groups and the special publics that agencies serve.  In contrast with the Scandinavian countries, federal employee unions have historically played a minor role in reform discussions.

Civil service reform has often been part of political platforms for election or offered as a key administrative initiative of elected officials at all levels of government (March and Olsen 1983).  Case studies of two examples, the CSRA (Civil Service Reform Act) of 1978 and the NPR (National Performance Review) of 1993, also demonstrate how difficult it is to make real change happen and the multitude of hindrances to reform that stand between political will and the implementation of change in the US political system.  Control of the civil service is very fragmented, the problems are deeply rooted and intertwined, and the consequences of not acting are tolerable in comparison with the amount of effort that putting a carefully formulated reform program into place would actually require. In designing federal organizations it cannot be assumed that the federal authority will dominate a given policy arena or program, rather federal organizations must be designed to operate within policy and programmatic networks based on shared power (Wright 1990: 172).

The attempt to reform, however, must be described as sector-based and as a collection of ideas carried out at the initiative of specific administrative and political leaders (Lane 1992, Light 1997). Administrative leadership and the approval of Congress, account for the implementation of reform demonstration projects on an agency basis under the provisions of the Civil Service Reform Act.  Similarly, compliance with the recommendations of the NPR and efforts to “reinvent” public agencies mainly occur on an agency-by-agency basis and are accounted for by entrepreneurial leadership. 


There is an acknowledged lack of coordination between the executive and legislative branches or between those branches and the agencies in the United States.  This was particularly obvious in efforts to implement the NPR where partisan differences between the Congress and the White House were especially strong and undermined efforts to implement those parts of the package of reforms that required legislation.  Although the NPR invested substantial effort into articulating recommendations, the approval of the Congress was required in many cases for implementation of changes.  Follow-up research shows the package of reforms dependent upon congressional action was unsuccessful (Kettl 1998).


The reform programs in the US are largely revealed as a collection of ad hoc ideas driven by a mixture of executive leadership, legislatively enabled experiments, and agency-initiated changes.  The style of the reforms has been characterized as experimental and this has produced uneven results.  Reform activities have been accompanied by substantial political rhetoric.


The reform experiments also illustrate the political limits within the system.  There has not been a strong, consistent and persistent political will in the US to execute comprehensive administrative reforms.  In summary, while the Congress and Executive branches have attached importance to the reform process, execution has been largely left to the departments and agencies.  Policy entrepreneurship for administrative reforms, however, has been found among both political and administrative leaders.  The picture revealed is one of a multi-functional state with more than one center of political power.  As in other policy areas, the executive branch cannot carry out its functions hierarchically, but must formulate policy in association with other actors with their own power structures and capacities.

4. The question of clear goals and means-end relations

The second set of the criteria for an active administrative policy is the existence and clarification of goals and a conscious connection between means and ends or instruments. Do political and administrative leaders have unambiguous goals connected to new and active administrative policies?  Is there alternative or supplementing organizational forms, so that new goals can be followed up? 

Through administrative reforms during the past 15 years government administration in both Scandinavia and the USA has been changed. Hierarchy, law, and rule-bound behavior have been supplemented with a variety of other features through the NPM-movement, changing somewhat the nature of both the external and internal organization of the public administration (Christensen and Lægreid 1998b).  In general it is difficult to describe the development of the many complex forms of public organization and to trace the changes back to an active administrative policy. It is important to distinguish between a program of action, such as is formulated in the administrative policy document, and concrete measures and the actual changes that are being undertaken. 

Norway. In Norway the reform programs were more a loose collection of on-going reform measures and new reform ideas than a consistent, coordinated and unified strategic plan for changing the administrative apparatus (Lægreid and Roness 2000).  The rhetoric in the modernization and renewal programs of 1986-87 was inspired by international trends in administrative policy.  The reform programs promised better service, better utilization of resources, higher productivity, higher attainment of goals, improved quality, better working conditions for employees, improved political control, and extended user participation.  In general, the reform programs were largely built on apolitical rhetoric of improved quality and efficiency.  On the other hand, such programmed manifestations lacked an explicit discussion of the extent to which the various objectives were consistent (Olsen 1996).

The reform programs showed few indications of the broad set of traditional values and concerns prevailing in Norway after the Second World War (Christensen and Lægreid 1998b, Egeberg 1994).  Consideration of the rule of law, the principle of public access to official records, and procedural security, control by the elected representatives over administration, professional expertise, participation of the employees and representation of interested parties in society, were to some extent overlooked. Therefore, tension arose between the international neo-liberal trend and the Norwegian administrative tradition, and successive governments found it difficult to express clear intentions and criteria for success in the reorganization of public administration.

 There are important distinctions between the Norwegian reform programs and the main trends in the international administrative policy reform movement.  Firstly, visions of the decline of the public sector through privatization scarcely featured in the Norwegian reform programs (Christensen and Lægreid 1998a). Secondly, the international criticism that growth in powerful interest organizations has undermined control by politicians to the advantage of the common good did not receive particular support in Norway.

 Even though the vision of market-and-management had been presented in administrative policy documents, it was never an exclusive requirement but an option.  Indeed, over time a change in emphasis could be observed in values and interests.  The relatively strong market-and-management element in the modernization and renewal programs of 1986-87 was modified in later policy documents.

 These visions and interpretations of the problems hardly correspond to the instrumental requirement that intentions should be clear, consistent and stable.  They are ambiguous and partly inconsistent, and emphasis shifts between various aspects over time.  This results in a looser association between objectives and in varied interpretations of what is essentially desired and of the extent to which the visions have been realized and problem definitions met. 

The reform programs in Norway concentrated initially on the manner by which public administration could be better equipped to choose the appropriate means, methods and techniques.  New management techniques were presented as a supplement to existing techniques and not as an alternative.  The positive aspects of management-by-objectives were emphasized in comparison with the established traditional control through regulation and rules.  The point was to not only think of regulations, but also of results.  The outcome is a compromise between classical bureaucratic methods of control by regulation, and modern forms of management-by-objective, i.e., “result-oriented rule steering” (Christensen and Lægreid 1998a, Naschold 1996, 66).

 This shows that one may easily find oneself in a quandary while trying to convert problem interpretation into concrete actions and specific measures.  Initiatives that at first seem to correspond to one set of ideas about instrumental measures can later be seen to be in disharmony. New administrative measures are often viewed in the context of existing routines and action programs, so apparent conflicts between particular practices and new measures go unnoticed.  As a result, the link between policy and program formulation with specific reform measures is not firm or reliable. 

There is a relatively loose connection between the reform measures and the changes that have actually occurred in Norway. In general, the reform processes have resulted in a tendency towards increased differentiation, decentralization and autonomy, even though the development has not proceeded particularly rapidly or been as comprehensive as the reformers had envisaged. The reform measures passed thus far must acquire substance through practice. The actual changes are more restricted and bound by established administrative cultures than are those provided for in the reform measures.  The ambiguous intentions behind the reforms also imply that, in practice, reforms may take many forms, without being regarded as conflicting with the objectives of the reforms.

Sweden.  Several studies have examined reform programs and policies in Sweden including a series of national government sponsored reports (Hansson and Lind 1999, Rombach 1997, Statskontoret 1997, 1996).  The thread that is most evident across programs and time is the goal of increasing public sector productivity and efficiency, although flexibility was also a reform theme (Larsson 1988).  Efficiency gains were expected to be achieved through reductions in the size of the public sector, reorganizations, the use new organizational forms, and the introduction of market-based principles. We also see evidence of efforts to increase the service orientation of government and to increase public participation in government, but these reforms take a backseat to efficiency and market-based ideas, especially during the 1990s. 

Efficiency goals were mainly focused on decreasing the size of the government at the central level and increasing public sector productivity. Studies demonstrate the successful pursuit of the goal of reducing the size of the bureaucracy as well as the introduction of new organizational forms (Premfors 1999, Wise and Stengård 1995, 1999).  Reductions were targeted rather than administered across the board.  Numerous public agencies were converted to public enterprises and expected to operate under market-based conditions.  The total number of state authorities, which had been steadily climbing upward, was sharply reduced during the 1990s.

The program of reform in Sweden had many characteristics of the contemporary international public management trends including an emphasis on devolution, flexibility, decentralization, and managerial discretion.  Certainly the NPM mantra to “make government run like a business” is evident in what Swedes called “harmonization” between the sectors.  Similarly, the emphasis on better service and greater political accountability were important themes particularly well played out in the health care and education branches.  A Swedish adaptation of NPM reforms is seen in the fact that citizen participation is channeled through organized interests and that special efforts were made to protect the collective interests of employees during the period of substantial downsizing of government at the central level with the establishment of job security foundations at each level of government.  

The rapid expansion of the public sector and its growing share of GDP is one factor explaining a change in thinking about the desirability of measuring performance on public sector goals and objectives in Sweden.  It is generally believed that agencies accepted the demand for more performance measurement because it was associated with greater discretion in the means for how goals should be achieved (Schwartz 1994, Swedish Ministry of Finance 1997, Wise and Stengård 1999).   Sweden began advancing the idea that national government performance could be measured in the early 1990s when a new budgetary system was introduced and agencies were required to submit annual reports that provided performance-related information.  Preliminary efforts with selected agencies produced satisfactory measures of agency outputs and dampened the belief that organizational productivity could not be measured.  Not surprisingly then, efforts to measure the linkage between means and ends focus on output efficiency but certain quality indicators are also included in national agency audits. 

There has been a clear promulgation of different organizational forms and arrangements in Sweden (Premfors 1999, Wise and Stengård 1995).  Many central government activities were transferred into public corporations or into the gray area between private and public sectors.  The Swedish Agency for Government Employers became a voluntary membership organization funded by member fees rather than from the budget of the Ministry of Finance.  There is little central level orchestration of reform implementation but agencies have been given the capacity to use their own discretion and resources instead.

There is a significantly greater use of private consultants or contractors in the state sector in Sweden and more use of partnership arrangements between central government and other units of government.  The strategy then in Sweden has been toward building capacity or flexibility into existing organizations rather than on the creation of new organizations to meet the goals of public management reform. 

US.  The two major modern federal initiatives for reform, The Civil Service Reform Act (CSRA) and the National Performance Review (NPR) give evidence of ambiguous goals in US reform programs.  In the case of CSRA, certain embedded tensions in the legislation are commonly pointed to as indicators of goal ambiguity.  Foremost was the lack of compatibility between the goal of increasing managers’ ability to manage independently and the desire to enhance political responsiveness and accountability in the civil service bureaucracy. The emphasis on objectively measured performance and the promulgation of one right way to measure performance are also directly at odds with the goal of creating a more responsive bureaucracy.  The inconsistency between demands for uniformity and equal treatment and efforts to change the rigid system of job evaluation to allow for more managerial discretion were inadequately addressed.  “The net result, in the case of CSRA, was a package that was politically palatable but far from logically consistent” (Ban 1998).  Similarly, Radin’s (1999) review of the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 concludes that vague rhetoric prevents one from determining which management activity should be emphasized and where evaluative efforts should be concentrated. The NPR and CSRA represent two very different theoretical approaches to human motivation and management (Ban 1998: 10-11). There is an obvious inconsistency between individual reward systems and efforts to cultivate a team-based work culture.  

There were some unifying themes in the reforms promulgated by the NPR, for example decreasing the amount of red tape, increasing managerial discretion, seeking opportunities for privatization, and calls for “downsizing.”  All of these reforms were the frequent focus of political rhetoric from the White House but reductions in the size of government appear to have been associated with the largest amount of rhetoric and symbol. When policies to reduce workforce size were put into effect they were applied system-wide and fell upon agencies both able and unable to operate with fewer personnel.

Reforms were promulgated on the basis of offering better leadership and management, transforming organizational structures, improving customer service and financial management, establishing results oriented budgeting, greater efficiency, less bureaucratic process, higher productivity, improved quality and political accountability, and greater opportunities for citizen participation. The NPR articulated a set of specific recommended actions by agency of government.  A number of these actions were dependent upon legislative reform but others were within the purview of government agencies themselves.  But as in Norway, the reform program lacked an explicit discussion of the extent to which the various objectives were consistent, particularly in the tradeoff between efficiency and quality of service or the attainment of other democratic goals including accountability and responsiveness.

The connections between the reform measures and the changes actually implemented are best described as loose in the US. This loose relationship between means and ends is demonstrated by the promulgation of separate legislation during the same period to enhance flexibility in federal pay and to introduce agency based performance measurement.  The discussion of how these legislated changes complemented the CSRA or NPR was absent. 

Administrative culture and administrative leadership have played key roles in the implementation process.  As a result, changes are organization bound and ad hoc.  A related problem is a lack of strategic thinking about how specific objectives will be implemented.  Assessments of NPR contend that it has set into motion a stream of innovations without building the new capacity necessary to manage the different requirements of federal programs. Ambiguous and lofty rhetoric followed by weak and vague recommendations in both the CSRA and NPR permit multiple interpretations of intent and expressions of conformity (Ban 1998, Kettl 1998).  Procedural restraints as well as a pattern of short-term leadership impede efforts to install NPM practices  (Thompson and Ingraham 1996). The failure to link means and ends is clearly seen in the history of the US Office of Personnel Management (OPM).  Lane (1992) assesses OPM’s first ten years of performance based on its contribution to effective government as a failure.

On the other hand, we do see a promulgation of different organizational forms and arrangements. The US Civil Service Commission was dissolved under CSRA and its responsibilities allocated to several new authorities.  Under the NPR, a National Partnership Council was formed to integrate public employee unions into the reform process.  A greater private sector presence is evident in central government, as is more use of contractual services, more purchasing of human capacity, and more partnership arrangements between central government and other units of government and between central government and non-governmental organizations. 

5. The effect question

The third presumption for an active administrative policy is that different organizational forms have different effects.  This leads to questions about what we know about whether it makes a difference how administration is organized in the three countries? What are the effects of changes in organizational forms? Are they like the ones experienced in radical reforms?  

The effect of reforms and related structural redesign is a much less studied topic than the processes, probably because it is more problematic. Broadly speaking, there is a lack of systematic data on, or analysis of, the effects of using different structural forms in public organizations. The structure of administrative systems is the most frequently manipulated and perhaps the least understood aspect of public administration (Peters 1988).

The reformers are rarely interested in a thorough evaluation of what reforms have achieved (Brunsson and Olsen 1993, Lægreid and Roness 2000, Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000). NPM reforms are typical in this respect, both concerning fulfilling major goals of efficiency and effects on other goals such as political governance, partly due to the fact that this is not an easy task (Peters and Savoie 1998).  There is an open question whether administrative reform strategies leads to uniform and desired results.  The effects and implications of administrative change are often assumed or promised, but not well documented.  They are hard to measure and much debated: relations between cause and effect are contested, for example, indicators of efficiency and effectiveness are often elusive, side effects are hard to trace and the methodology used in evaluating administrative policy reforms is often insufficient (Hesse, Hood and Peters 2000, Kerauden and Van Mierlo 1998, Olsen 1996, Pollitt 1995).

The gap between the emphasis on evaluation and performance assessments in the reform model on the one hand, and the lack of real evaluation of the reform models themselves on the other is especially evident in NPM reforms because their legitimacy is based on results (Lægreid and Roness 1999, Olsen 1997, Pollitt et al. 1997). This evaluation paradox revealed in the absence of any effective, ongoing monitoring and evaluation in a program whose raison d’être was to improve the accountability, shows the extent to which state sector restructuring was ideologically driven (Kelsey 1997: 145).

Organizational forms cannot be assessed solely on the basis of whether one efficient method converts preferences and opinions into substantive decisions, or structural redesign influence political control and the pattern of influence between central actors.  Organizing also influences the formation of preferences, norms and opinions and thus the institutional framework for future activity.  Therefore, it is also important to emphasize the relationships between organizational forms and the formation of beliefs, including changes in loyalty, legitimacy, and level of and type of conflict (Olsen 1996).  Reform efforts must also be assessed for both effects during the period of change as well as more long-term effects. Reforms can potentially have high process costs, but achieve short-term goals. Or reforms can be seen less as short-term failures, and more as long-term successes (March and Olsen 1983).

Norway. The emphasis on structural redesign is a central historical feature of the civil service apparatus in Norway (Christensen 1997). These reform processes have traditionally been controlled by administrative leaders, incremental in nature and had few features of grand design. They have therefore also relatively often resulted is fulfilling some of the main goals through structural mergers or fission, reshuffling of units and tasks, structural devolution and delegation of authority from ministries to agencies, etc. (Egeberg 1994).  But actors in such processes have also underestimated the costs and problematic features of structural reform, resulting partly in problems of legitimacy, loss of political control, conflicts between different interests, etc. (Christensen 1994).

In Norway the effects of the modern administrative reforms are ambiguous, due to the lack of compatibility between historical traditions and economic reform values, ambiguity in the structural implications of these values and unrealistic expectation of the reformers (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a).  It is easier to document internal effects in documents, seminars, conferences and use of consultants than external effect on capacity for political governance or outcome effects (Lægreid and Roness 1998, Olsen 1996).  There has been a significant change in the public discourse.  People talk about public administration in a different way than before.  But there is also a coupling between talk and action. Olsen (1991) observes that public management reforms have consequences for equality in general.

When civil servants are asked to assess the effects of reforms like management-by-objectives-and results, they first of all stick to the cognitive effects, on processes and greater consciousness towards objectives and results (Christensen and Lægreid 1999b). The majority of the civil servants are uncertain when they are asked to state the effects of the managerial reforms on their work and work setting. Only a minority of civil servants in central administration considers that the management reforms have had the desired positive effects concerning increased political control, efficiency and better services (Christensen and Lægreid 1998a). There is a tendency to assess activities and output rather than outcome (Ørnsrud 2000).

The main hypothesis in NPM, that more market and management lead to greater efficiency, still has to be seen as a hypothesis and not as a documented fact in Norway. For instance, the new contract system for top civil servants has a weak empirical foundation and there is no robust and clear answer to the question of whether the reform is really working as promised (Lægreid 2000). Norway has chosen a moderate reform path trying to balance devolution and political control at the center and having moderate changes in the enactment of the central political and administrative roles  (Christensen and Lægreid 2000). 

Sweden.  As Forssell (2000) has noted, there is not a large body of work evaluating the effects of public management reforms in Sweden in general, and studies assessing the effects of structural changes and organizational redesign in central government are particularly in short supply. It is difficult to make any assessments of how administrative leadership was affected by reforms (Hagström, 1988).  Structural mergers and reshuffling of portfolios have affected both the ministries and agencies of central government. But research is lacking in Sweden on how the ministries or agencies have adapted to new tasks and responsibilities, structural devolution and delegation of authority.

Studies pertaining to central-local relations give insight into some effects of decentralization and deregulation.  Elander and Montin (1990) have argued that the pattern is marked by a transfer of responsibility from the central to local levels and an assertion of fiscal control at the central level but in other ways the effects of reforms on local government discretion are rather marginal.  Bengtsson (1991) concludes that for most decisions that government makes affecting citizens, the transfer of authority makes little difference.  Häggroth (1993) argues that the existing regulatory structure is incompatible with the new market-based reforms.


When civil servants were asked about central government reforms underway, more than half reported that their organization had been transformed to a great extent, that these changes enabled them to expand the scope of their work and responsibility, and that they are encouraged to take initiative for identifying new work assignments.  One of the key changes that the great majority of respondents noted was more emphasis on individual skill and competence (Wise and Gallup 1996). 

 Formal studies of public sector productivity provide mixed evidence of the effects of reforms.  On the one hand certain changes in organizational form are associated with increased productivity, but on the other a decline in sectoral productivity overall has been evident (Swedish Ministry of Finance 1997: 75).  There is much discussion of a paradigm shift as a result of contemporary reform.  Jonsson (1992:64) for example argues that changes underway since the mid-1980s in financial management, production philosophy, and organizational form represent a true paradigm shift in the public sector.  Similarly, Wise and Sjöström (1997) contend that the transition from solidaristic and centrally set pay policies to increased local managerial discretion, more flexible personnel structures, and the introduction of individual and competitive pay represent a fundamental change in administrative policy and a movement away from egalitarianism.  These transformations also reduce the influence of employee unions as social partners in administrative policy (Wise 1993).  Intergovernmental partnerships are also a form associated with enhanced public sector productivity (Swedish Ministry of Finance 1997: 75, 77). Some scholars examine the real and potential effects of public sector reform on special groups.  These studies tend to view public sector reform as something that undermines women’s status in the public bureaucracy (Gonäs 1994) or their status in society at large (Hedlund 1993). 

Attitudinal data are another method for measuring the effects of public management reforms. Using survey research data, Szücs (1995) concludes that citizens support decentralization and devolution of public sector responsibilities.  Studies by Wise and Szücs (1996) give evidence of citizen support for public management reforms related to downsizing, privatization, and reduced spending.  Surveys of public and private sector employees found high levels of acceptance of new management practices including the introduction of market principles and managerial discretion (Wise and Swedish Gallup 1995; 1996).
 US.  Given the ad hoc approach the US has taken to public management reform, relying mainly on experiments in designated agencies or installations, there are few broad structural changes that can be pointed to as evidence of reform efforts. Performance-based pay was put in place under the Performance Management and Recognition System (PMRS), but the results were not satisfactory and PMRS was allowed to expire. Experimental performance-based pay reform efforts were and are still being carried out with Congressional approval at many different federal installations under the provisions of the CSRA.   There is little systematic knowledge about the effects of these reforms, and a general conclusion is that American government has low capacity to learn from previous reform experience (Peters 1996).

The patterns of power and responsibility vary significantly in different configurations of public service organizations but the increasing significance of intergovernmental cooperation in service delivery and regulation is undeniable (Bardach 1996; Radin 1996; Wise, Amnå and Sinclair, 1994).  Devolution of federal authority to state and local governments combined with transfer of responsibility to private sector providers has made the environment of federal government organizations more complex (C Wise 1994).  This pattern of greater inter- and intra-governmental management represents one of the most significant changes to public management in the United States.  Boundaries between organizations can impede the implementation of public management reforms, such as the NPR, and efforts to meet the needs and preferences of agency clients and customers through the use interagency bodies with the responsibility of spanning boundaries have been the focus of research (Radin 1996).

Knowledge about effects of administrative reform is ambiguous, some assessments are negative and others are positive.  For example, in a survey of federal managers, few indicated their installation was achieving the objectives of the CSRA, but the great majority reported that having more discretion in the use of special pay supplements had been effective in enabling them to recruit or retain personnel (USGAO 1989: 107; 1990).  There is substantial effort to measure and document different efficiency gains at the agency level but much less effort has been invested in measuring the level or change in the delivery of democratic outcomes or the condition of the public good.

These alternative forms are thought to affect both political responsiveness and employee behavior in different ways in the US.  Some fear that new organizational forms will reduce social equity.  Alternative organizational forms may make government appear less important as an institution that sets objectives, goals, and norms for the nation.  They may diminish the perception that problems are societal rather than individual.  Pluralism increases the diversity of participants contributing to problem solutions and may thus contribute to norm drift and conflicts in values (Meier 1992).  Wise (2000) examines the tension between specific efficiency-based reforms and democratic processes and discusses the potential effects of new NPM reforms and democratic principles of engaging citizens in the political process and creating a bureaucracy that is more responsive to citizens.

Some fear that downsizing creates hollow organizations (Milward 1994).  Organizations may find that purchasing knowledge and services is more expensive than cultivating it internally.  Organizations that are sharply downsized may lack the capacity to respond to critical situations or cyclical demands or may provide services at a lower quality that threatens the public good.  Some of these arrangements impact employee rights and threats to job security may affect organizational commitment and job performance.

Studies of the role of administrative leaders in the reform process are less numerous.  But there are important contributions that give evidence of the significance of administrative leadership for the success or failure of organizational change efforts (Behn 1991; Doig and Hargrove 1987; Hargrove and Glidewell 1990; Lane 1991).  Ellwood’s (1996) review of the literature on managerial leadership concludes that a central theme is the belief that inspired leaders outperform bureaucratic leaders.

A significant body of literature examines administrative policies and reform from an implementation perspective.  This approach shifted the focus from organizational structure and processes to organizational performance and emphasized the need for inter-disciplinary approaches to public administration research (Kettl 1996).  Increasingly, students of public management reform focus on measurable effects that can be ascribed to particular institutional characteristics or to certain programs or practices  (Heinrich and Lynn 1999).  There is also an important body of work that attempts to tease out actors and linkages at different levels within the federal system in order to identify and assess critical stakeholders, administrative characteristics, patterns of coordination, and other aspects of intergovernmental relations that have consequences for the success or failure of federal reform programs and policies (Bardach 1996; Radin 1996).  Studies assessing the consequences of privatization on performance tend to show that the amount of competition in service delivery is more important than whether or not a firm is in the public or private sector in accounting for efficiency and profitability.  Typically, program related factors account for a very small share of individual variation (Heinrich and Lynn 1999) and at best modest impacts of reform are apparent (Behn 1999; Downs and Larkey 1986).   In other cases, the great variety and complexity of organizational forms, differences in the network of intergovernmental relations, and variations in approach among providers of the same services, for example, limit any general conclusions that might be drawn from a study.  Some contend that the research community fails to examine processes that impact the core of decision making at the national level (Radin 1999).  


Evaluation requirements were attached to experimental reforms under the CSRA. Similarly, formal evaluation of agency performance is required of the Government Performance and Results Act. The relationship between performance and budget management is emphasized under GPRA but not as strongly as it is in the Swedish agency auditing system.  To date much of the work has focused on evaluating the quality and appropriateness of performance standards and the utility of an agency’s proposed performance plans.

6.  The normative question

The last presumption for an active administrative policy is that there are criteria that may be used to assess the effects.  The criteria used for determining “good” or “poor” performance must be clearly defined.  Contemporary reform programs place heavy emphasis on economy, efficiency and effectiveness.  But public organizations are integrated into a political-administrative system that constitutes a complex ecology of actors, tasks, beliefs, principles, interests, resources and rules.  In a multi-functional civil service, reformers may not merely maximize a simple set of goals and considerations: they are obliged to compromise between partly conflicting objectives and values.  This implies that we cannot expect one single objective to apply to all government agencies in all situations.  Different actors may want the administration to preserve factors that are not necessarily compatible, for example: representativeness, steering ability, professional quality, due process, neutrality, participation rights, equality and efficiency (Egeberg 1994).  A result is that compromises must be sought, leading to ambiguous goals.  However, this is not necessarily a sign of weakness.  Goal conflicts can be seen as a fundamental characteristic of a democratic system in a pluralistic society.  The public sector must be organized in accordance with its main task – the realization of a dynamic democratic government.  Consideration must be given to the interplay between political and administrative processes, between aggregated and integrated processes (March and Olsen 1989), and to the fact that behavior and solutions are often legitimated according to the procedures used, and not only to the results achieved.

The new orthodoxy, purifying one universal model focusing on economic performance and markets, does not ignore other values but sees them as more or less unproblematic values which are not threatened or negatively affected by the pursuit of economy and efficiency (Lægreid and Roness 1999, Olsen 1997:206).  Democracy is, however, an open-ended project and the values and norms that are included in democracy can change over time, for example through the use and experience of administrative reforms.  Neo-liberal reforms reflecting the ideas NPM will, for example, have a content that builds upon an aggregated and democratic viewpoint, and weakens the integrated and more collectivized values (March and Olsen 1989). 

Norway.  In Norway there is a strong empirically oriented research tradition of administrative reforms based on organization theory and democratic theory (Christensen and Lægreid 1998c, March 1997).  It paints a picture of a complex interplay between competing logics, loyalties and normative standards, demanding a more elaborated mixture of normative standards than the efficiency focus of NPM.  Public administration research has tried to supplement and challenge a one-sided economic analysis of public administration reforms, represented by the “supermarket state model” (Olsen 1988).  This research can in many ways be seen as a criticism of management thinking from the 1980s, in which the private sector was uncritically adopted as a model for public sector organizations, and market-orientation, efficiency and consumer-orientation was the main element (Lægreid and Olsen 1993). Instead, the functioning of the public administration has been characterized and analyzed on the basis of a democratic-political perspective, in which the value-, interest-, knowledge-, and power-basis of public sector has been emphasized (Olsen 1993). A philosophy of political and administrative control, focusing on efficiency and internal management, has been challenged by one based on democratic governance and external representation. Ingraham (1996) distinguishes between two research traditions in civil service research -- the governance traditions, stressing an political-democratic context and “managerialism” - and Norway belongs obviously to the former one (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a). Analytical-descriptive studies of how the public administration actually is working have had a dominant position, but normative studies on how public administration should or ought to work have increased over time, focusing on the limits of governmental control and regulations and the relations between the state and the civil society (Eriksen and Loftager 1996). 

A main research strategy has been to put the reforms in a broader political-democratic context focus and to analyze the effects of administrative reforms on the political-administrative decision-making system (Christensen and Lægreid 2000). Normative standards for evaluating reforms have been linked to question like whether the definition of and relationship between political and administrative leadership roles is changing after the reforms, and whether there is a real devolution of authority to lower levels and institutions in the governmental structure, whether this is tilting the balance of influence towards economic and commercial arguments and signals and to what degree the relationship between civil service and some main actors in the environment, like the parliaments and the interest groups or international actors has been changed (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a).

Studies focusing on norms connected to political-democratic questions have, however, been supplemented with studies emphasizing other standards. One is whether the reforms are efficient or not (Sørensen et al. 1999). Efficiency questions are of course important, because they have a tendency to overshadow political-democratic considerations, and they are disputed because efficiency is difficult to measure and evaluate. 

Sweden. The development of a body of research pertaining to public management reform in Sweden is hampered both by a prevailing preference for economic theories rather than management theories as models for public administration research and second by the strong preference among Swedish political scientists for local and regional over central government research (Beck 1996). Olof Petersson (1989: 143-165) frames the normative questions for research on the effects of reforms in his study on power in Swedish society, for example: how should institutions be transformed; how should institutions relate to one another, what should the system of rules and regulations look like, and who should participate in making these decisions.   The responses to these questions, he notes, impact democratic outcomes such as the fair distribution of power, the use and misuse of power, citizen alienation, and equality.

 There is a clear difference among scholars regarding the appropriate criteria for evaluating the effects of public sector reforms in Sweden.  On the one side is a group that looks for indicators pertaining to increased productivity and inculcation of market-based principles in public sector management including efficiency, greater managerial discretion and flexible pay.  On the other side is a group that argues that the purpose of these reforms was to enhance government legitimacy and for this group, indicators of public support of government institutions and programs are key criteria in determining the success or failure of these efforts.  Wise and Gallup (1996) looked for consequences of reforms pertaining to gender but found no evidence of disadvantage based on sex.  Gustafsson (1989) and Zetterberg (1994) find negative impacts on equality particularly related to the use of pay supplements in the late 1980s.  

 Some Swedish political scientists focus on the question of whether or not the perceived legitimacy of government has been affected by reforms as a criterion for assessing transformation.  Sjölund (1994), for example, views efforts to enhance managerial discretion through greater control of compensation and the use of pay for performance schemes as a threat to the perceived legitimacy of national agencies. Moreover, legitimacy is thought to be diminished by delegating pay decisions to the discretion of individual managers rather than allowing pay to be set collectively in negotiated agreements.  Similarly, Pierre (1993) contends that the purpose for creating new organizational forms and other public sector reforms in Sweden during the 1980s and early 1990s was to enhance the overall legitimacy of public administration and consequently was not a response to economic conditions. 

US. Public Administration in the United States has from the start largely avoided normative questions (Lynch et al 1997). There are important exceptions, including for example which rejects this tendency and posits that American academics need to bring values into the public administration (Frederickson 1971).  Cope (1997) examines the impact of public management reform on political responsiveness and concludes that aspects of the reform movement including entrepreneurial budgeting and performance reviews reduce responsiveness while mechanisms that draw citizens into the policy making process can enhance political responsiveness. Gawthrop (1998) argues that values and engagement must be at the base of public management and Wise (2000) explores the tensions between his framework and the traditional norms of public administration.

The US has a very strong empirical tradition in the social sciences. Reforms are more likely to be evaluated with efficiency-based evidence than with other criteria.  Studies executed by researchers in both public agencies and academia try to compile evidence pertaining to normative issues related to changing personnel and management practices such as equity, fairness, and accountability (see for example, USGAO 1989, 1990; USOPM 1992).  Using these public and other data sets US researchers further pursue the issue of normative effects or reforms, particularly in terms of the consequences of performance-based pay and other forms of flexible pay on pay equity (Lewis 1987, L Wise 1994, Wise and Sjöström 1997) or of downsizing and flexible personnel practices on the status of members of protected classes in the bureaucracy (Kellough and Elliot 1992, Lewis 1991, 1997, Rosenbloom 1984). Some studies also examine whether pay reforms have served the norm of pay comparability—or pay parity between the private and public sectors.  Lewis (1997) reviews this research in his examination of the question.  These studies suggest that scholars can be roughly divided among into two camps: one seeing public administration as the application of laws and rules and the other tolerating greater levels of managerial discretion or favoring “responsive competence” as Aberbach and Rockman (1993) define it.

7.  Discussion: An active administrative policy in a transformative perspective

The following discussion tries to connect the different contexts of the transformative perspective with the empirical features found in the administrative policy in the three countries.  What are the important contextual factors for explaining an active administrative policy concerning conscious design and control of change processes, unambiguous goals, the existence and insight into the effects and implications of new or changed administrative forms, and how do these contextual factors interact?

The first national dimension, political-instrumental conditions, offers some potential for variation among the three countries.  Norway and Sweden, with their multi-party systems and minority governments, are generally characterized by negotiations in public decision-making processes and parliamentary turbulence, which may make it harder to fulfill hierarchical preconditions for controlling an active administrative policy (Christensen 1997). But their parliamentary systems also have a potential for concerted action based on homogeneity and close relations between the executive and legislative powers.  The complex US system of checks and balances among the branches can also be expected to have problems of conscious and uniform administrative development.  It is often described as in a state of stalemate (Christensen and Peters 1999).  But this system has a stronger formal executive political leader and seems to be more open for political entrepreneurship, which points away from political inaction (Campbell and Halligan 1992, Dunn 1997).

One difference between Norway and Sweden is that Norway has a model of ministerial responsibility, meaning that a minister can be held political responsible by the parliament for any decision made by the administration he or she controls.  The Swedish model is characterized by an organizational split or dualism between the government ministries and the independent agencies, and agencies are subordinated to the government as a whole and not to a particular minister (Ruin 1991).  The policy administration/dichotomy between ministries and departments remains the ideal for Sweden.  These differences between the Norwegian and Swedish form of administration might be seen as quite considerable (Lægreid and Pedersen 1999, Petersson 1994), or as rather exaggerated (Jacobsson 1984, Lindblom 1997).  One implication of the former view is that the Norwegian reform process might be perceived as more segmented and sectorized while the Swedish case might be thought of as dualistic with a stronger cabinet and more independent central agencies.

It is, however, important to underline that the civil service in the Scandinavian countries relatively speaking is far more homogenous in structure and personnel than the civil service in US where the diversity is substantial (Christensen and Peters 1999, Wise 1990, Wise and Jonzon 1991). Homogeneity in membership and form may make it easier to control administrative development processes in the Nordic countries compared to the US.  The only federal system of the three is found in the US, probably making it less likely that a consistent administrative policy is produced, but more likely that there will be a variety of different and alternative organizational forms.

The second national dimension that might explain reform processes and effects is the cultural traditions, norms and values that characterize the political-administrative systems.  The historical-institutional context in Norway and Sweden has been characterized by a strong statist tradition, homogeneity in norms, mutual trust between political and administrative leaders, equality, incremental changes, the balancing of many considerations and de-emphasis of economic factors in civil service, and a policy style of peaceful cooperation and revolution in slow motion (Christensen 1995 and 1997, Christensen and Lægreid 1999b, Christensen and Peters 1999, Olsen, Roness and Sætren 1982).  These are all factors that would lead one to believe that an active administrative policy would be developed and implemented rather slowly, and modified reluctantly, because of a lack of compatibility in norms and values (Brunsson and Olsen 1993).

One characteristic that distinguishes administrative culture in Sweden from Norway and links Sweden with the US is an historical inclination toward rationalism.  This is revealed in a long history of collecting, publishing, and preserving government statistics and in modern times by the use of different auditing techniques to track government performance.  While the statistical record is not as rich in the US as in Sweden, the same inclination to gather and assess empirical evidence exists—factors that would suggest a receptivity to efficiency-based reforms.

US society and culture are well recognized as more heterogeneous than their Nordic counterparts, with many politically significant sub-cultures and competing interest groups.  In particular, the political system supports many drivers of influence.  In addition to organized interest groups and special publics, the Congress, executive, and judicial branches influence policy development in federal agencies.  American society is also more individualistic than collectivist in orientation, and less conflict avoiding and more confrontational in political style. These factors may lead one to anticipate a more fragmented administrative policy, but a more active and efficiency-oriented one (Christensen and Peters 1999).  Policy formulation in the US is perhaps more likely to be symbolic in nature in that the needs and preferences of different interests compete with each other and are not easily compromised.

In contrast with the confrontational interest group-based Anglo-American public reform movement of the last decades, the Norwegian and Swedish reform style has traditionally been one of cooperation and mutual understanding, described as the archetype of a corporate-pluralistic state (Olsen 1983), with close connections between the labor parties and the trade unions.  This picture remains generally valid for Norway.  Sweden experienced a decline in corporatist arrangements over the last decade (Michelletti 1991, Rothstein and Bergström 1999) and union rivalry during the 1980s marked the beginning of the unraveling of the solidaristic policies and the emergence of a new pattern of labor relations in both government and industry (Ahlen 1989, Wise 1993).

The third set of constraints involves environmental factors.  Criticism of government inefficiency is an example of an external environmental condition that can weaken the perceived legitimacy of both political actors and institutions.  This critique was partly ideological in nature and associated with a swing to the right among the electorate.  It could be coupled with reform movements in Anglo-American countries that paved the way for some real market-oriented reforms in the administrative policy.  Reform entrepreneurs like OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) supported these efficiency-based reforms.  The US, being in the forefront among Anglo-American reforms countries and active in OECD, might be expected to be more open to such criticism than the Scandinavian countries.  But demands for government reform in the US are more likely to be viewed by Americans as having domestic roots.  In comparison with Europeans, Americans are rather parochial and not especially concerned about their image in international organizations.  Similarly, government reform initiatives in the US are easily placed in a long series of domestic government commissions charged with the task of reviewing and improving government operations or into a cycle of resurfacing reforms (Light 1997). 

Demands for bureaucratic reform in the US have long been smoldering, but efforts to fan the fire into a blaze generally fall short of their goal.  Sweden may in fact be more reform-prone than either the US or Norway.  Sweden combines a traditional efficiency orientation in government practice, evidenced by its early use of performance accounting in national agencies, with an international awareness that may make it more receptive to ideas and practices stemming from international organizations-- including international reform entrepreneurs like the OECD, a tendency seen clearly in the last decades (Sahlin-Andersson and Lerdell 1997).  Like the United States, Sweden has a comprehensive system for auditing public agency performance including efficiency audits, program effectiveness, and performance management capacity (Barzelay 1996: 27), making it receptive to efficiency-based reforms.

Another important environmental factor, which is partly coupled to the first, is the economic situation in a country.  Sweden experienced a severe fiscal crisis in the early 1990s, which made it more open to modernizing the state and making it more cost efficient (Assar et al 1993). Wage negotiations were prohibited at the beginning of the 1990s for both public and private sector employees (Wise 1993). Beginning in 1990 and continuing into that decade, public opinion shifted in Sweden so that a majority of people reported they favored reductions in the size of the public sector (Nilsson 1990, Wise and Szücs 1996).  In the wake of the combination of an expanding public sector that consumed almost two thirds of GDP and declining economic growth, the public sector was seen as a problem that had to be fixed.  In contrast, there was no obvious economic crisis in Norway that could legitimate comprehensive public reforms in the last decades (Christensen and Lægreid 1999a).  In comparison with other countries in general, and Norway and Sweden in particular, the central government in the United States is very small and its potential impact on national economy is relatively low; economic events or cycles are not as likely to trigger a major reform of the federal bureaucracy.

Compared with many other countries, large and comprehensive administrative policy changes are uncommon in Norway due, among other things, to the fact that the majority of the population accepts the system of administrative control in Norway including its large public sector, bureaucratic organization, well-organized professional expertise and corporative network with strong union participation (Christensen 1995).  The administrative system in Norway is open for negotiation and change, but at the same time there is a set of core values that restricts the latitude for change.  The reform efforts can partly be understood as a result of an administrative culture and tradition with strong equality norms and with a pragmatic reform nature.  In Norway, the period after 1970 has not been characterized by economic crisis and this has truly contributed to reforms having been fairly incomprehensive.

Administrative reform in Norway has been characterized less by a complete overhaul, but first and foremost by periodic maintenance.  Continuity has been the main feature rather than disruption and revolution, at least as witnessed in the implementation of specific reforms.  In terms of opinions, on the other hand, changes have been considerable.  There has been a relatively large change in vision and some formal arrangements or organizational forms, but the concrete tasks of implementation have been reluctant and characterized by experiment, trial measures and delegated to individual agencies.  Nevertheless, over time, links between the overarching and the sector-based reform requirements have been strengthened (Lægreid and Roness 2000).  The same also applies to the links between demands and the actual changes made.

 In summary, the Norwegian strategy for administrative policy reform can be characterized as an incremental internal modernization. We are faced with a multi-centered institutional arrangement, trying to combine devolution with central control.

 For Sweden a substantial multi-sectoral reform succeeded in the presence of a broadly recognized economic crisis and in turn, both political and administrative commitment to reform.  Strong central political and administrative control over reforms has been combined with grassroots support for change among the citizenry and facilitated the transition from central to local responsibility for key public services.  A dualistic administrative system providing for political responsibility at local levels also contributed to successful reform.  A tendency toward rationalism is evident in Swedish culture and a receptivity for efficiency based reforms and analysis of statistical information, facilitated the introduction of reforms involving audits of government performance.  A cultural shift toward more market oriented principles and away from narrow interpretations of equality principles are important cultural features permitting the introduction of efficiency-based reforms (Forssell 2000).  Managers’ and employees’ assessments of the impacts of reform provide evidence of fundamental changes having been put into place and accepted as fair.

 In the US we see a long smoldering interest in public sector reform but no key event to ignite action or commitment to change.  At the same time, the political system is characterized by multiple checks and balances, which weaken authority in any given quarter and hamper the successful implementation of reforms based on legislative or executive initiatives.  Different reform initiatives from the Congress and the Executive Branch spawn multiple small fires throughout the federal sector but these are mainly single events and there is no evidence of a strategic plan to achieve specific ends.  Clear conflicts in goals for reform are evident.  The variety of organizational forms may mean that no single reform can be broadly implemented in the federal government.  Evidence regarding the effects of reforms is mixed.  Whether or not these reforms will be cost effective or will enhance productivity remains to be seen.  The most pervasive transformations in government are a greater orientation toward serving citizens as clients, a reduction in bureaucratic red tape and mindset, and decentralization of authority.


Efforts were focused both on making the public sector function better, which is to say more efficiently and with greater client and marketing orientation, and on further blurring the boundaries between the sectors.  Contracting out for services, production, and other functions increased in the US in the 1980s (Milward 1994, Wise 1989).  Nevertheless greater blurring of the boundaries between sectors was seen during the 1980s and 1990s.  


Active administrative policy appears to have the least relevance to the US case. It is clear that administrative reforms cannot be purely seen as the product of central leaders’ initiatives.  Administrative leadership, interest groups, and the complex network of intergovernmental partners influence both reform and the status quo.  Similarly, we find vague and conflicting goals among major reform initiatives, failure to couple new capacities and means to achieve specific goals, no clear evidence of the consequences or effects of different organizational forms, and finally, competing criteria for assessing effects.

8.  Conclusion

The preconditions for an active administrative policy, including an unambiguous power basis, clear goals and means-end thinking, insight into consequences of alternative organizational forms and unambiguous normative-evaluative criteria, emphasize a rather heroic ideal of administrative reform. In reality administrative policy is often more locally rational, piecemeal, incremental and symbolically oriented.  The advantages of such features are that administrative reform may encompass broader participation, consensus-like processes concerning goals and means, and have a broader basis of legitimacy, even though central control is somewhat undermined.

One interpretation of this comparison among three countries is that there is room for an active administrative reform policy through planned design, although this space is limited.  Reforms that correspond to particular institutional features are more easily put into practice than those that are opposed to traditional administrative culture and therefore not easily compatible (Brunsson and Olsen 1993). This implies that proposals that support local initiative and autonomy appear to have a greater effect on agencies than those that are intended to strengthen control by the superior authorities. 

At the same time, there is an adjustment to what internationally is regarded as “good” administrative doctrines (Boston et al. 1996).  Several devolution measures provide examples of the concurrence between that which may be regarded as good administrative policy both internally in state agencies and in the international administrative policy environment, and such measures have favorable conditions (Sahlin-Andersson and Lerdell 1997).

Moreover, ambiguous intentions behind the reforms provide occasion for different interpretations, both as regards what the actual intentions are, what has actually occurred, and why it occurred. This opens up for strategies combining contextualization efforts, defining the reforms in accordance with local cultural contexts, and decontextualization strategies, stressing that reforms could fit everywhere (Røvik 1996). In addition, reforms have been organized through a combination of high-level general policy initiatives, as well as local initiatives with restricted authority, competence, and available time.

We have demonstrated that different combinations of environmental constraints, cultural traditions and political-administrative structures characterize the three countries, resulting in variety in reform processes and therefore also in the fulfillment of the central preconditions for active reform policy and the discretion for purposeful choice by political leaders.

To regard administrative forms as purely the products of the desires of central political actors with a comprehensive insight and domination over the reform processes and where one can freely select the reform process, gives an incomplete, restricted and partly erroneous picture of reform processes in Norway.  But to proceed to the other extreme and to adopt a purely fatalistic attitude without the opportunity to influence reforms also results in a limited insight and understanding of administrative reforms.  We adopt an intermediate position, which accepts that the political leadership has limited influence on the reform processes, but without that the leaders are reduced to political eunuchs (Lægreid and Roness 1999). 


The Swedish case demonstrates the relevance of active administrative policy through a centrally initiated and driven reform that drew strength not only from political actors but also from administrative leadership, and public consensus.  The aim of the process seems to have been to anchor support for the reform broadly and implement changes as rapidly as possible.  The strong emphasis on decentralization of responsibility from ministries to agencies and from central to local authorities is one factor accounting for greater support and in turn effect of the reforms both within central government and between central government and local governments. Contextual factors, like the experienced economic crisis and close connections to OECD, help us account for why Sweden was receptive to reform and identify which factors may account for a realization of the need for change.  Contextual factors also give some insight into the limitations of market-based reform in Swedish central government.  Overall, we see a conscious effort to link new responsibilities with new authorities for management.  Finally, although we see some evidence of competing criteria for assessing reform efforts in the academic community, the most commonly used criteria are efficiency-based.

For the US, reform efforts were focused on making the public sector function better, which is to say more efficiently and with greater client and market orientation, and on further blurring of the boundaries between the sectors.  On the one hand, reforms are proposed at the executive and legislative levels without strategic coordination of the needs and capacities of given agencies and on the other administrative leaders take initiative for instituting or blocking change.  An ad hoc and disjointed reform process is the result of a system in which power resides at multiple levels.  Unsuccessful reform implementation can at least be partly accounted for by a failure to recognize the mismatch between the internal and external context of public organizations and the incompatibility of certain private sector practices with the mission and purpose of public organizations.  Assessments of the outcomes of reform efforts are mixed.  Successful results are more likely to be found at the micro level, but there is evidence of broader trends toward greater discretion and flexibility in public administration.

This comparative analysis suggests that the preconditions for an active administrative policy are only fulfilled to some extent in the three countries studied. The transformative perspective provides some insight into central governments’ efforts to transform their systems for public administration.  The environmental, cultural, and structural factors contribute to our understanding of why the soil is more receptive to reform in one country than another. Not all our expected relationships were observed but many of the anticipated potential effects appear to be real effects according to evidence we present.     Although Sweden and Norway, for example, appear similar on many dimensions, we point to key differences in the environmental and cultural dimensions that partly explain why Sweden was more receptive to NPM-style reforms than Norway.  By the same token, while the US may appear culturally more sympathetic to NPM-style reforms with its general mistrust of bureaucracy and receptivity to rationalism, we note an absence of any contextual imperative to drive reform and a presence of substantial diversity that introduces both competing interests and complexity into the US case that is not evident in Norway or Sweden. 

Of the three cases studied here, Sweden appears to be the one that took the biggest steps in implementing NPM style reforms.  We argue that reform of the public bureaucracy was possible in Sweden because of the dual environmental conditions of a severe economic crisis that motivated political and administrative leaders to undertake sharp reforms and a growing dissatisfaction with the bureaucracy on the part of the public that also made central government vulnerable to change.  In the US we observe calls for reform and evidence of dissatisfaction with government responsiveness but no crisis event to ignite and sustain real change.  In Norway, we see neither dissatisfaction nor economic crisis and thus little pressure for transforming the public bureaucracy.   Along with these environmental and cultural factors a fragmented administrative structure in the US is a factor that hinders the formation of reform policies with tight couplings between ends and means.  By the same token, Sweden’s political system facilitated cooperation and implementation of reform. In this sense, the political effects of reform are a factor leading to a willingness to find a common path for public management reform in Sweden.

None of these cases offers a good understanding of the role of leadership in the realization of goals for reform and research is also lacking on the effects of public management reforms on the achievement of good government as well as for greater efficiency and political responsiveness.  The body of existing research is not sufficient and more work needs to be done.  Efforts to explore the normative consequences for reform are focused on how special groups are impacted by change and less often examine the consequences for achieving a good society.    Both as a function of the pattern of reform implementation and the inclinations of academic scholars, a common conclusion for all three cases is that there is little systematic knowledge about the effects of these reforms.  Organization-bound experiments and ad hoc reforms on the one hand and a shortage of evaluative research on the other, limit our understanding of the consequences of public management reforms.  We cannot assume that changes that are beneficial to one single agency would in fact have positive results for the bureaucracy at large.

The conclusion that we can draw is that the context within which reform occurs is not insignificant, --structural, cultural and environmental factors play key roles. Moreover, despite similarities from one country to another, public management reform is not captured by one global trend or idea but is made up of many different ideas unique to or modified by different national systems. Public management reform is thus best understood from a transformative perspective involving a complex interplay of factors both internal to and external to central government organizations where the nature of political control, the quality of the connection between the goals and means of reform, and the effects of different organizational forms on public management practices and outcomes give insight into the consequences of reform efforts. 
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