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Abstract In recent decades researchers have suggested various models for public administra-
tion organizations. These models and reforms, generally called New Public Management and
Post-New Public Management, ignore the different developmental phases of public organiza-
tions, especially when dealing with non-Western countries. Instead of asking how public
organizations should look, we suggest asking what should they do? To answer this question,
we present several principles on the individual and organizational levels that can serve as a
good compass for public managers. On the individual level, we maintain that public employees
should focus on listening, helping and learning. On the organizational level, we advocate
incorporating public policy with public administration, embracing core principles as opposed
to trying to achieve ends, and returning public administration to its key role. These principles
reinforce each other and thus can enhance the capability of public organizations.

Keywords Public administration . Principles . Public employees

Introduction

Researchers have been exploring different models and ideas to define public administration.
Some of them call for redefining the boundaries and basic assumptions of public
administration. For example, Koppell (2010) claims:

To thrive in 2020, we must conceive of the field of public administration in the broadest
possible terms. Phenomena that typically have been treated peripherally in our literature
are emerging center stage in recent years, confirming that the Bold^ boundaries of our
discipline do not reflect contemporary reality (p. 546).
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Others suggest different models and strategies that reflect the next generation of public
administration following the Weberian model and the New Public Management (see for
example: Dunleavy et al. 2006; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011; Stoker 2006). However, no single
coherent model has emerged that dominates the current discourse.

In his retrospective on Simon’s works, Meier (2014) notes the need for public administra-
tion to Bachieve the twin goals of scientific validity and practical relevance" (p. 20). Given this
sense that our discipline needs a new direction (Peters and Pierre 2016) this article tries to
suggest a new perspective that emphasizes practical matters by suggesting several principles.
We maintain that public employees should do three things: listen, help and learn. These three
basic ideas can guide the actions of every public administration employee and manager. These
goals require us not to find other solutions and design new models for public administration
but to explore our actions in a new way. Furthermore, these three principles require comple-
mentary directions on the organizational level that improve the connection between public
policy and public administration, create an institutional framework that can guide the actions
of public administration and returns the public administration’s organization to the center of
activities. The current article explores these ideas in two phases. We begin with explanations
about implementing the first three ideas at the employee level and then explore the other three
goals at the organizational level. The final part connects the two together. However, the reader
should bear in mind that these are exploratory suggestions that require further consideration.

Swimming on Land

Rapid changes in the nature and complexity of social problems, combined with more diverse
populations and a reduced number of resources, have challenged public administrations
worldwide (Beck 1992; Gregory 2015; Hajer 2003; Head and Alford 2015; Kondrasuk
2004; Richards and Smith 2002). Efforts to cope with these challenges were reflected in the
New Public Management and Post-New Public Management reforms (Cohen 2016; Gray &
Jenkins 1995; Homburg et al 2007; Jones & Kettel 2003), but it seems that the challenges are
still with us. Rather than walking on land as we once did, we must now swim on land,
meaning, we must work faster and adjust ourselves to the new flow to find creative solutions to
various social problems (Dyer and Shafer 2003). Scholars have proposed various approaches
to these issues, including among others, public value management, neo-Weberian models, new
public governance and digital era governance (Dunleavy et al. 2006; Pollitt 2007; Pollitt and
Bouckaert 2011; Stoker 2006). However, we maintain that a different question should guide
our search for solutions—what should public administration organizations do?

Approaching the issue from this vantage point is beneficial, because it allows public
organizations in different developmental stages to evolve in accordance with their capabilities.
Furthermore, it may be more fruitful for public organizations in countries other than those in
the Western world that are the focus of the literature (Ferlie and Ongaro 2015: 128; Pollitt
2007; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). Given the wide range of stages of development in public
organizations and their varying cultural contexts, trying to suggest a coherent model of public
administration is problematic at best.

Public administration employees usually picture themselves in terms of their profession:
social workers, teachers or police officers (Lipsky 2010: 216). However, they are all public
employees who serve the public (Shafritz et al. 2009). This unique function demands that
beyond their professional and managerial expertise, they also share various personal
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characteristics. Studies have shown that public employees are more trustworthy, public-
spirited, motivated to serve the public and altruist than others (Ghorpade et al. 2001; Perry
2012; Van de Walle and Lahat 2016). Therefore, suggesting actions that public employees can
take seems a useful framework for public administration.

AVision for Public Officials

Listen

One of the unique characteristics that public employees need is the ability to listen. Only by
cultivating this ability can they respond to the needs of the citizens they serve, their partners
and other stakeholders that are part of the public administration. This trait corresponds with the
need to be more responsive to citizens and promotes collaboration in the era of collaborative
governance (Ansell 2012; Ansell and Gash 2008; Emerson et al. 2012; Vigoda-Gadot 2009).
In addition, it is an ability that is needed for managers and support units inside the government
hoping to improve the way they work. Furthermore, it accords with the growing understanding
that government organizations operate in structures of networks (Bevir 2012; Klijn 2010;
Koppenjan and Klijn 2004; O'Toole and Meier 2010). This quality is required when people
want to cooperate with others. It should be emphasized that listening does not mean that one
should accept all of the perceptions and demands of various stakeholders. Instead, it refers to
the ability to engage in a true and open dialogue.

This suggestion is in line with the ideas grounded in the idea of interpretative governance
(Rhodes 2012), an approach that seems to be gaining ground in public policy (Stone in van
Ostaijen and Jhagroe 2015). The Bawareness of our unawareness,^ as Hajer (2003) says,
expresses the importance of the ability to actively engage in listening to different
voices. Listening, therefore, can enhance the ability to be a central actor in the
multifaceted structure of governance.

Help

Government and its organizations exist primarily to promote the public interest and
help people achieve a degree of well-being that they cannot achieve on their own
(Vigoda-Gadot and Mizrahi 2014). Nevertheless, the definition of needs is not a simple
one and depends on culture, norms and perceptions of societies, and interpretations by
actors in the political process (Stone 2012). Thus, at its core public organizations must
help individuals meet their needs and realize their aspirations (Lipsky 2010: 229). Of
course, that there are limitations to the ability of public organizations to intervene in
people’s lives. These limitations are rooted in ideological reasons (the role of the state)
and practical reasons (administrative limitations, political realities and limited re-
sources). However, the notion that this is the essence of the work is important to
promoting principles such as responsiveness, participation and citizen-centered services.
One can claim that in many ways public organizations’ actions favor the general
welfare over specific sections of the population (Dery 1996; Wamsley and Zald
1973) and may not win the approval of all (Rhodes and Wanna 2007: 409). Clearly,
we limit individual freedom when incarcerating prisoners, drafting soldiers and
collecting taxes. Meier and Hill (2005: 58) explain that the client-driven orientation
is problematic when dealing with people such as felons who have a negative stereotype.
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Nevertheless, we are still bound to find ways in which we can help and strike a balance between
helping them as well as other sectors of society. Thus, bearing in mind the idea of helping, we
must ask whom we are helping, why, and how? These important questions can keep public
organizations focused on their values and the reasons behind their actions (Stoker 2006). The
ability to answer these questions may improve the accountability of public administration and
reduce the tendencies of professionals and organizations to focus on routines and their own
interests (Blau and Meyer 1971; Downs and Rand Corporation 1967) and minimize bureau-
cratic failures (Weimer and Vining 2004).

Learn

The rapid changes in today’s world require us all to become constant learners. Public
employees should embrace a passion for learning, asking questions about trends and
changes in their surroundings, the changing nature of the needs of the population they
serve, and the new methods they can apply to improve their work. To become a learner,
public officials must be both brave and cautious. While these traits seem to be
contradictory, we maintain that both are necessary for incorporating learning opportu-
nities into the administrative culture. Being brave is the ability to cope with the fear
involved in change. Putting new procedures in place will not necessarily result in
positive outcomes (Van Buuren 2009). The only way to learn is to be brave enough
to try. At the same time, knowing that they are being held accountable for their actions
makes public officials fearful about being wrong (Mulgan 2000: 567). Therefore, they
may be inclined to avoid change to minimize being criticized. Blau and Meyer (1971)
explain, "Rigid adherence to the established routine is a defense mechanism against
feelings of insecurity^ (p. 104). Nevertheless, this behavior in a constantly changing
environment is at least problematic and often harmful. This pattern of behavior requires
a different vision of society as well. Public administration must be given more room to
maneuver. We will elaborate on this point further in the second section of the article.

The other characteristic is to be cautious. Although we cannot predict the outcomes
of new approaches, we should do our best to plan them before implementing them
(Shapiro 2016). The ability to predict potential outcomes is an important feature of our
obligation to promote the public interest and to be accountable for public resources.
The growing literature on policy learning (Dolowitz 2004), the notion of evidence-
based policy and practice as well as strategic management are part of these trends
(Davies et al. 2000; Ferlie and Ongaro 2015; Freeman and Sturdy 2014). We maintain
that, while recognizing that we cannot control all of the variables that affect policy
outcomes, public administration is advised to be brave as well as cautious in
confronting issues and adopting new ideas.

The Three Paths for Today’s Public Administration Organizations

Individuals do not operate on their own, and public employees work in the organizational
context. Thus, the dance between individuals and the organization is an important one.
Discretion is an important element in the work of many public employees, requiring them to
strike a balance between the needs of their citizen and the organization’s interests, actions and
preferences. Therefore, we should strengthen three areas in public administration to create an
environment that encourages this balance.
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Public Policy and Public Administration: a United Front

Public administration and public policy are two sides of the same coin (Shafritz et al. 2009).
However, a review of the literature as well as of practice seems to hint that the two are not
sufficiently connected and are often more separate than united. Most researchers identify
themselves as public administration researchers or public policy researchers. Different journals
have different focuses, and although there is some association between the two fields (Pollitt
2016: 15), it seems that in practical terms the awareness that there should be a stronger connection
between the two is not prominent. As Moynihan and Soss (2014: 5) claim: "The key point is that
students of administration have largely ignored the role of policy in this process".

Various perspectives on strategic management have different visions and goals for the
organization and focus on the steps needed to achieve those goals (Ferlie and Ongaro 2015).
However, they often do not emphasize the design of policy at the macro, mezzo and micro
level. Policy seems to be the purview of the central government, while the other branches of
public organization are expected to follow the policy and find ways to implement it. For
example, Rhodes and Wanna (2007) criticize the call for more value oriented public manage-
ment due to its inappropriateness especially for the Westminster model. However, looking at
different implementation studies, it seems that policy is being decided at the different levels
without being characterized as such. For example, when a group of professionals decide on
implementing a program for a specific target population, they are in fact creating a mezzo level
policy for this group. Street-level studies have demonstrated that the policy itself is created in
these encounters with citizens in various ways (Brodkin 2011; Cohen and Gershgoren 2013;
Lipsky 2010). Lipsky (2010) emphasizes that it should be interpreted in the context of the
macro policy and not as a self-preserving policy (p. 221). Nevertheless, according to one of the
known definitions of public policy articulated by William Jenkins (1978) as Ba set of
interrelated decision taken by a political actor or group of actors concerning the selection of
goals and means of achieving them within a specified situation where those decisions should,
in principle, be within the power of those actors to achieve^ (in Howlett and Ramesh 2003: 6),
they design public policy. The changing structure of governance via network governance and
collaborative governance reflects the growing persistence of policy design at different levels.
These policies should be devised in conjunction with the macro policy. Nevertheless, the
design of policy on different levels is more prevalent in current public administration.
Managers in public organizations not only engage with other stakeholders to be suppliers of
public services. They also work on designing policies that are connected to and influenced by
the organizational context and surroundings involved in those processes.

The idea that public administration should serve and adapt to policy goals is often not
prominent. In many cases, it seems hard to achieve the goals of the policy, because the
structures of public administration are not conducive to promoting the policy goals. Further-
more, public officials who design policy at the mezzo level do not understand it as a kind of
policy. They embrace the limitations of the organizational structure and put less emphasis on
the need to change the organizational structure to realize the goals of the policy.

The Core and the Ends

The last four decades have moved between the contradictory trends of decentralization and
fragmentation versus centralization and integration. On the one hand, decentralization, which
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figured prominently in the NPM reforms, aimed at bringing services closer to the target
populations and dismantling the complexities and inefficiency of the hierarchical decision-
making process. On the other hand, it fragmented organizational structures and created
inequality between different users, resulting in the post-NPM reforms that called for integra-
tion and unification (Christensen et al. 2014; Dunleavy et al. 2006; Dommett et al. 2016;
Rhodes 2000). The pros and cons of these contradictory processes are part of a long-standing
dialogue aimed at balancing the two (Metcalfe and Richards 1987: 78–79).

How can we create better equilibrium between the need for unification on the one hand and
the need for decentralization on the other? One solution is to create core principles and
differentiate between branches (Rhodes 2012: 37), much like a fish skeleton whose bones
spread out from a central spine. The various agencies can define the core principles that should
be embraced by their sub-agencies and then determine which of them is responsible for
achieving specific goals. The core principles describe the basic values, not just the outcomes
to be achieved. This framework provides control and unification on the one hand and diversity
on the other. Examples such as social regulation (Braithwaite 2002) and educational policies in
the case of learning disabilities (Itkonen and Jahnukainen 2010) reveal that creating core
principles but allowing room to maneuver that reflects meaningful discretion results in better
policy outcomes.

The attempts so far to achieve command and control via the specification of rules
and procedures seem problematic. The other extreme of decentralization has found it
difficult to create a variety of goods and services, leading to gaps and inequality.
Thus, embracing the idea of defending core principles for working in public organi-
zations is more likely to create equilibrium.

Bring Back Public Administration

Recent reforms in public administration have weakened the place of government organiza-
tions. Trends such as the hollowing out of the state (Rhodes 1994) and network governance
(Bevir 2012) brought different stakeholders into government actions and in many respects
impaired the central role of public administration organizations as the leading player in
providing goods and services to the citizens. While including various stakeholders in the
design of policy and the delivery of public services is important, the place of the state as a
central actor should not be overlooked (Pierre and Peters 2005). Therefore, we underscore the
need to bring public administration back as a key element in the equation, because it embodies
the primary goal of promoting the interests of the citizens. Just as Flinders (2012) calls on us to
defend politics, we should defend the central place of public administrations in the web of
today’s stakeholders.

Public administration should not see its role as simply coping with problems but as
defining and pursuing the values that benefit societies (Stoker 2006). Although it may
seem trivial to say so, doing so is more controversial and complicated to implement
(Hartley et al. 2015; Rhodes and Wanna 2007). Furthermore, given the difficulties and
problems that overwhelm public employees, few have time to ask, what do we really
want to accomplish. We should trust public employees and give them the opportunity
and discretion to develop the vision they want to pursue. Of course, this vision should
accord with the broad values and macro policy reflecting the political preference of
the elected officials.

234 Employ Respons Rights J (2018) 30:229–238



While this discretion should not be unchecked, the NPM atmosphere has created the
tendency to distrust public employees. Discretion goes hand with hand with trust. Therefore,
we must bring public employees back to the center of attention and rebuild their sense that we
trust them. Doing so is an important factor in improving the outcomes of public organizations
(Bouckaert 2012; Brown and Calnan 2011; Itkonen and Jahnukainen 2010).

Conclusion: the Incorporation of the Individual and the Organizational
Level

Figure 1 illustrates the nexus between the characteristics that we should cultivate in
public employees and their interaction with the organizational structure. These sug-
gestions at the individual and organizational level reinforce and depend one on
another. The importance of listening on the individual level expresses the awareness
that public administration creates policy. Policy in today’s society involves many
voices, so we need to listen to different stakeholders when creating mezzo level
policies in public organizations.

The need to help people emphasizes the understanding that public employees should be
trusted to do their work. The creation of structures that define core principles and leave room
for public employees to maneuver is once again the cause and the effect of this idea. Thus, if
we accept that the main motivation of public employees is helping the public, we can have a
more trusting relationship with them, give them more discretion in doing their jobs and believe
that they will create core principles dedicated to this goal. In addition, using their discretion,
they can tailor make solutions for people based on their individual needs, a goal that is quite
desirable today. In so doing, they can provide equality of service without equating it with
identical service for all (Du Gay 2011).

The importance of learning as a basic feature of the public employees’ raison d’être is
another aspect that accords with the fishbone metaphor of public organizations. If we agree
that public employees should be constant learners, we can appreciate the contribution of
discretion and the role of employees from different layers in public organizations. Furthermore,
the core principles should be created based on understandings arising from different layers in
the organization in an ongoing synthesis. Thus, the learning process is a collective process, not
just an individual one (Heikkila and Gerlak 2013), resulting in an organizational culture that
reflects Bepistemological pluralism^ that incorporates both implicit and explicit knowledge on
the individual and social level (Spender 1996).

Listen        Public policy and administration 

Help       Core vs. ends 

Learn       Bring back public administration  

Fig. 1 The nexus between public employees and the organizational context
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At the same time, the learning of the individual public employee can enhance the ability of
public organizations to become a central actor in the public arena. If authority and resources
were the old basis of legitimizing public administration, today knowledge plays a
central role in the policy process. In an age of accountability and transparency,
resources are not the only factor of great importance. The ability to explain public
administration is one of its major bases of legitimation. If public organizations do not
perceive it as an important factor in the policy process, their ability to help the
population is impeded, and in a vicious cycle, the path to improving public adminis-
tration is blocked. The first step in this process is adopting a different view of public
administration and a different focus on the factors that should be strengthened. Hope-
fully, the reasoning presented here can provide some opportunity for doing just that.
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