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Introduction

Introduction

In an age when everyone is already suffering from information overload, anyone adding

to the huge amount of writing on any topic must surely provide a good reason for doing

so. There is a range of very good books on public management available, so if an author is

to introduce a new text, this suggests that they must be clear what it provides for potential

readers.

This book treats the subject of public management critically. What this means is not

that it treats the topic of public management to a series of criticisms, although the book

is critical (in this sense) in some areas of public management. Instead, it treats the ideas

and topics that much of the writing on public management has tended to take for granted

as problematic, and tries to work out what taking a careful look at them might mean

for those researching the topic, as well as for those that actually have to manage public

organisations. Its argument can be summarised fairly briefly, but needs a full book’s length

to explore in the depth needed. The book’s argument is that thinking about or doing public

management needs us to embrace a range of contradictions and tensions that are probably

not resolvable. It suggests that the best we can do is to be aware of them and to understand

the problems that are likely to occur from falling on one side of the argument rather than

the other.

This is not the kind of upbeat, high-energy message that public managers might want

to receive, as it suggests that they operate in complex environments where there may not

necessarily be straightforward, right choices, but in their heart of hearts, they probably

knew that already anyway. Public managers seeking simple answers should pick up the

latest business bestseller from their local train station instead, but I am not sure such a

simple approach can work. Those who want to try and deal with this complexity, and

begin to try and get a handle on where public management came from, will probably get

on far better with the book that follows.
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The book’s approach

The following chapters typically begin with a question. Each of these questions addresses

a central problem in public management today, from whether public management is dif-

ferent to private management through to who should pay for public services, to how

marketing can be used in public management. Each chapter then takes apart that ques-

tion and works through what seems to be its relevant dimensions to come up with a range

of tensions and difficulties that public managers must be aware of when they are work-

ing out their own position on it. This book does not give public managers a simple guide

as to what the right answers are – in fact it would question whether there are any right

answers. Instead it tries to make them aware of the problems that each of the various posi-

tions it explores has and to get managers and those researching public management to

develop their own understandings. The book’s conclusion then works through some of

the more intractable contradictions in public management, derived from the chapters that

proceed it, in the hope that by at least making the problems of the discipline explicit, pub-

lic managers might be able to make more informed decisions about their practices in the

future.

The book, chapter by chapter

Dealing with a complex and wide-ranging subject such as public management means that

decisions need to be made about what to include and what to miss out. There is a logic in

terms of the way this book is structured that will help the reader to work his or her way

through, and so it is worth making this clear at the start.

The book begins by asking whether there is such a thing as public management in the

first place, and suggests that this is, in itself, a difficult question to answer. It provides a

range of different ways of thinking about what public management might mean, before

concluding that, as long as the public find it useful to think about public management as

being a subject in its own right, then we have a duty to work out what the implications of

this are, and to do our best to explore what the dimensions of ‘publicness’ ought to be. The

next three chapters of the book attempt to address this, exploring the stronger involve-

ment of the state in public management; the history of public management as a subject

that arose from ideas around public administration; and the way that public services are

funded. These three chapters attempt to show that the nature of public management today

has historical elements that need to be understood in order to understand what might

be distinctive about public services, and to understand how they evolved to reach their

present form today.

The next four chapters explore significant areas of reform in public services. They deal

with the increased use of the market in public services; the use of the marketing approach

in public services; the use of performance management in the public sector; and the ques-

tion of the relationship between public professionals, public managers, and the public
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itself. These chapters deal with the way that reform programmes over the last 30 years

have attempted to restructure public services, and presents new thinking and scholarship

as to what the difficulties and limits of those reforms might be. They consider when these

reforms might work, and when they might not, and the implications of this analysis for

public managers.

Finally, the book’s conclusion examines a range of tensions and contradictions sug-

gested by the book’s analysis, and works through them one by one to make clear the

difficulties on both sides of each argument, inviting public managers to work out where

they might stand in relation to them. Again, there are no easy answers here, but by at least

making clear what the problems are, managers might be able to make better informed

decisions that reflect the complex nature of contemporary public management.

Organising the book in this way means that a few topics, particularly public profes-

sionals and public finance, are discussed in more than one chapter. There is no easy way

around this, as these topics are particularly pervasive in public management. In order to

keep each chapter readable in itself, a little repetition therefore occurs, but the advantage

of this is that it hopefully increases clarity for readers wanting to read the whole book.

On with the book

Before moving on with the book, a few more words about the way the material is organ-

ised. First, I have tried to keep academic references in the text to a minimum, but instead

provided a section on further reading at the end of each chapter that attempts to give addi-

tional sources that those interested in the particular topic might like to consider to achieve

greater depth on them. I hope this keeps the text relatively uncluttered and makes it more

accessible, but at the same time makes it clear that the material in the text is based upon a

decade of research, teaching and writing in the field.

Each chapter contains not only numerous examples in the text itself, but also an

extended example that attempts to show greater depth in one aspect of the analysis of the

chapter. These are presented at the end of the chapter to give the reader something tangible

to hang the analysis and ideas presented in each topic area, but can be read alongside, after

or even before the rest of the material in each chapter.

Having covered the book’s intended contribution and the way the book is organised, it

now moves on to what would seem a fairly fundamental question – is public management

different from private management?

Introduction 3
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