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Public management must be about managing something, and that something is public policy.  A 
great deal of emphasis on public administration and public management has been placed on the 
management of organizations and their internal processes, but in the end the purpose of all that 
activity is delivering public services to citizens.  Therefore, the study of public management, and 
the practice of public management, must pay greater attention to the integration of that body of 
knowledge and experience with public policy studies. 
 
Even when public administration does focus on policy issues, there is a tendency to assume that 
“one size fits all”, and that approaches to managing public programs are applicable almost 
without concern for the programs being implemented.  This assumption has been very apparent 
in the “New Public Management”, and also was clearly present in more traditional approaches to 
public administration. The classic approach to administration, for example, assumed that 
applying a common set of principles would produce effective administration almost regardless of 
the policies being implemented, or the nature of the political system within which the 
administrative system was embedded (see Hammond, 2007).1    
           
If we accept the general argument that different public policy issues require different styles of 
public management, as well as different organizational strategies, then the obvious challenge is 
to relate these two dimensions of public sector action.   This argument is analogous to 
contingency theories of public organizations (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006), although it focuses 
more on the management issues than on the structural dimension of public organizations.   The 
New Public Management has had some structural implications, e.g. the use of agencies 
(Verhoest, et al., 2011). but the principal emphasis has been on the use of processes and 
managerialist values to overcome perceived problems in traditional public administration.      
 
In this paper I will examine several possible dimensions of policy, and of the tools of policy, that 
can be linked to styles of administration.  In some cases there are not clear administrative 
answers for the policy challenges, and indeed for the most interesting cases there may be no clear 
answers, and we may have to consider the range of possible solutions.    Even though there are 
no definitive answers for linking policy and management, this exercise should perform two 
important tasks for thinking about, and implementing, public management.   
 
The first benefit is that it exposes some of the over-simplification of thinking, especially in the 
New Public Management, about the universality of management techniques.  We have had a 
good deal of useful discussion of the relevance of NPM for different types of political and 

                                                 
1 This assumption about clear and universal principles of administration was, of 

course, the target of Herbert Simon’s (1947) critique of traditional forms of administration. 



administrative systems, based largely upon levels of development (Schick, xxx).  We have, 
however, had less discussion of the relevance of more specific public policy challenges for 
selecting approaches to administration.   
 
In addition, paying greater attention to the policy challenges in governing provides insights into 
the intimate linkages between policy and administration.  For much of the development of public 
administration that linkage was clear, with policy challenges driving the management choices 
(Pierre and Peters, 2012).,  While many of the instruments selected for public administration 
were imperfect, they were designed to solve policy problems within the intellectual framework, 
and political realities, of the time.   In general policy reforms for much of the post-war period 
attempted to find rational mechanisms for overcoming the seemingly irrational patterns of 
policymaking and administration present at the time.    
 
On the other hand, however, there more recently been a tendency to assume that decisions about 
managerial techniques are prior to policy choices.   To some extent this disjuncture between 
administration and policy has been evident in the practice of government as the emphasis on 
policy analysis and rational budgeting techniques have given way to short-term fixes like 
performance management and performance budgeting (Radin, 2005).   While appearing 
business-like, these techniques have tended to rely on insufficient analysis of policy and a very 
limited consideration of the activities of the public sector. 
 
 
I.  Styles of Administration 
 
The continuing reform of public administration has been the subject of an immense scholarly 
literature (see Christensen and Laegreid, 2013), but also of intense interest to practitioners who 
must daily attempt to make complex and sometimes balky administrative systems perform.  
Beginning from our traditional Weberian/Wisonian/cameralist backgrounds and moving forward 
to the present we seem to be struggling with at least three alternative formats for managing the 
State.  I say struggling because this rich menu of options for governing demands choices, and 
those choices are far from as simple as advocates of one or another of the approaches may want 
us all to believe. 
 
Although generally denigrated. traditional forms of public administration do remain useful, and 
in some cases even essential.  If nothing else these forms of public administration represent a 
system designed to generate probity, accountability and uniformity against which we can 
compare the various innovations that continue to be advanced.   This praise for the “old” system 
is not to say that we should cease striving to improve, but only that it remains a viable alternative 
when considering some administrative circumstances. 
 
The generally accepted alternative to the traditional form of administration in New Public 
Management.  Although in many ways a loose melange of ideas (Hood, 1991), it also has a 
central theme of devolving much of the activity of governing to non-governmental actors and 
especially those functioning in the style of market actors.  This emphasis on the market making 
government more efficient and businesslike has not been popular in administrative systems that 



rely heavily on administrative law, but despite that has been widely diffused by international 
organizations as well as by its own adherents.   
 
The alternative to the New Public Management as a style of reform has been labeled 
“governance” but also represents a melange of ideas, and perhaps more of a melange even than 
NPM.  One component of this set of ideas labeled governance is the delegation of many public 
functions to non-governmental actors, although typically social actors such as networks rather 
than market actors (See Torfing et al., 2011).  The other dimension of this alternative to 
traditional administration is an emphasis on participation, both within the organization itself and 
involving the clients of the public organizations.  Thus, while the NPM is primarily oriented 
toward efficiency, the governance approach is more oriented toward democratic involvement 
even though its advocates would argue that this style of management could produce efficient 
management as well.            
 
Although these three versions of public management are presented here as rather stark 
alternatives but as public sectors have been evolving there also has been some synthesis of 
approaches.  One version of this is the “Neo-Weberian State” (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 200x) in 
which there has been some reassertion of the more traditional style of governing within the 
context of administrative systems that have been influenced by New Public Management and 
other ideas of reform.  The synthetic version of governing also has been systematized in several 
statements (Bourgone) , but despite those efforts what has not been developed as clearly has been 
some understanding of when the various components of the synthesis should be invoked.   
 
 
II.  Dimensions of Policy 
 
The first task then in this exercise is to consider alternative means of understanding public 
policies, The policy literature has no shortage of these classifications, so this discussion will 
necessarily be selective.  I will examine four possible categorizations of policy and discuss some 
of the managerial implications of each.  Even with a limited number of dimensions of policy, 
however, it becomes very clear that one size does not fit all and that we need to consider means 
of matching management with policy.   
 
 
The Functions of Government 
 
Perhaps the most basic approach to classifying public policies is to consider the functions of 
government.   At the most fundamental level we could consider each ministry or agency as sui 
generis, but there are more analytic ways to consider these functions.  Richard Rose (1976), for 
example, discussed these as defining functions (defense, justice, etc.), economic functions and 
social functions.  To that we might add other regulatory functions such as environmental policy 
that do not fit neatly into the other categories.  Further, the increasing development of ministries 
in government to serve the interests of important client groups–women, children, families–
defines another dimension of the functions of government that may cut across the conventional 



categories.  Families, for example, may need services from all three of the categories identified 
by Rose.2 
 
The next question is how to link these functions of government with forms of management, or 
more broadly forms of governance.   The first and perhaps obvious point is that the traditional, 
defining functions of governance may require equally traditional forms of administration.  These 
policy areas require high levels of probity and routinization so that old fashioned bureaucracy 
may be far more appropriate as a means of managing the policy area.   Further, functions such as 
defense and foreign affairs tend to be closely associated with political leaders, and hence the 
notion of decentralizing these functions to market actors also appears to make little managerial or 
policy sense.   
 
The other two sets of activities in Rose’s classification may well be more amenable to the 
devolved and delegated management associated with more contemporary approaches to 
managing the public sector.  That said, the two functional areas may find different managerial 
approaches effective and appropriate for their tasks.  The economic activities to government may 
well function effectively through the marketized versions of management.  That said, with 
privatization of many economic activities, itself part of the neo-liberal approach of which the 
New Public Management can be seen as a component, much of the economic activity of 
government is more regulatory rather than direct interventions into the economy.  As with the 
defining functions discussed above these legalistic forms of intervention may require more 
traditional, bureaucratic forms of management.   
 
 
Classifying Policy Problems  
 
The functional classification of government programs mentioned above may be a good place to 
begin the discussion of the linkages between policy and management, but it is not as good a 
place to finish the analysis.  This is a very general classification of policies, and there may be as 
much variance within those categories as there is between them.  Even if we go a lower level and 
examine individual policy areas such as education or agriculture there is a great of internal 
variance in the nature of the policies and the manner in which they are delivered.3  Thus, one 
important way to consider managing policies is to look at the underlying characteristics of the 
policies themselves.   
 
I will reserve the discussion of managing wicked problems to the following section of this paper, 
but this section will focus on other, perhaps more fundamental, dimensions of policy that are 
useful for understanding the linkage of policy with management.  This discussion comes from a 
general design framework for public policy that argues that public policy analysis fundamentally 

                                                 
2 For example, families may require legal protections, may require labor market 

services such as employment counseling and retraining, and also social services.   
3 For example, in agriculture there may be simple transfers such as crop supports, 

food regulation, agricultural research, and programs dealing with rural development.   These all 
have something to do with agriculture and rural areas but are also very different as policy 
domains. 



is a design science (Linder and Peters, 1984) akin to architecture and engineering, although the 
raw material that we must employ in making policy is substantially more variable than that in 
those design fields (see Perrow, 1967).  
 
One of the design tasks involved here is to link characteristics of policies with the means used to 
implement them.  That implementation in turn has two elements.  One is the choice of the 
instruments chosen to make the policy “work”, and the other equally important element is the 
management techniques and management style selected to make it “work.”   Unfortunately, 
much of the literature in public management and in public policy has tended to ignore the other 
component of their common task of making programs function.  Good design and instrument 
selection may be brought to naught by poor management, and likewise management, no matter 
how skillful, may not be able to counter poor initial design.   
 
The argument coming from above therefore is clearly that we need to understand first the nature 
of public problems, then the nature of the instruments used to address those problems, and finally 
link them to management styles.  And this task, which is already sufficiently complex, must be 
considered in a political and managerial context that favors indirect forms of steering and tends 
to denigrate command and control forms of intervention (see Salamon, 2001; Heritier and 
Lehmkuhl, 2008).  Although rarely stated overtly, some of this “governance approach” to the 
public sector appears to assume that instruments are indeed self-enforcing, or at least non-
governmental organizations will perform the tasks.  In a somewhat perverse manner, 
management becomes abdication. 
 
The first analytic task then is to discuss some of the relevant characteristics of public policies and 
how rhey influence the selection of instruments and of management styles.  There are any 
number of possible classifications of policies (see Peters and Hoornbeek, 2006) but I will attempt 
to focus on those for which the managerial implications are the most relevant.  These are the 
cases in which getting the management approaches wrong may produce the greatest enduring 
damage for the policies.   
 
One of the more crucial distinctions among policy types is policies that involve long-term 
commitments by the public sector versus those that are shorter-term and relatively transient.  
Douglass North (1990; see also Majone, 2001), for example, has argued hat governments may 
need to be able to make “credible commitments” for certain monetary and regulatory policies, so 
that businesses and ordinary citizens can make appropriate decisions about their futures.   These 
more enduring commitments by the public sector seem to be inappropriate objects for transient 
relationships between  
 
As well as the questions of regulatory commitments, there are also questions concerning “stocks 
and flows”.  Some public programs involve building up stocks, much like investments. The 
obvious example is a pension program in which citizens amass credits during their working 
lifetime.  While programs that provide benefits based upon current eligibility, e.g. most social 
benefits, do not involve long-term commitments the “stock” programs do and therefore may 
require less institutionalized forms of management.   And given the social sensitivities involved 
may also be better administered through governance style mechanisms than through more 
bureaucratic organizations. 



 
Another important characteristic of policy problems is the degree of interdependence of any one 
problem or issue with others.  Relatively few policy issues are free-standing but some have 
greater interdependency than do others.  For example, social policy issues tend to have multiple 
connections not only to other social issues but also to health, education, economics, etc.   It may 
be impossible to “solve” the one problem without understanding connections with these other 
policy areas.  In management terms, these highly interconnected programs may be the most 
amenable to the “governance” style of management, given the networks of actors that one would 
expect to be involved. 
 
Table 1 provides a listing of other characteristics of policy problems that may be useful for 
understanding the choice of managerial styles.  Space does not permit discussing each of these 
here, but the general point stands.   This is that when we design programs in the public sector 
there is a design activity that must take into account problems, instruments, goals and finally 
administration.  The failure to consider administration in a more nuanced manner will likely 
produce outcomes that are not what where intended by program designers, or what is expected 
from citizens.  
    
 
Wicked Problems as a Special Case 
 
The term “wicked problems” has been a long-standing classifications of public policy issues 
(Rittel and Webber, 1973).   Although commonly used, it is often not analyzed and may be used 
simply as a means of saying that policymaking is difficult.  There are a number of emerging 
issues in contemporary governance that are described as “wicked”, perhaps most notably climate 
change, sustainable development and perhaps some health issues such as obesity.   These issues 
are both complicated and complex, and will be difficult to resolve.4   Wicked problems tend to 
be defined as having the following characteristics: 
 
 1) It is difficult to define the problem clearly 

2) There is complex causation and the policy problems involve multiple 
interdependencies 

3) Wicked problems may have no clear solutions and any intervention may have 
unintended consequences 

 4) The policy problems are not stable and their parameters may alter  
  
 
Although we tend to define wicked problems as a specific class of poliy issues, there may be 
some wickedness in all policy problems.   For example defining policy problems and issues is 
not the clear and simple process that politicians and administrators may sometimes like to think.   
The classic example of the difficulties involved in classifying policies has been drug policy that 

                                                 
4 “Complicated” means simply that the problem involves multiple actors and 

multiple moving parts.  “Complex” policies, on the other hand, not only have multiple moving 
parts but also involve unpredictable and non-linear interactions among the causal and 
explanatory variables involved in these policy areas.   



has been considered primarily as a law enforcement issue but also ould be conceptualized as a 
health, social welfare or education issue.5    
 
The above discussion of wicked problems has focused on more or less objective features of the 
problems themselves, but we also need to consider the political wickedness of these issues, and 
the extent to which they are politically constructed in certain ways.  To some extent the 
construction of problems as “wicked” or difficult or complex can be a good strategy for blame 
avoidance by politicians (Hood, 2010).  And some organizations or interests may want to make 
an issue appear less settled because it may enable them to gain access to debates that might 
otherwise be overly determined.  For example, if attempts to solve problems of addiction are 
defined more openly then it may be possible to overcome the dominance of organizations such as 
those in law enforcement 
 
Policymaking is indeed difficult but we need to consider the extent to which the various 
dimensions defining wicked problems do co-vary and the extent to which these dimensions do 
indeed apply to policy issues, and how those types of issues can be managed.  For example, the 
indeterminate nature of wicked problems implies that the actors involved be more flexible than 
might be true for more clearly defined policies (Payan, 2006).  It may well be that the 
governance style of management, involving multiple actors and being more open to non-linear 
solutions to management questions, may be the most effective management system.   
 
In summary, types of policy problems are important for understanding policy interventions, but 
they are also important for understanding management choices as well.  This paper has been 
discussing those management choices primarily in terms of trichotomy that has become very 
common in the literature on administrative reform.  That is, I believe, a good beginning but more 
fine-grained analysis would be even more useful in advising actors in the public sector.   
 
 
IV,  Policy Instruments   
 
Finally, we must consider the nature of the instruments used by government to implement its 
programs, and the managerial requirements of those instruments.  Some years ago a colleague 
and I did work on the perceptions that public managers had of policy instruments.  Although the 
research revealed four groups of administrators based on their perceptions, the most interesting 
for these purposes were those whom we called managerialists.  There answer to the question at 
hand was that instrument selection was irrelevant.  They argued that they, as managers, could 
make anything work, and work well. 
 
Leaving aside the hubris of these respondents, they do make a point that good management may 
be able to address underlying design faults, at least up to a point.  The quesiton that is begged in 
this, however, is what is good management?  More precisely, is good management for one 

                                                 
5 For example, the emphasis on drugs as a law enforcement issue in the United States 

can to some extent be traced to Governor Nelson Rockefeller of New York who early in his 
administration attempted to deal with drugs as a social issue with extensive counseling but under 
political pressures shifted toward Draconian enforcement of drug laws. 



instrument also good maagement for another.  There is by no means sufficient space in this paper 
to address the entire instruments literature, and therefore I will attempt to look only at those 
characteristics of policy instruments that have pronounced managerial implications (for an earlier 
version of this analysis see Peters, 2000).  
 
To some extent instruments are tightly linked with various styles of public management, thus 
furthering the danger that in selecting a form of management along essentially ideological 
grounds one also selected a set of instruments.  The command and control instruments associated 
with “old governance” (Salamon, 2001) tend to require rather formalistic, rule-based styles of 
administration.  On the other hand, the New Public Management is typically associated with 
market style instruments such as contracts, while governance as a mode of intervention is 
typically associated with networks and the use of non-profit social actors.  Both, however, 
involve substantial delegation to non-state actors, and indeed so did traditional public 
administration.   
 
Table 2 provides a listing of several dimensions of instruments that may influence the manner in 
which they can, and should, be managed.    Note also that some of these characteristics of 
instruments are not dissimilar to several of the characteristics of policy problems described 
above.  This similarity is not in the least surprising given that issues and the instruments used to 
address them are often connected in various design “syndromes” for types of policy.  Also, 
although all these features of instruments are potentially relevant for management, time and 
space limits discussion of them all.   
 
One of the crucial distinctions in instruments is the extent of discretion, versus automatic 
decisions, that is required for implementation.   The exercise of discretion in implementation is 
almost inevitable, regardless of the policy areas (Evans, 2011) but we should consider the broad 
range of discretion involved in different types of decisions, as well as the impacts of that 
discretion.  If the discretion is, for example, potentially adjudicating the rights of individuals then 
it seems appropriate for state actors to be more directly involved in the decision and to be 
making the decision more in the tradition of legality and equality than efficiency.    If, however, 
that discretion concerns less fundamental rights then non-governmental actors may be 
appropriate and even preferable.6     
  
In addition to degrees of discretion contained within instruments, the application of coercion is 
also raises questions about the appropriate form of administration.  There are certainly examples 
of the State delegating the right for the legitimate use of force, e.g. private prisons or private 
policing.  However, the capacity to compel citizens to behave in certain ways using physical 
coercion remains largely the province of the State and its employees, and also tends to require 
more procedural safeguards than do other activities of the public sector.   And again these policy 
instruments appear to presume more traditional formats for public administration.     
 
Conclusions 

                                                 
6 We do need to remember, however, that entitlement programs are increasingly 

conceptualized as fundamental rights and as the “New Property”, so program designers do need 
to be careful about these choices. 



 
The reform of public administration over the past several decades have produced dramatic 
changes within the public sector.  In both the case of New Public Management and “governance” 
styles of reform the impetus for changing the system has been to a great extent ideological, 
assuming that these approaches ot managing within the public sector were almost inherently 
superior to traditional forms of administration.   Going along with the ideological perspective on 
administration was the belief that the managerial instruments associated with the approach were 
virtually universal, and could be applied almost equally well in any setting. 
 
This paper has adopted a very different perspective on reform in the public sector.  While 
recognizing some of the achievements of public sector reform, I have argued that any generic 
and ideological approach tends to underestimate the variations among public policies, and the 
need to link administration and the management techniques utilized to those policies.    Both the 
substance of policy and the instruments associated with the policy interventions require 
conceptualization and then some form of linkage with the modes of administration that will be 
utilized for the implementation of the program.  
 
This contingent approach to choosing management styles may appear easy for academics to 
advocate, given that we will have to do little of the hard work involved in making these linkages.  
That may be true, but it is also important to attempt to utilize our understandings of public 
administration and public policy to attempt to improve the practice of governing.  I do hope that 
this attempt to think through these linkages can play some modest role in enhancing the 
performance of governments. 
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Table 1 
 

Characteristics of Policy Problems 
 
 
Divisibility (Public versus Private Goods) 
 
Solubility 
 
Scale 
 
Complexity 
 
           Technical 
           Political 
 
Politicization 
 
Time Frame 
 
Monetization 
 
Interdependencies 
 
 
  



 
 
Table 2 
 
Characteristics of Policy Instruments 
 
 
Direct Influence vs. Indirect Influence 
 
Visible vs, Invisible 
 
Capital Intensity vs. Labor Intensity 
 
Automatic vs. Administered 
 
Universal vs. Contingent 
 
Information vs. Coercion 
 
Forcing vs. Enabling   
  


