Policy and implementation - together or separate?

In searching for efficiency improvements in service delivery, experience tells us that policy-making can frequently be separated from implementation with significant results.  However, it is dogma that insists that it must be.  John Stewart makes the point that “(t)he separation of policy-making and implementation will not prove the elixir that will resolve many of the problems of public management… It should be seen as one approach rather than the approach.” (Stewart 1996)

The reasons for considering separation of policy-making from implementation can broadly be characterized as responses to concerns about focus or capture. The focus argument is generally made by politicians and public managers, the capture argument by economists and academics.

The focus argument is that service providers should concentrate on efficient production of quality services, with the distractions of evaluating alternative policies removed.  In OECD reforms, the discussion of the creation of ‘executive agencies’ in the UK and the similar developments in Australia, Canada, France, Iceland, New Zealand, and Norway has been replete with references to clear, defined targets which allow providers to concentrate on their core business.  Similarly, policy-making is seen to be more focused, more rigorous and sometimes even more adventurous if it can be made without the undertow of concern for the existing service providers.  The focus argument, put simply, is that policy-making and service delivery are distinct tasks and that each benefits from the additional attention it receives if it is not competing for management time with the other.

The capture argument has a significant academic pedigree.  Niskanen and Dunleavy have probably had the most lasting impact on public management. Pollitt et al provide a particularly useful overview of these theories (Pollitt et al 1998).  

The diverse species of collective action/rational choice theory assume, at root, that individuals are largely self-interested and seek to maximize net benefits (personal benefits minus personal costs) to themselves.  Niskanen’s proposition that public servants are budget-maximisers was a particularly powerful statement of the case.  (Niskanen 1971) Because public servants can form an alliance with politicians in which budget growth is seen as a victory for both, because they can hide the costs and benefits of the services that they produce, and because they generally face no competition, then “(a)ll bureaux are too large.  For given demand and cost conditions both the budget and the output of the bureau may be up to twice that of a competitive industry facing the same conditions.”  (Niskanen 1973).  This argument has been subsequently developed most famously by Dunleavy in his bureau-shaping model. (Dunleavy 1991)  He argues that senior officials are really interested in maximizing just the direct running costs of the agency and the funds available for contracting suppliers, and have less interest in maximizing the program budget encompassing resources passed on to other bodies for them to spend.  In this way he argues that it might be in the interests of these officials to relinquish direct management of some activities as this releases them from responsibilities while allowing them to continue to increase the budgets that matter to them personally.  

In either case, the argument is clear.  Officials, it is alleged, use their monopoly of information on the costs and consequences of service provision to protect their own interests rather than to provide better services.  Niskanen’s conclusion is that service delivery should always be separated from policy-making as this is the only route to breaking up the self-serving bureaucracy.  Dunleavy’s conclusion is more subtle.  He cautions that even when this separation is being made, the motives could still be self-interest on the part of the senior officials who see more glory and less hard work in a policy advice role, freed of operational responsibilities.  The thesis in both cases is that public bodies are particularly prone to capture by the officials that work there, and that distinguishing between what the agency should do (policy) and how it will do it (implementation) is a key strategy for reducing this risk.  

Focus and capture arguments have contributed significantly to the now common practice of decoupling policy-making from service delivery.  Both arguments rest on assumptions which do not always hold, and so the logic of the separation must be considered in each case.  The focus argument for the split assumes that policy-making is a distinct activity, that can be undertaken in isolation from implementation.  At best, this is a very partial representation of reality. Frequently, policy is made , or at least significantly adapted, during implementation.  The capture argument presupposes that separation of policy making and implementation tasks will reduce the risk that policy is being made to justify the preferences of favored groups - in this case the existing providers.  However, in reality the choice might be between the devil and the deep - capture by providers might be providing some defense against a more pernicious capture by others. Since there is no quick way to check the quality of policy other than wait to see what implementation brings, this time lag can allow the policy providers to advocate policies that suit their ideological or business interests. Providers will still be around when the policy consequences become clear, others might not be.   Boston suggests that this may be one reason why, even at the height of managerialist passions in New Zealand during the early 1990’s, policy advice was contracted out less in practice than might have been expected. (Boston 1995).  

Where policy has been detached from service provision but retained within the public sector, then the New Zealand experience is that the risks of capture may have diminished, but the risks of ‘ivory-tower’ policy-making may have increased.  On balance, and despite rhetoric to the contrary, there is no hard evidence available that ‘single-roof’ agencies (multi-purpose bodies retaining both policy and service delivery responsibilities) perform less well or are less readily held to account than their single-purpose counterparts.  (Boston 1996)

On balance, the conditions when separation of policy-making from implementation is a promising device for improving operational efficiency are as follows (developed from Stewart 1996):

1.
when policy can be specified in advance of action, issues of policy are not raised by the process of implementation and policy-makers do not require advice from implementors

2.
when policy can be specified in sufficient detail to cover all eventualities for a given period of time

3.
when policy can be specified in terms that allow monitoring of implementation.

Vehicle licensing or refuse collection may meet these criteria, but as Kettl has argued, the production of nuclear weapons does not. (Kettl 1993)  
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