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1. Introduction 
It is an honour to be asked to lead off this volume on evaluating publicsector 
modernization. However, the editor’s invitation was also something 
of a poisoned chalice. Evaluating management reforms across the 
globe is, for many reasons, an almost impossible task. Understandably, 
it rarely has been attempted, and then usually by those – such as politicians, 
management consultants and gurus – who are free from the scientific 
inhibitions of the scholar (see, for example, Dorrell 1993). 
We see our task, therefore, as twofold. Naturally, we will do our best 
to fulfil the mission given to us by the volume editor – to produce ‘an 
internationally comparative assessment’. Before we do that, however, 
we consider it vital to explain why such comparisons are so difficult, 
and to identify some of the cautionary considerations that need to accompany 
the reading of any evaluative text such as this. We therefore 
begin with five sets of interacting problems which make life difficult for 
the comparative evaluator. 
 
The first problem: units of analysis 
The very phrase ‘international comparisons’ seems to presuppose that 
nation-states are the most appropriate unit of analysis for assessments 
of public management reforms. In many ways, perhaps they are. Certainly 
nation-states remain distinctive entities in the world of public 
management. They tend to have their own politico-administrative systems, 
administrative cultures and so on, and it seems very common for 
such factors significantly to influence the trajectory of administrative 
reform. In our own study of ten countries we found strong evidence for 



national distinctiveness (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000) and we are far 
from alone in arriving at this conclusion (see, for example, Christensen 
and Lægreid 1998; Flynn and Strehl 1996; Hood 1996; Olsen and Peters 
1996; Premfors 1998, Wollmann 1997). New Public Management 
(NPM) may have affected many countries, but some much more than 
others. Furthermore, even those that are heavily under its spell tend to 
adapt NPM ‘ingredients’ in quite individual ways, to produce distinctive 
national cuisines. 
These differences are problematic because, to put it colloquially, we 
are constantly in danger of comparing apples and pears. Different countries 
start from different places, have different histories and pursue 
different trajectories. Common and general rhetoric about ‘good governance’, 
‘efficiency’, ‘quality’ and ‘trust’ may in fact conceal heavily 
path-dependent developments, in which the particular mix of priorities 
in, say, Finland is quite different from that in Australia. (For an excellent 
general treatment of path dependency, see Pierson 2000; for an 
account of Finnish priorities in a comparative context, see Bouckaert, 
Ormond and Peters 2000). 
To reduce the danger of comparing apples and pears (fruitlessly, if 
readers will permit the pun), there may be a case for becoming more 
specific and detailed – for coming down from the level of national 
comparisons either to sectoral analysis or to more particular comparisons 
of individual instruments or processes. To generic managerialists, 
sectoral analysis may seem slightly conservative and narrow, but for 
many public service professionals comparative studies of the practice in 
their field (such as health care, schools or the probation service) seem 
to hold more promise than the highly generalized nostrums of management 
gurus. As a recent example, a major reorganization of UK probation 
services has followed a review and synthesis of international research 
on re-offending rates, and evidence of effective practice from 
local probation services across the country (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate 
of Probation, 1998; see also Furniss and Nutley 2000). Unfortunately, 
however, we are not able to provide a reliable overview of sectoral 
evaluations. Our own knowledge is limited to one or two sectors. Thus, 
although our impression is that international evaluations of management 
reform conducted on a sectoral basis are still infrequent, we cannot be 
sure of how much work of this kind has been undertaken. Perhaps there 
is more useful material here than we have been able to find. 
Turning to evaluations of specific instruments and processes, one 
might, for example, compare the introduction of Total Quality Management 
(TQM) in the public-sectors of Sweden, the UK and the USA, 
or one might investigate the consequences of attempts to introduce 
accruals accounting in Finland, New Zealand and the Netherlands. Even 
here, though, there can be methodological problems. Many – perhaps 
most – reforms are extensively ‘edited’ or ‘translated’ when they are 
transferred from one jurisdiction to another (Sahlin-Andersson 1996). 
For example, TQM turns out to possess a variable, somewhat chameleon- 
like identity (Joss and Kogan 1995; Zbaracki 1998). Similarly, reengineering 
has become a term used to cover a wide variety of change 
activities, by no means all of them as radical as the original architects of 
‘BPR’ had wanted (Packwood, Pollitt and Roberts 1998; Thompson 
2000). However, one would at least be comparing different kinds of 
apples. Unfortunately, as far as we are aware, there are few international 
comparisons of this ‘instrument and process’ type. It is a wideopen 
field for future scholarship. For the moment, therefore, we cannot 
base our comparisons on such work. We must stay with nation-states as 



our unit of comparison, despite the limitations that choice imposes. 
The second problem: units of meaning 
The problem is more than one of comparing dissimilar entities. Public 
management reform is not simply a matter of shuffling different shaped 
pieces, as if one were solving a jigsaw puzzle. The pieces have their 
own meanings, and these may vary from country to country (or even 
from sector to sector). For example, in the early 1990s, executive agencies 
in the UK were commonly seen as being at the cutting edge of new 
developments. They represented efficiency, specialization and a performance 
management approach. At the same time, in Finland, agencies 
(national boards) tended to be seen as the outdated remnants of legalistic, 
procedurally-oriented bureaucracy. So while the UK central government 
was rapidly multiplying the number of its agencies, the Finnish 
central government was merging, downsizing and generally reducing its 
agency population (Pollitt et al. 2001). 
As seen in the example of agencies in Finland and the UK, public 
management reform often has a strongly symbolic dimension. This 
poses problems for evaluation. The mainstream development of the 
field of evaluation has tended to be strongly rationalist – what are the 
goals, and what evidence is there that they have been achieved. (See, 
for example, Shadish, Cook and Leviton 1991.) Most of the conventional 
tools for evaluation–cost-benefit analysis, quasi-experimentation, 
econometric modelling, functional benchmarking and so on – fail to 
capture the symbolic and rhetorical significance of reform. For politicians 
– often the initiators, or at least the facilitators of reform – the 
short-term rhetorical and symbolic effects of reform are highly impor- 
tant. For example, Tony Blair has already reaped political gains over 
his opponents by stressing ‘evidence-based policymaking’ and the attractions 
of a supposedly non-ideological philosophy of ‘what works’, 
long before the actual impacts of many of his policies could be assessed 
(Cabinet Office 2000; Davies, Nutley and Smith 2000; Harrison 1998). 
More generally, cultural and rhetorical aspects appear to play an important 
part in many public-sector reforms, and in so far as conventional 
approaches to evaluation overlook or ignore them, our understanding of 
the what and why of reform is thereby impoverished (Hood 1998; Pollitt 
2001). 
 
The third problem: scarcity of key data 
Let us begin with a traditional definition of what types of data – and 
produced by which methods – would be required to confirm scientifically 
the effectiveness of NPM-type reforms. Full analytic rigour would 
require something akin to a randomized clinical trial, with a control 
group, placebos, double-blind refereeing and so on (for early American 
and British classics, see Campbell and Stanley 1963 and Cochrane 
1972, respectively). In real life, however, this kind of experimentalism 
can only very rarely be attained in the field of management reform. The 
‘treatment’ cannot be kept secret, placebos cannot be devised and, for a 
mixture of ethical and practical reasons, credible control groups cannot 
be established. It is almost unknown for management reforms to be 
subjected to true experimental procedures. 
If we become more realistic, and relax our methodological demands 
somewhat, we might think in terms of a before-and-after study. First, 
we would need an accurate picture of the status quo ante. This would 
include quantitative data relating to the key criteria by which we intended 
to judge the reform, for example, cost, technical efficiency or 
service quality (the issue of criteria is discussed further later). Second, 



we would need an equally accurate description of the state of the world 
after the reform had been implemented. Third, we would need to be 
able to predict what the state of the world would have been if no reform 
had taken place, and the pre-existing system had continued (that is, a 
‘counterfactual’ situation [see Elster 1978]). Within this framework we 
would then compare our second description with both the counterfactual 
and the status quo ante. The differences between the reform situation 
and the counterfactual would yield some measure of the impact of 
the reform (Pawson and Tilley 1997). 
Unfortunately, even this somewhat less demanding approach is far 
beyond any analysis that governments have actually conducted. NPM 
remains quite innocent of these kinds of traditional ‘scientific’ evaluations. 
However, there have been some less rigorous investigations. In 
1995 Pollitt reviewed broad-scope evaluations of public-sector management 
reform and found them fairly limited. Since then the situation 
has improved slightly, but has certainly not been transformed. It is still 
the case that many – probably most – major reform programmes have 
been announced and implemented without any plans for systematic and 
independent evaluation in place. (Some, like the New Zealanders in 
1991 and the European Commission with respect to its MAP 2000 
reforms, tack on an evaluation after the reform is well underway – an 
action which is much better than nothing, but which usually precludes 
the establishment of reliable baselines for before and after comparisons.) 
One of the most radical reformers, the UK, performed little serious 
analysis during the heady days of reform between 1987 and 1997, 
although the Labour government has since launched many evaluations. 
The Australians and the New Zealanders both attempted major evaluations, 
and the Americans put in place a number of evaluations around 
the 1993 National Performance Review (NPR) and the 1992 Government 
Performance and Results Act (GPRA). The Finns also conducted 
a series of evaluations of their reforms in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
(Holkeri and Summa 1996). However, despite many reforms during the 
1980s and early 1990s, there appear to have been no independent 
broad-scope evaluations in (for example) Canada, France, the Netherlands, 
Sweden or the UK. 
Even where serious evaluations have taken place, the kind of data 
required for a reliable judgement about some of the big issues frequently 
turn out to be inaccessible. For example, neither the extensive 
Australian evaluation of 1992 nor the New Zealand review of 1991 
were able to give estimates for the total costs of the reform programmes 
or the savings which had resulted from them (Task Force 1992; Steering 
Group 1991). The New Zealand study also noted that ‘there is no 
reliable data which enables a comparison of productivity in the Public 
Service over the period from the introduction of the reforms’ (Steering 
Group 1991, p. 26). Essentially final impacts (or outcomes) frequently 
are difficult both to measure and to attribute to particular causes. When 
citizen ratings of governments rise, is it because of reform or because 
the economy is doing better? When complaints go up, is it because of 
poorer service or an improved complaints system? When the employment 
service fails to reach its target for placing the long-term unemployed, 
is that because it is an ineffective service or because the econ- 
omy is in a downturn, and employers are simply not hiring? Constructing 
convincing counterfactuals is a difficult and rarely-practised art. 
 
The fourth problem: multiple criteria 
If a judgement as to the effects of NPM-style reforms is to be reached, 



the available data must be subjected to a set of criteria. But what criteria 
should these be? Official documents are often vague, failing either 
to define key terms such as ‘productivity’ or ‘quality’, or mentioning a 
whole series of criteria without explaining how these are to be reconciled 
with one another or, where necessary, traded off against each 
other (see Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000, Chapter 7). Here we can do no 
more than briefly indicate what are the most common criteria in use, 
and say something about how they may be defined and measured. 
A first criterion is that of savings, understood as a reduction in inputs. 
Governments like this idea, as it helps them show that they are not 
wasting the taxpayers’ money and that they have the public administration 
‘under control’. Furthermore, ‘savings’ appears to be a simple 
notion, readily understood by the average citizen. However, ‘savings’ is 
not such a straightforward matter. It can have many different technical 
meanings (such as an absolute reduction in spending compared with the 
previous period, a reduction below the previously forecast level of 
spending, or a reduction in unit costs [see Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000, 
pp. 100–01]). What is more, one always has to be on guard in case 
savings within one jurisdiction has been achieved partly or wholly by 
transferring expenditure to another jurisdiction (as is the case in many 
decentralization programmes in which the central government shifts 
responsibility for programmes to subnational levels of government). 
Finally, of course, savings may be perfectly genuine, but may cause 
negative effects on other criteria such as outputs (lower efficiency) or 
outcomes (lower effectiveness). 
A second criterion could be better processes: faster services, onestop 
shops that make access more convenient for the public, or better 
‘customer care’ in the shape of more friendly and more highly trained 
staff (Bouckaert 2001). Some of the provisions of the citizens’ charters 
that have been introduced in Belgium, Finland, France, Italy, Portugal 
and the UK are of this type (see, for example, Bouckaert 1995; Pollitt 
1994 and Schiavo 2000). There are also a number of national and international 
service quality competitions which assess improvements of this 
type (see, for example, Loeffler 1995 and Borins 1998). Specific measures 
of process improvement may be reasonably clear, but their broader 
significance is not necessarily straightforward. For example, claims for 
benefits may be processed more quickly, but with a higher level of 
inaccuracies. Hospital treatment for a given condition may be quicker 
and more flexibly provided, but without any effect on the health status 
outcomes (that is, processes improve, but outcomes stay the same). 
Third, one could look for greater efficiency in reforms (where efficiency 
is defined as the input/output ratio). Certainly ‘efficiency’ has 
been a term much used in the Anglophone world (Pollitt 1993). Furthermore, 
many attempts have been made to measure changes in efficiency 
(for example, by the Budget Department or the Chancellor of the 
Duchy of Lancaster in 1997). While this is certainly a useful measure, 
especially if part of a time series, it does have some limitations. Like 
process improvements, efficiency benefits may not lead to better outcomes 
– in fact efficiency may sometimes be improved to the detriment 
of effectiveness. For example, if staff-student ratios are increased in 
educational establishments, so that teachers teach more students and 
generally work more intensively, overall learning may decline, because 
the amount and quality of attention given to the individual child is reduced 
and teachers become more overworked and narrowly instrumental 
in approach. 
Fourth, there is what many would regard as the ‘gold standard’ test: 



whether the effectiveness of public programmes is improved. Effectiveness 
is defined here as the impacts of the programme on the outside 
world in relation to its original objectives (objectives/outcomes). Does 
a new treatment improve the health status of patients? Does a new system 
of schools produce better-educated students? Does a new policing 
strategy actually reduce crime? Does a new family benefit reduce poverty? 
Effectiveness is a very powerful criterion, but often a difficult one 
to apply to management reforms. Part of the problem is long time lags – 
a large-scale administrative reform may take three years or more, and it 
may be several years after that before one can compare programme 
outcomes with the status quo ante. Another part of the problem is complexity 
– even when an outcome can be measured, to what extent can it 
be attributed to the particular programme rather than to other factors? 
Fifth, some reform advocates stress the importance of improving the 
capacity of the administrative system. The world is becoming more 
complex and events are moving more quickly, runs the argument, so the 
system of public administration needs to adapt to these new conditions. 
This may be perfectly true, but it is a difficult criterion to operationalize. 
How can the capacity of such a system be measured? How can the 
capacity of a system in two or more states be compared? Governments 
have as yet contributed little to our understanding of how to do these 
things. 
Finally, the rhetoric of reform often seems to use ideal types as a criterion 
for reform success. For example, particular measures will be 
justified because they are intended to make government smaller, or 
more decentralized, or more closely partnered with business and voluntary 
sectors. Behind such rhetoric lie visions of ideal types of systems: 
‘lean’, ‘close to the citizen’, ‘partnerships’ and so on. The ‘success’ of a 
reform is then defined in terms of how far it moves the existing system 
towards one or more of these ideal states. This type of ideological or 
doctrinal criterion is frequently difficult to operationalize or apply. 
Even when this is possible, the relation between the ‘ideal system’ and 
the other criteria of success may be quite ambiguous. Is a more decentralized 
system always more effective? Is a smaller government always 
a better government? Are projects undertaken in partnership with private 
sector firms always cheaper and more successful? Clearly the answers 
to each of these questions is ‘it depends’. However, this complication 
does not restrain reform leaders from deploying the rhetoric of 
decentralization, partnership and so on, which clearly has payoffs of its 
own (Pollitt 2001). 
Thus, even if we had more and better data, the business of assessing 
reforms would still be complex. There are multiple, interconnected 
criteria, and a high score on one may sometimes be purchased with a 
reduced performance on another. Different groups will maintain perfectly 
legitimate differences of opinion as to which criteria in a given 
time and place should have priority. Indeed, the complexity arises 
within the NPM paradigm itself. The above-mentioned criteria are all 
taken from the reformers’ own rhetoric. If one goes outside the paradigm 
– for example, to look at criteria such as equality or gender or 
trust or loyalty or law-abidingness – then the challenge of evaluating 
NPM becomes still more formidable. Examples of interesting attempts 
to do this include a UK study of how compulsory competitive tendering 
– although it enhanced efficiency – degraded equal opportunities employment 
policies (Escott and Whitfield 1995), and an analysis which 
indicates that solidaristic values in Swedish society are in decline, and 
that the increasing availability of exit options from public services may 



be helping to increase social inequalities (Micheletti 2000). 
The fifth problem: the elusiveness of change 
The sheer fact of intensive activity does not necessarily imply a major 
impact. Neither does a lot of talk necessarily imply a lot of activity. 
When evaluating management reforms it is important to separate talk 
about reform from actual decisions to reform, and then carefully to 
check whether the decisions have really been implemented as new practices. 
Finally, there is the question of whether new practices have actually 
changed outcomes (Pollitt 2001). Reforms can slither to a standstill, 
or get pushed off course, at any point along the sequence of talkdecision- 
practice-impact. There can be advantages to saying one thing 
and doing another (Brunsson 1989). 
Furthermore, even when they reach the stage of actual practice, just 
looking at one particular element may be misleading. Coherence among 
reforms is by no means guaranteed. One new practice may contradict 
another, or vital components may be missing. Performance contracts 
may be introduced without an adequate performance measurement 
system to support them. External audits may be reformed while internal 
audit remains traditional or even non-existent. Three-year budgeting 
may be introduced, but without the underlying stability of resources that 
would permit it to function as intended. 
Looking at the different stages through which most reforms pass, one 
can say that the rhetoric of change is usually fairly accessible. ‘Talk is 
cheap’, as the saying goes. Frequently information about reform decisions 
is also easy to acquire. Governments like to give their decisions 
some prominence. Information about changes in practice – the implementation 
of reforms – is often more difficult to acquire. Of course 
there are many of case studies that indicate improved processes. In 
many (but not all!) countries such basic items as driving licences, identity 
cards, passports and tax forms are much easier to obtain than they 
were ten or fifteen years ago. We also have volumes of data about improved 
response times while waiting in hospital emergency rooms, 
having benefit claims processed or moving through customs barriers 
(see, for example, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster 1997). Even 
the accuracy of weather forecasts is improving (National Audit Office 
1995). There are, however, at least two important qualifications that 
need to be made. First, there is almost certainly a built-in bias in reporting: 
successes are feted and failures concealed or just not talked about. 
Politicians and public servants do not generally go to conferences to tell 
the story of how their reform failed. Second, what process information 
frequently does not show is whether (hidden) parts of the system have 
paid the price for improvements in other parts of the system (for example, 
when a target for processing a certain percentage of benefit claims 
within a limited time has been achieved by making a minority of the 
most complex cases wait longer than before [see National Audit Office 
1998]). 
Last but not least, information about results – especially final outcomes 
– is often non-existent or hard to find. 
 
2. The big picture 
We are now almost at the point where we can begin to consider the 
‘results’ of reform. However, before launching into the specifics of the 
matter, it is necessary to do some scene-setting. Without some indications 
of the problems the reforms were to address, it is difficult to assess 
them. In this section, therefore, we identify some of the main motives 
for reform, and very briefly describe the types of reform activities 



that have taken place (for a more detailed description, see Pollitt and 
Bouckaert 2000, especially the appendix). 
In broad terms, the motives for reform have been fairly international, 
even if their relative priorities have varied over time and according to 
the particular starting points and circumstances of the jurisdictions 
concerned. One strong motive – particularly during the economically 
troubled periods of the early 1980s and early 1990s – has been simply 
to save money. The story is well known. Many governments have faced 
a ‘scissors movement’ of growing welfare costs and declining possibilities 
for new taxation. Cutting public expenditure, or at least reducing its 
rate of growth, has been high on the agenda. 
Second, there has been a widespread desire to remedy the perceived 
poor performance of significant parts of the public-sector. As standards 
of education improve, and increasingly affluent populations become 
accustomed to higher standards of service from the private sector, they 
become less and less willing to accept inflexible, bureaucratic responses 
from public services. So both service quality and improved productivity 
have been the goals of many jurisdictions. Some politicians and some 
civil servants believe that such improvements will also help governments 
to redress the falling levels of citizen trust (and therefore legitimacy) 
which many surveys seem to show across Western Europe and 
North America. 
Third, as reforms to save money and improve performance have got 
underway, it has become apparent that some of these changes may alter 
the pattern of responsibilities across different administrative and political 
actors. Many countries have begun to search for new mechanisms 
for public accountability (see, for example, Sharman 2001) and some 
have felt obliged to reconsider how to protect and enhance standards in 
public life (see, for example, SIGMA 1999). 
We now move to a very brief overview of the changes themselves. 
Overall, there has been a truly large volume and wide variety of management 
reform. It seems very probable that the reform process has 
intensified in the period since 1985, and that international contacts have 
played an important part in the global ‘trade’ in particular types of 
reform (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000). 
The intensity of reform has varied considerably from country to 
country. Certain countries (Australia, New Zealand, the UK and the 
USA) have been extremely active (on Australia and New Zealand, see 
also Halligan, Chapter 5 in this volume). One reform has followed 
another in an almost dizzying sequence (see, for example, Boston et al. 
1996; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000; Savoie 1994). These are countries 
that have championed NPM and ‘reinvention’ (Kettl, 2000). A second 
group of countries has also been busy with administrative reform, but 
less radically (and, in a way, less boastfully) than the first group. These 
‘modernizers’ have been less iconoclastic, less doctrinaire and less 
carried away with privatization, contractualization and the wonders of 
market mechanisms than the first group. They include France, the Nordic 
countries, the Netherlands and Canada (see, for example, Guyomarch 
1999; Kickert 2001; on Sweden and Norway see also Christensen 
et al., Chapter 4 in this volume). A third group has been – for a 
variety of reasons – much more cautious (or inhibited). Prominent 
members of this group have been Germany and Japan, although it 
should be noted that there has been a good deal of reform in Germany 
at the local level (Derlien 1998; Wollmann 1997 and in this volume), 
and that, since the late 1990s, Japan has begun to develop programmes 
of quite NPM-ish administrative change (see Muramatsu and Matsunami, 



Chapter 9 in this volume). Fourth, one should mention the developing 
world and the transitional states of central and eastern Europe 
(Bouckaert and Timsit 2000). Many of these countries have attempted 
to implement various elements of NPM, with varying success. In quite a 
few of these cases such reforms were urged by international organizations 
such as the World Bank, SIGMA or the European Commission, or 
by ex-colonial mentors such as the UK Department for International 
Development. One is reminded of programmes of agencification in such 
widely separated places as Tanzania, Jamaica and Latvia. At the present 
time there are signs that some of these countries (and even some of the 
international bodies) are beginning to regret certain features of this 
process. In Latvia, for example, steps are now being taken to rein in the 
150-plus agencies which were created during the 1990s. It has become 
clear that steering and accountability mechanisms are inadequate, and 
that a large proportion of the national budget is now earmarked for 
agencies that are largely beyond the control of their parent ministries. 
One way of classifying reform efforts is to think in terms of four 
main strategies that any given jurisdiction might use. The first of these 
is to maintain: to keep the administrative machine much as it is, but to 
tighten up and streamline wherever possible. The second is to modernize: 
to make more fundamental changes in structures and processes, for 
example, by changing the budget process to an output rather than an 
input orientation; to create new types of public-sector organization, 
such as autonomous agencies; or to change the employment contract for 
civil servants. The third is to marketize: to introduce Market-Type 
Mechanisms (MTMs) to the public-sector, in the belief that this will 
generate greater efficiency and better performance (OECD 1993). For 
example, in the UK the Conservative governments of the 1990s introduced 
an ‘internal market’ to the National Health Service, requiring 
hospitals to compete for patients based on the price and quality of their 
services. In this way activities remain within the state sector, but state 
organizations are obliged to behave more and more like private-sector 
companies. The fourth strategy is to minimize: to shrink the state sector 
as much as possible, by making the maximum use of privatization and 
contracting. Public assets are sold, and activities previously performed 
by public servants are contracted by the commercial and voluntary 
sectors. This strategy reflects a pessimistic attitude towards the potential 
of the public-sector for good management and towards the legitimacy 
of state ownership. 
In general terms the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ countries (Australia, New Zealand, 
the UK and the USA) have gone further and faster down the roads 
of marketizing and minimizing than have most continental European 
countries. For obvious reasons, these latter two strategies also tend to 
create the greatest resistance from public-sector organizations and unions 
themselves. Therefore marketizing and minimizing are not only 
more radical but also more conflictual than modernizing or maintaining. 
The possible gains are said – by their proponents – to be greater, but 
the risks of failure and significant recalcitrance are also higher. Continental 
European states have preferred a central thrust towards modernization, 
seasoned with the occasional pinch of marketization and privatization. 
It will not have escaped the reader’s notice that our global map has 
some huge gaps in it. The Mediterranean countries, South America, 
most of Asia and many other territories have not even been mentioned. 
The reason for this is simple: we do not know enough to say anything. 
Hopefully, one major achievement of this special issue will be to lessen 
the extensive ignorance among the NPM countries concerning what has 



been going on in these parts of the world. 
 
‘Results’ at last 
After setting out all the difficulties we at last arrive back at the original 
question: what have been the results of public management reforms, 
from a comparative perspective? Given the aforementioned problems, 
we hope readers will understand why what we say here will be both 
incomplete and festooned with qualifications. Nevertheless, we hope it 
will set the scene for the more detailed papers later in this special edition, 
and, perhaps, that it may encourage other scholars either to draw 
attention to useful evaluations that we have missed or to launch new 
evaluations themselves. 
First, let us consider the evidence with respect to saving money and 
reducing the size of governments – probably the two most prominent 
goals for many countries when the international reform movement took 
off during the 1980s. At first glance the results here seem to be straightforward: 
‘many of the nations with the most aggressive reform efforts 
saw reductions in government spending as a share of the economy during 
the 1990’s and the pay of government employees ‘fell most in the 
nations that engaged in the most aggressive reforms’ (Kettl, 2000, pp. 
52–3; see original for detailed tables and graphics, based mainly on the 
OECD databank). Furthermore, the most vigorous reformers were able 
to record substantial reductions in the numbers of ‘bureaucrats’. Mrs 
Thatcher downsized the non-industrial civil service by more than 20 per 
cent. Vice President Al Gore’s NPR reduced the US federal workforce 
by 299,600 FTEs (13.9 per cent) by the end of fiscal year 1998 (Maas 
and van Nispen 1999). An insider review of the financial management 
reforms in New Zealand came to the conclusion that the (post reform) 
‘apparatus was an effective instrument for controlling and reducing 
central government expenditure’ – although it also pointed out that the 
effects of the new instruments and the priorities of the new government 
could not be differentiated from one another (Brumby et al. 1996). In 
Canada, reforms in the mid-1990s permitted the achievement of the first 
balanced budget in three decades (see Aucoin and Savoie 1998). 
Closer inspection of these ‘results’ does not entirely demolish the 
correlation between reform and savings/downsizing, but it does intro- 
duce considerable doubt and ambiguity. Most obviously, it needs to be 
acknowledged that ratio measurements such as government spending or 
GDP are determined as much by economic growth rates as by changes 
in government spending. Overall, the period 1990–2000 was one of 
strong economic growth, so the proportion taken by government spending 
would fall even if the absolute amount of such spending remained 
the same or grew slowly. This may explain why Ireland, a state that was 
hardly a leader in NPM-type reforms, comes ahead of New Zealand and 
the UK in terms of reductions of government outlays as a percentage of 
GDP. If one focused on a different time period – say, the early 1980s or 
the early 1990s, when growth was slow or negative – then a very different 
conclusion could be drawn. 
An even more serious interpretive issue is the direction of causation. 
It would be quite unwarranted simply to assume that if the percentage 
of government outlays to GDP fell, this was necessarily due to NPMtype 
reforms. On the contrary, the fall could be the result of the most 
traditional kind of crude expenditure cuts. One Swedish study found 
exactly that – that expenditure reductions tended to stimulate management 
reforms, rather than the other way around (Murray 1998). 
Furthermore, we are entitled to be cautious about bald claims that 



the number of civil servants has been reduced by such-and-such. Quite 
often such statements conceal a more complex situation, in which duties 
have been relegated to other public-sector organizations (such as local 
authorities or quangos) whose staff has consequently increased (on 
Sweden, see, for example, Micheletti, 2000). Alternatively, more work 
may have been contracted out, so that even core welfare-state services 
are being run by for-profit companies, as is increasingly the case in 
Australia, the UK and the USA (on the USA, see Peterson 2000). Thus, 
government is smaller in terms of people but not in terms of responsibilities. 
Finally, we should note that the correlation between ‘aggressive’ reform 
and savings/downsizings, though substantial, is far from complete. 
The OECD figures contain some apparent anomalies. Consider the 
change in the ratio between government outlays and GDP. In this measure 
Greece comes well ‘ahead’ of the UK, and Belgium considerably 
‘ahead’ of Australia. One can only conclude that, of course, there must 
be other things going on apart from NPM. One leading scholar, although 
generally quite optimistic about the impact of public management 
reforms, concedes that, despite the OECD databank, ‘no good 
reliable data are available in any country regarding the savings that the 
reforms produced’ (Kettl, 2000, p. 51). 
Our second evaluative criterion was that of improved processes. 
Here it is easy to find examples of success, but hard to give an overall 
picture. The literature relaying cases and anecdotes of process improvement 
is extensive (for example, Borins 1998; Chancellor of the 
Duchy of Lancaster 1997; Gore 1996; and Osborne and Gaebler 1992). 
Part of the problem, as noted earlier, is that we are probably being presented 
with a biased selection. There is a smaller and less obtrusive 
literature which tells a different story. For example, Packwood et al. 
(1998) show how a large and expensive re-engineering effort at a major 
UK teaching hospital fell far short of its original expectations. Thompson 
(2000) describes an even bigger re-engineering project at the US 
Social Security Administration. After five years of effort it failed to 
meet most of its targets; the SSA no longer classifies it as ‘classic reengineering’. 
Similarly, the UK Department of Social Security spent 
much of the 1980s and early 1990s implementing a grandiose new 
‘Operational Strategy’, but both the estimated savings and the projected 
service improvements failed to materialize (National Audit Office 
1999, p. 25). There are definitely some successes and some failures. 
The relative incidence of these contrasting outcomes for any country is 
not known, nor do we have a clear and reliable model of what may be 
the crucial contextual differences between success and failure (see 
Pawson and Tilley 1997). 
Many of the comments about improved processes also apply to the 
assessment of efficiency. Here, too, there are plenty of examples of 
productivity gains (for example, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster 
1997) but it is quite difficult to interpret the validity and reliability of 
much of the quantitative evidence. National audit offices in a number of 
countries (among others, Sweden, the UK and the USA) have sought a 
new role in validating the wave of performance indicator data which is 
now flowing out of executive government. Again, to generalize, it is 
clear that the application of NPM techniques sometimes yields considerable 
increases in efficiency, but on other occasions there are disappointments 
or even perversions (Pollitt, 2000; Smith 1996). We are 
beginning to have some idea of what the main risk factors may be, but 
identifying and weighing these in specific contexts is still far more craft 
than science. 



Effectiveness was our fourth criterion. Conceptualizing the final outcomes 
of management reform is less straightforward than for other 
programmes, such as poverty reduction or health care. Measuring them 
is also difficult. In an ideal world the reformer might hope for a cultural 
shift in the public service that would embed the values of responsive- 
ness, quality and efficiency. But how can an independent observer ascertain 
to what extent these things have happened, and to what extent 
they were due to a particular reform rather than to other contemporary 
influences? A rather small number of studies tackle these issues with 
any sophistication. One good example is Thompson’s assessment of the 
US NPR. He arrives at the conclusion that, while much has been 
achieved, ‘many of the NPR’s higher order objectives have not been 
met on a systematic basis’ (Thompson, 2000, p. 508). 
Our fifth and sixth criteria were both systemic. One was to produce a 
more flexible system, more capable of adapting to change. The other 
was to move towards an ideal, lean, decentralized, entrepreneurial NPM 
state. As mentioned earlier, it is almost impossible to operationalize 
either of these criteria in the form of one or two simple measures. Perhaps, 
therefore, the best we can do is to take note of the impressions 
conveyed in works of broad synthesis by national experts. Beginning 
with New Zealand, the 1991 evaluation came to the conclusion that 
there were ‘substantial’ benefits in terms of system capability (Steering 
Group 1991, p. 11). In 1996, Boston et al. acknowledged the remarkable 
scale and thoroughness of the changes in that small country, but 
also pointed to unfinished business and continuing tensions between 
divergent objectives. The UK was another reform leader. What is clear 
from the British experience is that reform is endless. After a full 15 
years of intensive management reform, Tony Blair’s New Labour government 
published a white paper outlining more measurement, more 
targetry, more evaluation, more IT, and more cultural change for civil 
servants (this time so that they would become comfortable with ‘joined 
up’ and ‘networked’ ways of working [Davies, Nutley and Smith, 2000; 
Prime Minister and Minister for the Cabinet Office 1999]). Evidently, 
despite a whole generation of NPM, the ideal is still some way off. In 
the Netherlands change was less hectic, and probably ran less deep. 
Kickert concludes that ‘All political attempts at a more fundamental 
renewal of state and administration have failed. The Dutch consensus 
democracy with its endless deliberation and eternal search for compromise 
and consensus ensures that revolutionary changes will never occur’ 
(Kickert 2001). 
In France, successive waves of administrative reform have certainly 
brought changes, but the elements of continuity (such as the centrality 
of the grands corps and their particular type of technocratic professionalization, 
or the political strength of the public service unions) are at 
least as noticeable as those of change (Guyomarch 1999; Rouban 
1995). In Canada, eight years of change under Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney produced no consistent direction or model, and the muchvaunted 
Public Service 2000 programme of 1989 seems to have fizzled 
out (Auditor General of Canada 1993; Savoie 1994). Reform since 
1993 appears to have been more successful, but also in some ways 
more traditional (Aucoin and Savoie 1998). Not surprisingly, the Norwegian 
system seems to have proved even more resilient – the NPM 
messages coming from the international community have been heavily 
‘edited’ to conform more closely with some traditional Nordic virtues 
(Christensen and Lægreid 1998). 
One could continue to list such references, but they probably would 



not take us very much closer to a final judgement about systemic transformations 
(Bouckaert, 2000). It would take a profound scepticism not 
to accept that there has been both structural change and a cultural shift 
in those countries which have pushed NPM ideas hardest – Australia, 
New Zealand and the UK. Even in these countries, however, strong 
elements of continuity can be discerned and – perhaps more interestingly 
– 15 or more years of reform have brought little in the way of 
stability or satisfaction. If there is a new culture now in place, it is not 
quite clear what it is, or who fully subscribes to it and who merely 
mouths the rhetoric and waits for the next change of fashion. These 
countries almost seem addicted to administrative reform. So too, in a 
less structural, more process-oriented way, is the USA. Elsewhere it is 
doubtful whether the term ‘transformation’ can really be justified. Incremental, 
or at least gradual, negotiated change has been the norm in 
Germany, the Netherlands and the Nordic states. Larger changes have 
taken place in France, but certainly the French themselves would resist 
the suggestion that these have been pursuant of the NPM model. 
 
Reflections 
What is perhaps most remarkable about the NPM in practice has been 
the amateurishness of its proponents on their own chosen ground of 
performance. Rhetorically, the NPM has been all about improving performance 
– making governments more cost-conscious, efficient, effective, 
responsive, customer-oriented, flexible, and transparent. In practice, 
however, the steps taken to check whether these performance improvements 
have actually been realized have often been ‘too little, too 
late’, and very light on independence. 
There is a lack of reflexivity here – the reformers have preached a 
performance orientation, but have only occasionally applied that requirement 
to themselves. Of course, to have done so would have been 
difficult. As this paper has made clear, the methodological and practical 
problems confronting would-be evaluators are considerable. At the 
same time it seems clear that it would have been perfectly possible to 
do much more analysis than has actually been attempted. The UK 
government could have set up an evaluation of the attempt to introduce 
an internal market in the largest organization in the UK – the National 
Health Service – but it did not. The New Zealand governments of the 
mid- and late 1980s could have put in place systematic evaluations of 
their radical organizational reforms, but they did not. The Canadian 
Prime Minister from 1984 until 1993, Brian Mulroney, could have 
asked for an independent analysis of his many management initiatives, 
but did not choose to. The Dutch government launched an agencification 
programme in 1991, but the official assessment of it contains precious 
little quantitative data, and completely misses an obvious opportunity 
to check whether promises of greater efficiency and higher quality 
services were actually fulfilled (Ministerie van Financien 1998). 
Where independent assessments have been undertaken, as often as not, 
they reveal ambiguities and significant gaps in the evidence (Auditor 
General of Canada 1993; General Accounting Office 1998; National 
Audit Office 1998; Pollitt 1995; Thompson, 2000). 
How can this paradox – a performance-oriented set of reforms that 
lacks a proper check on its own performance – be explained? There are 
several possibilities. One is that there has been a cynical plot to conceal 
the real – and unpleasant – nature of these changes from the public. We 
find it an unlikely explanation – too many different kinds of regimes in 
too many different countries have toyed with NPM ideas for organized 



deception to be very credible. Another is that what we are dealing with 
here is best described as a kind of religion – the NPM is a system of 
belief founded on faith, and therefore should not be analysed as though 
it were some kind of body of scientific knowledge subject to objective 
tests. This is perhaps a more persuasive interpretation. It would lead us 
to look for the mechanisms by which the faith is spread – to identify the 
missionaries and to look for the nature of their appeal, the symbols they 
use and the proverbs and stories they tell, and how these are translated 
or edited to fit the perceptions of dominant groups in local jurisdictions 
(see, for example, Hood and Jackson 1991; Hood 1998; Premfors 1998; 
Williams, 2000; Wright 1997). 
One particularly interesting aspect of the faith in NPM is its relationship 
with the older set of beliefs about the nature of liberal democracy. 
At first, in the pioneering Anglo-Saxon countries during the 1980s, 
there seemed little connection. ‘Managerialism’ and its values seemed 
to be a separate enterprise (Hood 1991; Pollitt 1993). During the last 
decade, however, the proponents of NPM have come to terms with the 
traditional vocabulary of democracy. Nowadays we hear a great deal 
about citizens’ charters, ‘empowerment’, ‘inclusion’, ‘partnership’, 
‘networked solutions’ and ‘accountability’ (Clarke, Gewirtz and 
McLaughlin, 2000). Governments present management reforms as 
being at one with a more guiding, less authoritarian, more cooperative, 
less exclusive role for themselves. In the USA, especially, explicit rhetorical 
connections have been made between management reform and 
the legitimacy of the government in the eyes of its citizens. Some of 
these alleged links are highly questionable (Bok 1997; Norris 1999; 
Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000, pp. 142–6). However, it is clear that NPM 
believers have felt a need to acknowledge and ally themselves with the 
continuing power of the ‘old religion’. 
Finally, such an anthropological perspective reopens the question of 
how reform should be evaluated. If we are dealing with a set of prescientific 
beliefs (NPM), then perhaps an appropriate angle to take 
would be to ask how this particular set of doctrines helps its priests and 
followers to protect their interests, reinforce their reputations and maintain 
social order? But academics should not expect such an investigation 
to be easy, since its very nature would challenge the paradigm of 
instrumental rationality upon which NPM (and many successful careers) 
are so explicitly founded. Within NPM’s own terms, such an 
improved understanding of how its doctrines are propagated would 
have no ‘added value’ – it would be ‘merely academic’. 
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