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VALUES, STANDARDS AND COMPETENCES  

The model contemporary organization
Values, standards and competencies are the three themes of the 2007 NISPAcee conference.  This selection reflects a great deal of contemporary discussion and agenda-setting.  For there is a model modern organization which lives on the pages of many management texts and in the Powerpoints of many management speakers.  It is an organization which is 'value-driven'.  It is an organization which seeks and attains declared standards of excellence.  It is an organization which is able to achieve this high standard performance because it has a forward-looking HRM policy which ensures that the staff possess the competences to undertake their current tasks and, what is more, those necessary for the new tasks that are just coming up over the horizon.  Many workshops and web-based training programmes emphasize some or all of these three elements as essential to organizational success.  

In this keynote address I want to interrogate this model.  It is not that I think it is wrong as such, but rather that, as I will argue, the way we discuss it is frequently mistaken.   It is too often spoken of as something which we can put together quickly, like a piece of flat-packed furniture or a model car or aircraft.  Just follow the instructions and you will have no problems or awkward choices.   But in this simple form the value-driven, high standard, competency-endowed organization is not so much a vision as a fantasy.  The mechanical, 'Do-It-Yourself' way of discussing these issues hugely underestimates some of the on-going fundamentals of life in the public sector.  These include, to mention only a few, mission ambiguity, value diversity, the politics of standards, the fragility of competences and, perhaps most of all, the time which any serious attempt to influence any of these three elements usually requires.  My message will be that, yes, we should certainly engage with values, standards and competences but, no, we should not expect to be able to 'fix' these in such a way as to produce a flexible, super-competent and de-politicized organization - and certainly not before the next election!

Behind the model:  values
Let us begin with values.  They are not like the parts of a model that can be quickly fitted into place.  On the contrary, they are large, vague mental dispositions which are deeply set in our consciousness and which are usually very hard to change.  A value is ‘an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or end state of existence’ (Rokeach, 1973, p5).  Thus, for example ‘honesty’ (a specific mode of conduct) is a value, and so is ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’ (an end state of existence which is held to be socially preferable).  Ethics are a particular sub-class of values – those which relate to questions of right or wrong, good and evil.  So some values (e.g. honesty) are ethical values while other values (e.g. an intense belief in the importance of elegance) are not.

Values and norms make up the building blocks of our national and organizational cultures.  They hang together in complicated ways, and  're-designing' cultures is both a long term exercise and a very difficult one to control.  The early optimism of generic management theorists such as Peters and Waterman (1982) to the effect that organizational cultures can be rapidly transformed in a planned way by top management has not been supported by systematic evidence from western public sectors.  Indeed, it is somewhat easier to undermine and dismantle existing cultures than to build new ones, and what grows in the place of the culture you have destroyed may not be at all what you had intended or hoped for:  

‘Culture is to an organization what personality is to an individual.  Like human culture generally, it is passed on from one generation to the next.  It changes slowly, if at all’ (Wilson, 1989, p91)
A good deal of recent research confirms that values change only gradually.  For example, Christensen and Lægreid (2007) show survey evidence which indicates only a very marginal shift in the values of the Norwegian civil service over the past couple of decades, despite prolonged exposure to differently-valued NPM ideas.
One reason why values are important is that they can play an important part in motivation.  Values fuel the intrinsic motivation of staff in a way that extrinsic motivations, such as money, find hard to match.  If I have a deep belief in the ethical value of honesty, then I will try very hard to avoid ever telling lies.  If I am a civil servant and my minister suggests that I should draft a statement which contains facts I strongly believe to be inaccurate, or sentences which I judge to be deliberately misleading, I will argue against his or her wishes, and, if the statement goes forward anyway, may even consider ‘whistle-blowing’  But if my leading values are loyalty to ‘my minister’, and eagerness to advance my career, then I may go ahead and draft the statement just as the minister wants.  [For a lively case of this kind, see Ponting, 1985.]

However, the linkages between a particular value (honesty, loyalty) and an actual piece of behaviour may be long and complicated, for several reasons.  To begin with, most of us hold a considerable number of values, and there is no guarantee that these are all mutually consistent (e.g. ‘freedom’ versus ‘order’ or ‘impartiality’ versus ‘sympathy’ or ‘loyalty’).  On the contrary, it is highly likely that tensions will arise as to which particular values should have preference (see the example in Pollitt, 2003, chapter 6). Attempts to list the values comprising a 'public service ethos' have come up with varying prescriptions (Needham, 2006, p846). Impartiality, accountability, trust, equity and probity and vie with customer service, innovation and  political loyalty.  A second complication in the chain linking values to actions is that many other ingredients go into motivation apart from ethical values.  Fear, dislike, admiration, fatigue, shortage of resources, time constraints and sheer lack of information – all these and more may influence what happens.  One important ingredient – often confused with values, but conceptually rather different – is norms.  Sir Geoffrey Vickers, a noted English public administration writer in the 1960s and ‘70s, argued that norms played an absolutely central role in public policymaking, but that whereas values were usually explicit and general (‘fairness’, ‘democracy’, ‘honesty’), norms tended to be concrete and specific (‘all children should be taught how to read and write’, ‘every household is entitled to a supply of clean running water and proper sanitation’) (Vickers, 1973).  Norms tend to remain implicit until they are transgressed.  Public policy decisions, Vickers claimed, were frequently prompted by the discovery that a norm was being broken, e.g. that 12% of 10 year olds could not read or 6% of households were still not connected to the public water supply and sewerage.  Norms and values interacted to drive policymaking, but they were different kinds of animal.  And whereas it may be possible to summarize a few key values in a noble-sounding mission statement it will usually be quite impracticable to formulate and list all the hundreds or thousands of specific norms that influence public administration.  Indeed, even in the 1970s Vickers foresaw that a major challenge for public administration was already becoming the never-ending multiplication of norms, and the complexity of their interactions with each other and with sets of values.
In short, values may play an important role in managerial decisionmaking, but they may themselves contain tensions and contradictions, and, in any case, in the real world they are almost always only one influence among a mixture of other influences.

Behind the model:  standards
At first sight standards may seem much more controllable than values.  After all, they are explicit and specific.  They can be written down in the form of a rule or code, and their achievement or non-achievement can be observed and measured.

This apparent straightforwardness begins to fade as soon as a few key questions are posed.  These include the following:

1. What kind of standards do we want, minimum, average or some kind of 'best practice' maximum - or some combination of these?

2. Where do standards come from?
3. How are standards to be effectively implemented?  In particular, should they be loosely or tightly coupled to rewards and sanctions? 

The first issue - concerning different types of standard - is important because minimum, average and maximum standards send quite different messages to both staff and service users alike.  There is not time here to go into all the possible combinations, but consider just the difference between minimum and best practice (maximum) standards.  Minimum standards can be attractive because they set a floor - a threshold at or above which all practitioners must achieve.  They can act to raise poor performers to an acceptable minimum.  They can be announced by politicians and public service leaders as entitlements - "this much at least you citizens can henceforth expect and rely upon".  The police will answer your emergency call within one minute; the primary care doctor will see you within 48 hours; no elementary school class will contain more than 25 children -and so on.  However, these are not the only effects of minimum standards.  They are also likely to lead to 'threshold effects' (Bevan and Hood, 2006) where at least some public servants who could easily have exceeded the standard aim to hit it and then relax - why do more?  If minimum standards are achievable by all, then almost by definition (assuming something like a normal distribution of performances) they will be rather un-challenging and non-motivating targets for many practitioners.  A cruder expression for the same phenomenon would be the American one of ‘dumbing down’.
So now let us consider the opposite - maximum standards.  Here the standard is set high, determined by the best practices known of at the time.  The effects here are very different.  Those who achieve the standard will no doubt be delighted and proud.  However, for many practitioners this will be an unachievable goal - sub-optimal local conditions will mean that a school or hospital in a poor and unattractive part of the country can seldom compete with one in a wealthy, sought-after location.  The schools and hospitals in the more advantaged areas are likely to attract more and better-qualified staff, and less disadvantaged or sick students or patients.  In the UK Oxford and Cambridge can usually afford to teach smaller, more intimate student groups than can, say, Liverpool John Moores University or the University of Luton.  Oxbridge can set standards for class size, student recruitment and even staff qualifications which would be pointless and unachievable for those institutions much further down the list of wealth, academic status and social cachet.  Of course there are ways of weighting standards and targets to allow for contextual differences (e.g. by applying weightings based on socio-demographic measures of a school’s catchment area; or on case-mix measures for hospitals).  However, while there are strong arguments for such procedures they also have distinct drawbacks.  They immediately render the ‘results’ less intelligible to non-experts and the general public, who are unlikely to understand or even know of the weighting calculations.  Furthermore, there may be only a poor or non-existent consensus among the experts on what the optimal weighting system should be.  Apparently small differences in weightings can make substantial differences in the rank order of the organizations concerned (Jacobs and Goddard, 2007)
Furthermore, if a best practice standard is publically declared, the citizens will inevitably see that, in many instances, the services they receive fall short of the expectations which the declared standard should have induced.  According to GAP analysis this will produce dissatisfaction with the particular service (Zeithaml et al, 1990) but also, possibly, a wider, growing disillusionment with the administrative system of even ‘the government’.
If standards work they will have definite effects on the behaviour of those carrying out public tasks.  In democratic societies, we will therefore want to know how these standards are formed - where do they come from and who is able to influence how they are set?  We would probably not want, for example, the ethical standards for the police force to be set by a private sector arms manufacturer, or the standards for the financial accountability of a government agency giving grants to small firms to be set by a secretive international venture capital firm - or even a Swiss merchant bank!  On the contrary, we would want the process of forming standards to be fairly transparent, and ultimately subject to some kind of democratic veto.  What we find, however, is that the origins of many of the standards used in our public services are anything but transparent:
‘Rather than being controlled by states, many standardizers want to influence and control state policies’ (Brunsson and Jacobssen, 2002, p3).  Also:
‘Standards are often regarded as highly legitimate rules, even if they are produced by experts who are somewhat divorced from any democratic procedures’ (Brunsson and Jacobssen, 2002, p171)

Consider, for example, the complex lobbying process that goes on in Brussels where companies and associations constantly lobby the EU Commission to formulate technical standards that will advantage their particular interest and disadvantage those of their rivals.  Or think of the model of the European Foundation for Quality Management, widely used as a standard approach in European public sectors.  The EFQM model is derived from US commercial quality models, and the EFQM organization is a private body, originally created by a group of leading European corporations.  But it is not only the private sector that contributes to standard formation:

‘Various international organizations such as the United Nations, OECD, UNESCO, or the European Union, which have sovereign states as their members but which often lack the authority to issue binding directives, create a great number of standards instead.  They issue huge numbers of recommendations, white books and the like – what is sometimes called soft law’ (Brunsson and Jacobsson, 2002, p3)

In short, there is a ‘politics of standards’ – they are not miraculously objective pronouncements handed down from some technical heaven at all.  Different groups envisage and advocate different standards and different kinds of standard.  It is now more than 15 years since Charlotte Williamson wrote a book entitled 
Whose standards?  Consumer and professional standards in health care (Williamson, 1992) but her main message – that there is often a need for greater democratic or user input to public service standards – remains entirely relevant today.
Finally, there is the issue of how standards used, once you have them.  In effect, standards are a kind of performance target, and so the question arises of how closely and automatically they should be tied to systems of organizational rewards and sanctions (OECD, 2007).  Tying them closely - often termed 'tight coupling' - means that failing to reach a standard will swiftly and automatically lead to sanctions on those responsible.  The relevant management will be publicized as failures, or they will lose budget or bonuses or management freedoms, or senior managers may even be moved on or sacked.  'Loose coupling' is a less punitive (or rewarding) relationship, where failure to meet a standard would lead to further investigations and discussions, with a view to achieving the standard in the near future.  Carter, Klein and Day (1992) described these two uses of performance indicators as 'dials' and 'tin-openers'.  With the first (the marker on a dial) the score against the target/standard is treated as a result which leads directly to rewards or punishments.  With the second the score is treated as something which opens the can so that there can be subsequent discussions of the contents.  Overall, there is no one right answer to the optimum degree of coupling.  It will depend on, first, how hard you want the management of an organization to be pushed, second, how far you are convinced that the standards in question adequately capture well-understood processes (Wilson, 1989) and, third, how serious you judge the consequences of gaming to be.  Coupling and gaming go together:  On the whole, the tighter one makes the coupled link, the more pressure there will be on staff to 'game' their measured results (Hood, 2007).  The implications may not be so serious if one is dealing with, say, an agency which issues driving licenses, since the process is probably quite well understood and the consequences of gaming are not terribly worrying.  If, by contrast, one is dealing with a hospital system, then the range of processes and interactions are extremely complex, and the possible consequences of gaming may be extremely serious (Bevan and Hood, 2006; Pitches et al, 2003)

Behind the model:  competences
Of our three key concepts, the idea of 'competencies' is the most recent, dating mainly from the generic management training discourse of the 1980s.  A considerable industry has grown up around the proposal that management should be competency-based, gainfully employing many consultants, academics and public servants (Lodge and Hood, 2005). 
In practice, however, competences pose some of the same choice problems as standards.  So, first, what kind of competencies do you want to have?  The German system has tended to focus more on substantive expertise in particular sectors (so that civil servants in transport may be expected to know something about how roads are constructed, for example) whereas the system in the UK civil service tends to focus on generic management concepts/behavioural traits like 'thinking strategically’ or ‘making a personal impact’ Hood and Lodge, 2005).  There is something to be said in favour of each approach, but their consequences are rather different.  In fact the choice of types of competence is even more complex than this brief dichotomy suggests.  Lodge and Hood distinguish four basically different conceptions of what a competency is – subject expertise; organizational capacity; behavioural traits or the minimum abilities needed to carry out specified tasks (2005, p781).  Thus, before opting for a ‘competencies approach’ one has to decide what sort of competence one is talking about (and why that particular definition is more relevant to the perceived problems of the day than alternative approaches).
Then there is the same issue of tight or loose coupling that was discussed earlier with respect to standards.  If you couple tightly then you give competencies a big and immediate impact on recruitment, postings and promotions.  That means you replace the traditional criteria - and accumulated wisdom in using those criteria - with something new.  All the staff concerned with recruitment, postings and promotion (and that means a large percentage of all managerial staff) will need to be thoroughly trained in the new system of competencies.  Many detailed technical rulings will have to be made about what kinds of experience and qualification counts as towards a given competency and what does not.  And any feature which happens not to be explicitly recorded as contributing towards one of the approved list of competencies will immediately lose some of its value and may well be neglected by those who are keen to get promoted and get on.  In short, the transactional cost of acquiring a competency system may be high, and the unintentional distortions introduced by its firm application may be unfortunate.

On the other hand, if you go for loose coupling, the exercise may be seen as having little importance alongside the traditional ways of doing things - as just another 'initiative' or fashion, to which lip service probably needs to be paid, but no more.  This may be the reason why some of the existing research into competencies in action has found that many civil servants are skeptical of their value and may even be ignorant of their content.

Getting towards the model:  requirements
Let me be very clear what I am trying to say and not to say.  I am not saying that competences are irrelevant.  I am not saying that high standards are unattainable.  And I am not saying that value change is either undesirable or completely unrealistic.  What I am saying is that, if you look closely at the scientific evidence, none of these three aspirations is straightforward, none of them can be achieved in a very short time, and all of them involve some difficult political and technical choices.  The choices are difficult because they are of the type where one decides to aim for one set of desirable features partly at the cost of losing certain other desired features.

Thus to work on values, standards and competences in the public service should be thought of as an on-going, perpetually unfinished endeavour, in which leaders attempt to fashion successively closer approximations to a series of goals that are themselves changing.  Technical skills and specialist knowledge are highly desirable for this endeavour, but at the bottom it is also a political process, involving balances and compromises:  

1. One balance is in the mixture between first, noble general values, second, specific formal standards and, third, informal norms.  

2. A second balance is the choice, within the sphere of standard-setting, of going for best practice excellence or guaranteed minima (or something in between).  This choice is likely to impact widely on the attitudes and behaviours of staff and, eventually, citizen service users.
3. A third balance, also within the sphere of standard-setting, is between tightly coupling the chosen standards to the system of organizational rewards and punishments or going for a looser arrangement, where the link passes through an important intermediate stage of analysis and discussion before final decisions are taken.  

4. The implementation of competency schemes calls for further difficult choices.  Most obviously, there is the question of  which is more appropriate - a series of sector or subject-specific technical competencies, or an overarching system of generic management competences?  To say there is to be a mixture is not really an answer, because then one must also decide what weights are to be assigned to the two very different types of competence.  

5. And, fifth, competency schemes face the same balancing issue as do standards systems - how tightly or loosely to couple other HRM systems to the 'results' of the competency assessments?

Finally, it should be noted that most of these choices are likely to vary according to the specific task at hand.  The general values most relevant to a professional army are not identical to those most relevant to a good school, and neither are they quite the same as those most relevant for the administration of a state pension system.  Neither is it likely that the same set of standards - or even the same types of standards - will fit each of these three types of public sector organization equally well.  And the most appropriate set of competencies will probably also vary.

Thus there is no technical trick - no ready-packaged solution - that will help us to build a model organization.  We have to look at where we are starting from, and who we are starting with.  We have to make difficult choices about what is most important and what is less so.  And then we have to work consistently over time and at many levels to train, to exemplify and to embed the values, standards and competencies which we think are, for the time being at least, those most critical for the good of our citizens.
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