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INTRODUCTION


AN IMPROBABLE JOURNEY


The New Synthesis (NS) Initiative is an unusual project. It started inadvertently. It grew because of the commitment of those who joined in. It was supposed to end several years ago, but instead continues to evolve as people in various countries take hold of its key findings and adapt them to meet their needs. The common denominator among the people involved in the NS adventure is that they share an interest in preparing government for the challenges of serving in the 21st century.


In many ways, the NS Initiative is an improbable project that aims to modernise public administration. Research work in public administration is typically conducted by scholars in an academic environment. These research projects are funded by universities and frequently benefit from the support of research granting organisations or policy research institutes. Some organisations such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Secretariat, the World Bank, the European Commission, the Commonwealth Secretariat and regional development banks periodically conduct research to encourage their members to adopt good governance practices. None of these factors apply to the NS Initiative.


AN IMPROBABLE BEGINNING


The NS Initiative was borne out of a shared concern among some senior practitioners over the growing disconnect between the reality of practice and the concepts and principles that have shaped the functioning of the public sector up to now.1


Although public administrations come in many different shapes and sizes, they play similar roles. They give form to concepts and values pertaining to the exercise of power in society. They are the instruments used to transform governments’ ideas into reality. They embody concepts, principles and values about what it means to govern, the role of government in society and the relationship between the State and citizens. Periodically, profound changes occur that transform the world we live in, the role of government and the relationship between government and citizens. The recent past has been marked by deep changes that were signs of further changes to come.


The people who launched the NS Initiative were at the helm of important public organisations. They had experienced first-hand the difficulties that governments face when looking for solutions to issues of increasing complexity in a hyperconnected and sometimes polarised world. They had seen their respective governments struggle to adapt to a fast-changing landscape and a disorderly global environment prone to volatility and uncertainty. The policies and solutions that had been used successfully in the past were no longer producing the desired results. Inventing solutions to emerging problems required a different mental map than the one civil servants had been using for the past 50 years. The NS Initiative was borne out of the need of senior public sector leaders to discuss the changes at play to gain a better understanding of how these changes might transform the role of government in the future. By the end of 2009, there had been sufficient discussion between several senior leaders in a number of countries to determine there was a strong demand to launch exploratory conversations about what it may mean to serve in the 21st century.


AN IMPROBABLE APPROACH


The NS Initiative has been self-organised and self-funded from the start. No one owns the NS Initiative. It is not the project of a particular government or organisation. It is a collective effort that brings together people from various countries, domains of practice and disciplines. Public sector leaders participating in the NS Initiative share their practical knowledge and experience, not as official government representatives but as individuals. The purpose of exploratory conversations is to share and learn from one another, not to defend past actions and decisions or to justify a government’s position.


This approach provided participants with much needed freedom to challenge conventional ideas, re-think issues and re-conceive public administration from a broader perspective. The collective effort was largely shaped around the topics of interest to the group. The role of the NS Project Leader and NS Team was to set the table for ambitious exploratory conversations, undertake literature reviews to document what was already known about a topic, and bring together lead thinkers and master practitioners to explore the implications for government and its relationship with citizens. The conversations that took place between 2008 and 2010 were deliberately future-oriented and looked at the world from a public sector perspective. The following question was at the heart of all exploratory conversations: What do we need to do to ensure that the capacity of government to invent solutions to the problems facing society keeps pace with the increasing complexity of the world we live in?2


Participants shared responsibility for the project from the beginning to the end. They contributed to and benefited from the findings that emerged along the way. Participating organisations led on some aspects of the research and contributed to the work of others in other areas. They produced case studies to learn from and deepen their understanding of approaches used in other countries.


This model of international collaboration engendered a deep sense of commitment among participants. Along the way, the project benefited from the professional and financial support of an academic and a corporate partner. Their contribution enriched the collective effort.


The NS Initiative used an unusual approach to conduct research in a field like public administration. It worked because the participants shared the view that important ongoing changes were altering the way modern societies would be governed in the future. Shared purpose, shared responsibility and skilful network management sustained the collective effort through five international conferences spread over more than two years. By the end of 2010, more than two hundred people had participated in the effort.3


One of the factors that contributed to the success of the NS Initiative was a shared commitment to a diversity of perspectives and a blending of new knowledge drawn from multiple academic disciplines as well as practical experiments. This became known as the “blended approach” and it remains a trade mark of the NS Initiative.


The commitment to diversity was reflected in the initial mix of participating countries, the design of events and the efforts made to reach beyond the traditional domains of public administration. During the initial phase, six countries joined the network: Australia, Brazil, Canada, the Netherlands, Singapore and the United Kingdom (UK). No one was under the illusion that this constituted a sufficiently diverse group of countries to adequately reflect the circumstances faced by governments around the world. The group was deliberately kept small; participation was limited to a handful of developed countries, or rapidly developing in the case of Brazil, where the system of government is based on democratic principles, even if a dominant party is in charge. The goal was to bring together a group of countries diverse enough to have a meaningful conversation, but not so diverse as to stall a process based on co-creation and self-organisation. These six countries brought a diversity of perspectives to the conversation. The group included participants from unitary states and federations, from parliamentary government and presidential systems as well as states with highly centralised and decentralised approaches to governing. It brought together people from countries with different cultures, political philosophies and approaches to economic, social and democratic development. There were two countries from the Americas (Canada and Brazil), two from Europe (the UK and the Netherlands), one from South East Asia (Singapore) and one from the Pacific region (Australia).


The lead partner in each participating country created a coalition of interested organisations. For example, the Ministry of the Interior, the lead partner in the Netherlands, enrolled scholars from the University of Rotterdam and Leiden University. The lead partner in Brazil, the National School of Public Administration (ENAP), recruited the Ministry of Finance, the Office of the President, the Getúlio Vargas Foundation and others. This expanded the reach of the NS Initiative and brought new perspectives to the table. The fact that the lead partners in the six countries worked closely together also served to strengthen the NS network.


Each participating country hosted an international roundtable on a selected theme and played a key role in sustaining the efforts of the group. The roundtables were used to integrate research and insights from practice through a process of co-creation enriched by the participation of thought leaders and master practitioners. The participants shared the responsibility of supporting a small secretariat to coordinate the network.


Efforts were made not only to bring diverse perspectives to the table but also to explore issues using ideas from a variety of disciplines not traditionally associated with public administration. Concepts related to complexity theory, networks, resilience, emergence, adaptive systems, collective intelligence, psychology and many others figured prominently in discussions. These concepts challenged participants to think beyond the models and theories that have emanated from the more usual fields of political science, public and constitutional law and public administration that have shaped public administration in the 20th century.


The network performed beyond expectations. Much of the credit for the results achieved during the early phase of the NS Initiative goes to the members of the NS network.


AN IMPROBABLE CONSENSUS


Several factors contributed to the success of the NS Initiative in the early stages. Perhaps the most important one was the group’s decision not to strive for consensus. Efforts to reach consensus can lead at times to the adoption of the lowest common denominator and to a negotiated position that, in the end, satisfies no one. Instead, the group committed to exploring issues and to learning from one another. If a consensus happened to emerge, it was acknowledged by the group and used as the basis for ensuing conversations. This approach proved to be immensely useful. It gave everyone the freedom to advance creative ideas and the option to agree or disagree with others’ views.


The crafting of an evolving narrative at the end of each roundtable was also key to the success of the NS Initiative. As mentioned earlier, five international roundtables were held over a fifteen-month period. Each one lasted two to three days. They required a considerable amount of advance work. The NS Project Leader provided a synthesis of key findings at the end of each roundtable. The summary was circulated to participants and used as the starting point for discussion at the following roundtable.


By the third session, the improbable happened. What had started as an exploratory conversation about various aspects of the challenges of serving in the 21st century with no commitment to forge a consensus was moving towards a conceptual framework of public administration substantially different from any prevailing at the time. A view emerged that did not reflect industrial age concepts with a heavy reliance on division of labour, clear delineation of responsibility, delegated authority and control mechanisms, while still making use of all these capabilities. A distinctively public sector narrative was giving shape to a conceptual framework that was weaving together the role of government, the contribution of multiple agents in society and the contribution of citizens as public value creators.


Despite the diverse nature of the network – or perhaps because of it – a consensus started to form around the fundamental elements of public administration: serving a public purpose, promoting the collective interest, generating results of increasing value to society, using the authority of the State as a lever to propel society forward, and contributing to civic results by enlisting the contribution of citizens and others. What emerged was not a model but a set of interacting elements where governments, citizens and multiple other actors transform the environment in which they operate through their actions and are themselves transformed by the changes in the environment their actions provoke. The individual elements of the conceptual framework that the network came up with were not particularly new or noteworthy. What was new was the way in which the various elements came together to form a coherent framework that opened up a vast range of choices to government in its search for solutions to real life challenges.


This development came as a welcome surprise but there was no expectation that the emerging conceptual framework would survive more in-depth scrutiny during the remaining two international roundtables. As it turned out, discussions at the fourth and fifth sessions deepened the consensus. By the end of the last session in November 2010, the group was in high spirits. Participants felt that they had made a modest but useful contribution to the study and practice of public administration and generated ideas that they could put to use in their respective environments.


Some members of the group wanted to immediately launch a new phase of collaboration. They were eager to disseminate the results across their governments and present the conceptual framework to schools of public administration. Others felt that a pause was needed. While a great deal of work had been done, most of the information gathered was not in a usable form. Documenting key findings and writing up some of the case studies used along the way would require a significant investment of time and effort. In the end, it was decided that a book chronicling the NS journey up to that point should be written. There was some concern that a long hiatus would bring the NS Initiative to an end. Participants would move on and assume new responsibilities, and reactivating the network would be difficult. The publication of a book was a natural and logical end point. And so, a book entitled A New Synthesis of Public Administration: Serving in the 21st Century was published in the fall of 2011, ten months after the last roundtable.



AN IMPROBABLE EVOLUTION



As the leader of the NS Initiative, the first phase of the project left me with a number of lingering questions. What difference would such a conceptual framework make in practice? Would it improve the likelihood of success for governments looking to invent solutions to issues of public concern in areas as vast and varied as law and order, social security, climate change and income inequality? The only way to find out was to test the framework in practice. NS fieldwork would be the litmus test of the NS Initiative.


The first opportunity to test the concepts of the NS Framework came from the Singapore Civil Service College (CSC). The idea was to design a master class for senior practitioners. Fifteen senior leaders from fifteen different ministries enrolled in a programme designed to introduce them to the NS Framework. The programme ran for a full day every other week over a twelve-week period. Participants were required to identify a real challenge they faced and were committed to addressing in their current position. They returned to their challenge or ‘live case’ after each session to apply the concepts discussed during the master class and explore avenues to achieve the desired public outcome they had identified. Participants learned from one another during exploratory conversations, helped their colleagues improve the likelihood of success of their respective strategies and used the time between sessions to test ideas in their respective work environments.


The NS Master Class was designed to test whether the NS Framework was relevant to ministries with very different missions, and whether practitioners who had no prior exposure to the NS Initiative could use its concepts to craft a strategy with the potential to generate their desired outcome. In many cases, this meant fashioning an approach that would not only garner the support of their colleagues, employees, superiors and minister but be worthy of public support as well. This was a bold move on the part of the Singapore Civil Service College and the Head of the Singapore Civil Service, particularly given the considerable commitment of time and resources the project required.


The results of the master class programme and some of the most powerful live cases discussed during the programme have been published by the Singapore Civil Service College.4 The NS Framework proved to be robust and relevant to all ministries involved, irrespective of their mission. The participants quickly became masterful at exploring the multiple permutations that the concepts of the NS Framework offers. The work done in the ensuing years revealed that many of the participants were able to bring their ideas to fruition.


One of the most important findings of the NS Master Class was that the NS Framework could be used by practitioners as a tool to reframe public policy issues from a broader perspective. It could be used to position the contribution of public agencies in the broader context of government-wide or system-wide efforts. It helped improve the overall societal impact of government initiatives and bring a citizen-centric perspective to public policy issues.


This insight influenced the design of all subsequent NS Master Classes, workshops and labs that were conducted in various countries between 2012 and 2015. Each event was designed for a specific purpose and with a particular group in mind. NS workshops and labs were attended by ministers and officials alike. They were used in different situations to re-think the role of the centre of government, bring a citizen-centric perspective to government priority setting, lead public sector transformation and develop law enforcement strategies.


Sessions were held in Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Singapore and Malaysia.5 By the end of 2015, 1,000 practitioners had been exposed to and had used the NS Framework in some way. The results were consistent: NS is a conceptual framework that resonates with practitioners, but it is also a tool that can be used to expand the range of options open to government and bring coherence to problem solving and decision making. In the hands of practitioners, NS was becoming a process of discovery to create solutions to problems of concern to society and produce results of increasing public value.


During the period between 2012 and 2015, the NS Team’s time was spent learning from practitioners using NS concepts and documenting their discovery processes. This book is the result of that work. It picks up where A New Synthesis of Public Administration left off in the fall of 2011. Chapter 1 explores what is different about serving in the 21st century compared to the previous century. Periodically, changes come about that transform the world we live in, and in the process, transform the role of government. This chapter argues that we live in such a time. Chapter 2 posits that conventional thinking about public administration and current practices are insufficient to guide the actions and decisions of government in a world characterized by deep uncertainty. Chapter 3 introduces the NS Framework and its concepts. The framework brings together the role played by government, multiple agents in society and citizens in a way that opens up a vast range of choices to government in its search for solutions to real life challenges.


The framework offers a dynamic perspective of public administration where governments are able to learn, adapt to changing needs and circumstances, and co-evolve with society. Part II is an introduction to NS as an applied process of discovery. It describes the steps that public sector leaders have found most useful for discovering pathways to a better future. Chapter 4, 5, 6 and 7 present what has been learned from the practitioners who have used the NS Framework to lead public sector transformation initiatives. The NS Framework does not provide answers; it opens up new lines of inquiry and integrates findings in ways that generate coherent narratives of change.


A number of consequences flow from a dynamic view of the role of government in society. This includes an adaptive view of the interaction between the public, private and civic spheres of life in society, a deeper appreciation of the importance of civic results and the role of citizens in building governable societies.


The way we think about government or democratic governance influences the actions that will be taken for their improvement, and what results will be achieved. Part III poses difficult yet fundamental questions concerning how to re-conceptualise the responsibilities of the State in the 21st century. Chapter 8 broadens the conversation about public innovation. Chapter 9 reframes the discussion on public sector leadership, and Chapter 10 opens a conversation on the need to re-think, re-frame and re-invent the functioning of modern democratic societies.


In preparing this Fieldbook, the NS Team made particular use of live cases discussed by practitioners in NS labs and workshops. The book includes four case studies from four different countries that exemplify NS concepts in practice. Each of the cases highlights a dynamic process of discovery focussing on public purpose, building on the strength of others and empowering citizens as problem solvers.


Appendix A examines the transformation of Singapore’s prisons from correctional facilities to centres contributing to the successful reintegration of ex-offenders. Appendix B provides an example of leveraging to improve care to children with complex diseases in Canada. Appendix C explores how co-creation and co-production were used to respond to challenges facing elder care in Fredericia, Denmark. Appendix D provides an account of the Helsinki Cleaning Day initiative and how self-organisation with support from other actors, including the public sector, can spark new ways of doing things.


The NS Initiative had an unusual start. It generated a consensus that no one expected. It was supposed to end with the release of a book in 2011 but kept going. It took on a new life and brought us to unexpected places.


There is a thirst for conversations to figure out what it takes to peacefully resolve some of the most complex and intricate problems of our time. There is a search for ideas to bring coherence to public administration and provide guidance to government actions. There is a craving for a public sector narrative about the role of government and public institutions in society crafted from a public perspective and reflecting public values.


The NS Initiative is part of an effort to craft such a narrative: one powerful enough to transform the way we think about the role of government in society, coherent enough to guide public sector leaders’ actions and decisions, flexible enough to be useful in a diversity of contexts and circumstances, and inventive enough to build the capacity of government to face the challenges of serving in the 21st century.


The New Synthesis is an improbable initiative supported by people committed to building the capacity of governments and public institutions to meet the challenges of our times. Governments fit for these times must find ways to reduce frictions and steer their societies peacefully through an unprecedented process of change. This is the main driver behind the NS Initiative, and the most important chapters remain to be written.




PART I


DIFFERENT TIMES, DIFFERENT IDEAS, DIFFERENT WAYS


When writing a book, it is always a genuine question to ask why is this book necessary? A straightforward answer is that the NS Initiative has continued past the initial publication of its findings in 2011. Between 2012 and 2015, fieldwork tested the NS Framework by putting it directly in the hands of practitioners. This book documents the key findings and insights gleaned from practitioners using the NS concepts.


A less straightforward answer concerns the contemporary situation of public servants and public sector leaders. In NS labs and workshops, when asked to discuss the problems or challenges they face, public servants frequently made use of a narrow perspective that rarely goes beyond the boundary of their respective units. This is perhaps not surprising given the legal, administrative and financial constraints on public organisations, and the burdens of compliance and departmental reporting that individual agencies and public servants operate under. Recent reforms have encouraged a drive for efficiency and productivity and generated a narrow and sometimes distorted view of the role of government in society.


This book challenges this perception in two ways. First and foremost, it attempts to reconnect public servants with the fundamental principles of public administration. Public organisations serve a public purpose and promote the collective interests of society. These are the principles that make the public sector uniquely valuable to society.


For the participants in NS workshops, this recognition has been liberating, in part because it provides a unique public service perspective by grounding the actions of public servants within a valuable pursuit. As important, it is liberating because it greatly opens up the range of options available to solve the problems we are facing collectively.


The recognition of a public purpose alone is not sufficient. It is also necessary to uncover how government actions can be used to generate results of increasing value for society. The original NS Framework provided public servants with a way to integrate their practice within a guiding frame of reference. This book provides public servants with a systematic approach to articulate and fulfil their public purpose. Concepts and ideas matter, and there are a number of implications to be drawn from the NS Framework concerning the role of government in contemporary society. These are the focus of Part III of the book.


This first part reflects on the conditions of contemporary public administration that make a New Synthesis of public administration necessary to serve in the 21st century. Chapter 1 explores what is different about serving in the 21st century. It describes some of the changes and their implications in preparing government for the challenge of serving in the post-industrial era. Chapter 2 argues that public administration as a discipline has been unable to guide practitioners’ actions and decisions. Chapter 3 introduces the NS Framework and describes how a dynamic concept that binds government, citizens and society together is better adapted to the challenges of serving in a global, interdependent and hyperconnected world.




CHAPTER 1


SERVING IN THE 21ST CENTURY


Every society needs a State apparatus able to ensure peace and order, regulate the exercise of power, serve the needs of the broader community and peacefully resolve conflicts that inevitably emerge in societies.


The State apparatus includes the public institutions used to govern with legitimacy and to steer society through an ongoing process of change to secure a better future for its citizens. There is no well performing society without well performing public institutions.1 The State is the source of legitimacy of the actions and decisions of government; the governing body of a country.


While there is much debate over the extent to which government should intervene in society, no matter the choices that are made, government must be able to govern and the State must be able to get things done. The sustainability of a governing system depends on its capacity to adapt to changing needs and circumstances. Herein lies one of the most important challenges faced by those in government today.


THE MODERN STATE


The Modern State has taken form over a long period of time and through a number of successive transformations. Modern States are supported by an elaborate state apparatus; they are governed by the rule of law and use a variety of mechanisms, including elections, to encourage public accountability and the responsiveness of government to the collective interests of society.


Francis Fukuyama argues that state apparatus, the rule of law and accountability to citizens may appear at different times and in different orders, but that the sequencing of their occurrence is critical to the efficacy of the State.2 These elements shape the way a society governs itself. They exist in different combinations in various countries. For instance, China has an elaborate state apparatus but weak rule of law. Russia has elections but a weak capacity to provide public services. Some countries suffer from a deficit in all three dimensions, weak state, weak laws and little public accountability. Typically, liberal democracies rely on all three pillars to govern their societies.


Public institutions matter. Policies may change, governing parties may come and go, but public institutions endure. They conserve established practices that contribute to the continuity of the State and provide a reliable basis for life in society.3 They codify the rules, norms and principles that govern social behaviours and by which societies organise themselves.4 By nature, public institutions are conservative and resist change; this is a strength and a source of vulnerability.


The State is an institution like no other. It possesses a monopoly over the legitimate use of force and coercive measures to keep peace and enforce laws over a territory.5 The Modern State is an administrative state.6 Public institutions and organisations are expected to treat all citizens in an impartial way. The relationship between citizens and the people who govern is not dependent on family, tribal or personal ties; it is based on their status as citizens. People’s loyalty is owed to the institutions rather than the incumbents.7 This separation ensures that public institutions persist beyond the tenure of individual leaders.8 The transition from loyalty to a ruler to loyalty to the institution ensures the continuity of the State and is an essential characteristic of a modern society.


The State and the Citizen


A society governed by the rule of law essentially adheres to standards of behaviour that apply to all members of society, even its most powerful actors. This acts as a constraint on the behaviour of those who govern and on the exercise of power in society. While some parts of the world did not make the transition from feudal or tribal regimes to state-run societies, others operate without the benefit of the rule of law and are thus vulnerable to arbitrary decisions.


Public administrations reflect the nature of the relationship between the State and its citizens. In authoritative, military or autocratic regimes, order is maintained by the use of force and through coercive measures. In modern liberal societies, order is sustained through a combination of top-down and bottom-up forces. The State and communities share an understanding of how to live as a society. Such an arrangement reflects a special bond between the State and the citizen. Citizens recognise the authority of the State to make and enforce rules, and voluntarily comply with laws as part of their responsibility as members of a broader community. Many factors can cause an erosion of this bond based on trust. When this happens, it becomes increasingly difficult for the State to exercise its authority with legitimacy without relying on the use of force. This may lead to civil unrest and increasing disorder.9 Ultimately the capacity to maintain order without the use of force is the main difference between a modern liberal state and an autocratic or military regime.


Liberal democracies have integrated a strong state apparatus, the rule of law and democratic principles in various ways. This model of government has contributed to the success of some of the most developed countries in the world and most OECD nations. In these countries, the State must be able to balance a market economy and democratic principles to engender economic prosperity and improve the standard of living for its citizens. This model of government was particularly well adapted to the challenges of countries undergoing a fast process of change due to the rapid industrialisation of their economies. These countries enjoyed an extended period of growth and prosperity as the governing model was fit for the time. But, that was then and this is now, and a very different landscape is emerging.


Fit for the Times?


No institution or governing system is fit for all times. Some will fail to adapt. Some will adapt with great difficulty and will go from crisis to crisis at a great cost to society. Others will be unable to contain the pressures exerted by interest groups or other powerful elites whose voices come to dominate and undermine the capacity of the State to serve the collective interest. However, some will invent new ways to govern that are better aligned with the reality of the 21st century. They will re-define the role of the State; the values, rules and norms that provide a normative basis for the functioning of society; and the relationship between State and citizens from a contemporary perspective.


Liberal democracies have existed for approximately 200 years, a relatively short period of time in historical terms. This is not the only way to govern a society and no one knows if it will be the ultimate way of governing in the future.10 Countries are experimenting with a broad range of approaches to governing society. In the process, they are changing the rules of engagement and redefining what it means to be a member of a broader community. Over time, some of these practices will come to dominate and replace those that existed before because they will be better suited to the challenge of governing through a period of profound technological, environmental, socio-economic and political transformation.


The enduring value of a governance system depends on its capacity to adapt to new circumstances, respond to changing needs and co-evolve with society. The countries that benefited the most from a governing model adapted to the industrial age may find it especially difficult to challenge the conventional ideas and practices that served them well in the past.


One of the challenges faced by people in government today is to build public institutions able to steer society through a transformation process that may be as deep and steep as the one experienced during the industrial revolution. This may be their most difficult challenge and their most lasting contribution to the well-being of their country. This begs the question, what is different about serving in this early part of the 21st century?


A CHANGING LANDSCAPE


What is so different about the 21st century? Surely there were challenging times before. Previous generations of public sector leaders served through a great depression, two world wars, and post-war reconstruction. They have put an end to colonialism and expanded civil rights. They built an elaborate social safety net that pulled people out of poverty and contributed to increasing social and economic prosperity. Every generation of public sector leaders is confronted with a unique set of challenges and must chart an original course because we have not been there before. What is different about serving in the 21st century that warrants changing the way we think about the role of government in society or the approaches used for collective problem solving?


The New Synthesis of Public Administration published in 2011 argued that serving in a post-industrial era has a number of distinct characteristics compared to prior times.11 Governments are confronted with issues of increasing complexity. People in government today are the first generation of leaders to serve in an environment where social media transform the issues and context within which solutions must be found. They serve in an environment characterised by a high level of uncertainty, volatility and unpredictability. This diagnosis remains relevant today. However, five years after the release of the New Synthesis of Public Administration, a somewhat modified description is needed to set the context for the forthcoming chapters.


Difficult, Complicated, Complex


It is interesting to note that there is a much better appreciation today of the differences between difficult decisions, complicated undertakings and complex issues than was the case in 2011. At that time, it was necessary to argue that these differences were worthy of attention by public sector leaders and that complex issues could not be addressed in the usual way.


It is always difficult to make choices and set priorities. Some decisions are heart-wrenching, in particular when making choices between issues equally deserving of attention. Some are difficult because they entail ethical and moral dilemmas. Government will always be called upon to make difficult decisions.


The public sector of modern societies is well equipped to lead, initiate and manage complicated undertakings of all kinds. Sending a man to the moon was complicated, but so are the negotiations of multilateral agreements that involve numerous parties with conflicting views, or the management of vast social programmes that must reach millions of people without a glitch. Public organisations have uneven capabilities but, by and large, governments know how to deal with complicated issues and run complicated operations.


Complex issues are different. They are multidimensional and respect no boundaries. They are made of multiple elements interacting with one another and, as a result, they display dynamic characteristics. A change in some parts of the system produces changes in other parts that cannot be predicted with accuracy.12 For instance, the decision to initiate a military operation to topple a dictator is difficult. A successful military operation is a complicated enterprise requiring careful planning, coordination, and sophisticated intelligence gathering. The operation, once launched, unleashes a complex set of events that no one entirely controls or can predict. The situation can evolve in any number of directions. A new situation will emerge out of the actions, reactions and interactions among multiple agents responding to each other and their changing environments.


Finding solutions to climate change, mitigating the impact of rising income inequalities, and stemming a flow of refugees seeking safety and a better future for their children are complex problems. These problems cannot be solved by gathering more information or by analysing their component parts. A different way of thinking, a holistic approach and openness to different ways of generating solutions is needed. A collaborative effort that cuts across multiple boundaries and involves numerous parties is necessary to generate a viable solution where there was no prior agreement on the mechanisms for problem solving.


In our global and interdependent world, governments are facing an increasing number of complex issues. As the world is more tightly connected, events are accelerating and interacting with each other. This world is prone to volatility and unpredictable cascading effects as manifested in the cases of the real estate crisis, the crisis in the financial sector and the great recession that started in 2008. It is also manifest in the effects of climate change, other human changes to the biosphere, and in the difficulties faced in developing a concerted approach to address these common challenges.


There is every reason to believe that the pace, scale and frequency of shocks and disturbances will continue to increase in the future. This is putting pressure on all countries and may lead to the undoing of some.


Governments are too often left in a reactive position, unable to anticipate and introduce corrective actions in a timely fashion to mitigate the impact for the most vulnerable in society. Serving in a context of high uncertainty requires a different way of thinking and a different approach to problem solving and decision making.


A Hyperconnected World


In the early phase of the NS Initiative, it was argued that the hyperconnectivity of society was a distinguishing feature of contemporary times. The argument was that people in government today are the first generation of leaders to serve in a world where a high degree of connectivity transforms public policy issues and the contexts in which solutions must be found. For instance, social media can be used to encourage mobilisation but also for misinformation. Modern information and communication technologies are compressing the time available for deliberation and for shaping solutions that would respond to the needs of the larger community.


Five years after the publication of A New Synthesis of Public Administration, we see more clearly some of the new dimensions of the present wave of technological innovation and their implications for government. Technological innovations have periodically transformed the world we live in and have played a key role in human history. The effects of technological innovations are cumulative and transformative. There is often a long lead time between discovery, early implementation and the moment when their full impact is revealed. Farming and agricultural technologies ensured an abundant food supply that enabled settlements and eventually the development of cities. Population density encouraged innovation and the accumulation of wealth. Military technologies allowed cities and well-endowed communities to expand their dominance over vast territories. For thousands of years, human development followed a progressive trajectory. This pattern changed 200 years ago when the Industrial Revolution “bent the curve of human history”.13


The Industrial Revolution was the result of several nearly simultaneous innovations across a number of disciplines including mechanical engineering, chemistry and metallurgy. Of central importance was the development of the steam engine, and other technological innovations that gave rise to the mass production of goods, the industrialisation of the economy and the modern way of life. The Industrial Revolution took shape over several decades. It started relatively slowly and gained momentum until reaching a point of inflexion that deeply transformed the economic, social and political world orders.14 Some countries navigated through this transition successfully, some could not keep up with the pace of change, and others have not yet fully recovered from the consequences of not undergoing an industrial transition in a timely way.


[image: ]


Figure 1.1: What Bent the Curve of Human History?15


(Data from Morris (2010), 89-92. Adapted from Brynjolfsson and Mcafee (2014), 4.)


Today, we are witnessing the early signs of another technological revolution. Countries are navigating through a period of transformation that will be as deep and steep as what was experienced during the Industrial Revolution.


The digital revolution is the result of the coming together of multiple related technologies.16 The engine of change this time around is fuelled by the exponential growth in computing power, storage capacity, networking and interoperability that gather and process massive amounts of data at a previously unknown speed. Technological revolution is once again changing the economic, social and political orders. It is challenging conventional ideas that were taken as immutable truths and that until recently went unchallenged. The digital revolution is generating unparalleled opportunities and unprecedented risks. It is unleashing deep emotions: excitement for some about the unprecedented potential, fear for others about the capacity to absorb the dislocation associated with this transformation, and even anger for those who are losing hope that they may benefit from the new emerging economy in spite of their best efforts.


A Changing Policy Landscape


The digital revolution is making apparent the weaknesses of the policy prescriptions inherited from a prior time. The policy landscape is changing faster than the capacity of government to invent solutions to the emerging challenges. This is illustrated most prominently by the growing disconnect between wealth creation and job creation.


Fifteen people at Instagram created software that 130 million customers have used to share 16 billion photos. After 18 months, the company was sold for $1 billion to Facebook; they became multi-millionaires.17


TurboTax automated the job of preparing tax reports. This provides people with the option of having their tax done free of charge with the support of their algorithms. As Tom Goodwin writes, “Uber, the world largest Taxi Company, owns no vehicle. Facebook, the world most popular media owner, creates no content. Alibaba, the most valuable retailer, has no inventory. Airbnb, the largest accommodation provider, owns no real estate”.18 These companies have found ways to monetise services nobody thought of providing before: a seat in a car, a spare bedroom, or a commercial link.


In these examples, workers are not displaced by cheap labour in other countries. In fact, the same phenomenon is occurring in China and other Asian countries. Manufacturing in China has fallen by 25 percent since 1996.19 Rather than an issue of displaced labour, technology allows companies to produce more output with less labour.


For years, one of the working assumptions of public policy makers was that people could get ahead and achieve a middle-class status by working hard, getting the right skills and playing by the rules. A good education was the key for their children to do better than themselves. Quoting Thomas Friedman, “this is just not true anymore”.20 Income and wealth inequality in many developed countries has soared in recent years, even in some of the most egalitarian countries like Germany, Sweden and Denmark, and even more rapidly since the 2008 recession.21


During and following the Industrial Revolution, a conventional idea was that technological advances worked alongside wage increases. Recently, median wages have stopped matching productivity gains. A small fraction of people captures an increasing portion of the benefits of growth.


Many public policies are based on the assumption that income distribution follows a normal curve, where the largest proportion of the population is found in the middle. Moving away from the centre, the number of people in higher and lower income brackets drops rapidly. An “average” person is conceptualised as one in the middle of a normal distribution. If this was still the case, the median income over the last 10 years would have risen with the average income.22 However, this has not been the case.23 This assumption, like others, needs to be revisited. There is a need to challenge conventional ideas and re-frame issues from a different perspective to invent solutions adapted to the changing policy landscape of the post-industrial era.


A world where the unimpeded functioning of the economic sphere would be heading towards a “power law distribution” of income and economic opportunities would give rise to a very different set of challenges than previously experienced. This would mean that a small group of people would reap a disproportionate share of the benefits of growth and wealth creation. Most people would end up below the average income, yet Gross Domestic Production (GDP) would continue to rise without an appreciable income increase for the vast majority of people. The tide would not lift all the boats. Rising inequality has a corrosive effect on the governance of a country.24 Public sector leaders need to figure out what can be done to encourage shared prosperity, and what society is willing to do to help fellow citizens through an unprecedented period of adjustment.


The key point is not so much to debate the merit of various policy prescriptions but to recognise the fact that these problems do not solve themselves. They require deliberate government actions and a robust mix of public policies to ensure that the pace of disruptive technological change does not outpace the absorptive capacity of society.25
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