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TRANSLATING THEORETICAL IDEAS
INTO MODERN STATE REFORM
Economics-Inspired Reforms and
Competing Models of Governance
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TOM CHRISTENSEN
University of Oslo

Reform ideas inspired by the new institutional economics have swept the world. This article
examines three perspectives on organizing government and civil service. The individual-eco-
nomic model draws on market theories. It emphasizes institutional arrangements designed to
harness individual self-interest to achieve overall efficiency. The collectivist model stresses a
centralized state, collective goals, and cultural integration. The pluralist model celebrates a
vital group life and sees heterogeneous interests as properly reflected in a public sector char-
acterized by institutional variety. We analyze the three as guides to reform, with emphasis on
the individual-economicmodel, andargue that each applies best under certain conditions.

Keywords: reform; governance; administration; rationality; new institutional
economics

Public administration all over the world has experienced major reforms
in recent decades, reforms probably more extensive than ever before in
history and seen by some as an inevitable consequence of a marketized
global system (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
[OECD], 1995, 1996). But variety in reform processes is evident in differ-
ent countries; some have radically changed the structure and actions of their
whole civil service, whereas others have been more reluctant and have con-
ducted limited reforms, often attuned to the contraints and guidelines of
their historical traditions, political-administrative systems, and economic
situations (Christensen & Lægreid, 2001b; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2000).
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Modern reforms are quite self-consciously theory driven, particularly
in the radical reform countries. Rather than simply a pragmatic reaction to
particular problems, these reforms rest on a well-articulated body of aca-
demic writings. The theory behind them is primarily different versions of
new institutional economic theory (Boston, Martin, Pallot, & Walsh,
1996; Schick, 1996). An antistate and promarket normative leaning and
individually oriented ideas generally characterize this body of theory
(Self, 2000). These ideas are rather abstract and general and must be
“translated” in order to provide a more specific roadmap and driving force
for a reform program and its accompanying practical changes
(Czarniawska & Sevon, 1996). It is this translation, or rather the results of
the translation process, and not the theories as such, that are the focus of
this paper. We analyze what characterizes the rationality of this individ-
ual-economic model when applied in different reform contexts. We also
consider the strengths, weaknesses, and appropriate conditions for the
application of competing models of public administration.

The individual-economic perspective and its related logic generally
face government organizations based on other types of thinking, norms,
and values that are more political in nature, based on notions of collective
responsibility or fulfilling groups’ needs. In contrast to this economics-
inspired model, we discuss two more traditional public sector models—a
collectivist model of the state and civil service and a more pluralist model
(Dahl & Lindblom, 1953; Olsen, 1988). The collectivist model stresses
the conscious design of a centralized state, based on collective goals, cen-
tral control by political and administrative leaders, and the rule of law—a
culturally integrated state where elected representatives, civil servants,
and citizens have a set of common obligations and rights (March & Olsen,
1989). It combines structural and cultural variables as a guide to under-
standing the development of government organizations and how modern
reforms are received (Christensen & Peters, 1999).

The pluralist model sees the state and the civil service as based on more
heterogeneous features. The environment of the state is heterogeneous
concerning geography, culture, religion, social classes, and groups, some-
thing that is reflected in the heterogeneity in the public apparatus (Bentley,
1967; Kornhauser, 1959; Truman, 1951). The political system, govern-
ment, and civil service consist not of one power center but a plurality of
such centers, all trying to negotiate and build on their interests (Allison,
1971). Public policy resulting from such heterogeneity is often more
ambiguous and less coherent than policy resulting from a collectivist
model but may have democratic advantages in encompassing more actors
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and interests in a participatory style, thereby creating greater legitimacy
than might result from a more centralized and controlled process (Mosher,
1967; Olsen, 1983). This can be taken as an example of political as
opposed to economic rationality.

When contrasting the rationality of the three models—two traditional
and one emerging—we ask some overall questions but also focus on cer-
tain aspects of the government and its civil service: Are there some uni-
form features that characterize how the rationality of the individual-eco-
nomic perspective is translated into modern reforms of the state and its
administration? Or is it the case that some new and common economic
ideas are translated into a variety of reform solutions? To what extent and
in what ways do the reforms based on the putatively rational, individual-
economic model contrast to the main features of the collectivist and plu-
ralistic ideas represented in the traditional structure and norms of the state
and civil service? And do the new ideas merge with old ones in practical
reforms, eventually resulting in qualitatively new forms of governance?

More specifically, how does the individual-economic model, trans-
lated into specific modern reforms, deviate from the collectivist and plu-
ralist ones, concerning the following:

• changes in the definition of the role of the government and its civil service,
• changes in the definition of the content of major political and administra-

tive roles, and
• changes in the definition of citizenship (particularly as part of the emerging

focus on the citizen as consumer).

This article is primarily theoretical, contrasting an economic and polit-
ical rationality or logic as experienced in modern reforms. But we will
also use comparative examples from reforms in different countries to
illustrate our main theoretical points.

TRADITIONAL MODELS OF GOVERNMENT AND
THE CIVIL SERVICE

THE COLLECTIVIST MODEL

This model is based on the notion that the government is a homoge-
neous and monolithic entity (Allison, 1971). People have common inter-
ests in a collective state order and delegate sovereignty to politicians and
civil servants so that collective interests can be fulfilled (Olsen, 1988).
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This is a centralized model, giving much power to central political and
administrative leaders (Hood, 1998). Leaders consciously design the state
apparatus to fulfill collective goals, and when interests and problems
change, they will reorganize the government accordingly.

Structural and cultural elements are reinforced in the collectivist model
(Christensen & Peters, 1999). The structural order of the government
works in harmony with the integral features of the culture. Political lead-
ers are aware of their collective responsibilities and obligations and
behave accordingly, embodying a common heritage, purpose, and future
destiny (March & Olsen, 1989). Civil servants are presocialized through
their education, and socialized, disciplined, and trained in the public appa-
ratus, so that they internalize collective goals, interact closely with the
politicians, and represent what they perceive to be the will of the public.
The general public shares collective norms and values and learns how to
behave as good citizens.

So according to this model, and related to the main points of analysis
stated above:

• The public sector and its signature employees, the civil service, are integral
parts of the collective governmental system, furthering collective goals and
following the commands of political leaders. The civil service is a neutral
instrument in preparing and implementing collective purposes and is cul-
turally integrated in the sense that it shares the normsof the political system.

• Political leaders have roles that include attending to their mandate of popu-
lar sovereignty but also hierarchically fulfilling those obligations through a
centralized command system, representing an embodiment of the collec-
tive purpose. Administrative leaders provide political leaders with support
and expert advice aimed at achieving collective goals; at the same time,
administrative leaders are granted professional autonomy and discretion.
They are also part of the collective cultural fabric.

• The nation’s people are primarily seen as citizens with a collective part in
the political system. Their role is to both influence and support the system
through active participation but also to attend to and accept the decisions
made by the political and administrative leaders.

There are many criticisms of the applicability or viability of this model.
Some are general in emphasis. It is often difficult, particularly in non-
homogenous nations, to gain support for developing the common good—
to secure integration and collective interests and to subordinate individual
interests (March & Olsen, 1989). Collective processes may be manipu-
lated in favor of leaders and groups. Institutions, in other words, often
have built-in biases and conflicts are thereby hidden or masked. It is well
and good to praise the collectivist model for its many virtues, but how, in
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the real world, where there is often intense political or social conflict, can
one secure debate and discourse about public institutions, develop con-
sensus and competence, and avoid rhetoric (Habermas, 1981)?

Seen from an individual-economic point of view, the interest of the
individual is not well taken care of in a collective system. Because individ-
uals will seek fulfillment of their self-interest, many aspects of a homoge-
neous-collective model will be modified in practice (Hood, 1998). Public
organizations are not easy to design in a collective way, especially where
individualistic cultures and heterogeneous social conditions prevail. For-
mal structural constraints, and the admonitions of those in formal posi-
tions, are difficult to enforce when people tend to act mainly in their own
individual-rational ways, and public institutions are difficult to integrate
when individual norms are strong. In addition, public discourse does not
do much to solve the problem when competing interests are evident, that
is, clear to all.

Seen from a pluralist point of view, the collective model is also likely to
be unrealistic in many ways. One cannot assume away the heterogeneity
in a society and indeed in the political-administrative system that tends to
reflect many of the society’s needs and interests (March & Olsen, 1983).
Institutions and subunits inside the civil service will not only serve com-
peting interests in society but also reflect their own perspectives, interests,
and norms, and that will make it quite a challenge, perhaps an insurmount-
able one, to design and integrate a collective system. Under such condi-
tions, hierarchical authority is quite difficult to enforce. The influence of
interest groups in society, especially those that penetrate the public system
and make alliances with public actors, lead to competing centers of influ-
ence inside the political-administrative system.

THE PLURALIST MODEL

The pluralist model works from the notion that there is no such thing as
a homogeneous government or political system. The governmental appa-
ratus is heterogeneous, consisting of different power centers—institutions
and levels—that often serve different interests (Allison, 1971; Olsen,
1988). Actors inside the apparatus share some common and general goals
and cultural values, but most of the time they act politically and adminis-
tratively based on specific interests related to levels and geographical defi-
nitions of politics; to class, social group, religion, or ethnic group; or to
specific sectors or organizational units.
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Add to this the fact that the government relates to a heterogeneous envi-
ronment, where the heterogeneity is connected to public and private actors
in the immediate task environment (Selznick, 1949; Thompson, 1967) or
to forces in the wider environment ranging from parliamentary factions to
international organizations. Government seldom has to attend to only one
set of environmental forces. Rather, it reacts to numerous groups that have
competing interests and often sets up differentiated organizational struc-
tures to cope with this heterogeneity, a phenomenon labeled “contin-
gency” by some organization theorists (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Pfeffer
& Salancik, 1978). These plural structures, in turn, are difficult to orga-
nize hierarchically and control centrally.

The pluralist state is characterized by a tug-of-war between diverse
interests and a resulting variety in the content of public policy that differs,
at least in degree, from the collective model. There are different ways and
procedures to cope with this heterogeneity. One is that opposing interests
are melded into compromises; another is that there are winners and losers
where processes yield irreconcilable differences (Olsen, 1983); and a
third is the quasi-solution of conflicts and the sequential attending to inter-
ests as a viable way to cope with different interests (Cyert & March,
1963).

According to the pluralist model:

• The public sector and civil service are seen as consisting of semiautono-
mous units having different interests and perspectives.

• The role of politicians and civil servants in such a state is primarily as nego-
tiators and mediators, trying both to further certain interests and to recon-
cile and balance them.

• People in such a model are seen primarily as representatives of special gov-
ernmental units or interest groups outside the government.

From an individualistic-economic point of view, this model is right in
pointing toward competing interests in the political-administrative sys-
tem, but it fails in putting too much emphasis on the importance of groups
in their collective sense. And it de-emphasizes the fact that special inter-
ests may dominate the government, resulting in a public sector that is
unnecessarily large (Self, 2000). The economic model would underscore
that the interests and preferences of individual actors in a political-admin-
istrative system are not stable and consistent but rather are determined by
each opportunity presented and therefore inhibit group attachments and
group action.
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Seen from the perspective of the collective model, the pluralist model
downplays much too much the importance of formal arrangements in
public organizations, arrangements that aim to modify the importance of
heterogeneous ties for actors. These arrangements are formal hierarchies
that still allow for some discretion but are seen from the collective per-
spective as fundamentally important in shaping attitudes and actual deci-
sion behavior (Gulick, 1937; Hammond, 1990; Simon, 1957). Public
institutions also are viewed as having a host of cultural mechanisms that
aim at shaping collective attitudes. These come from the education system
as well as from socializing and disciplining instruments inside of public
organizations designed to keep public servants and politicians attuned to
collective interests. Taken together, they are meant to develop collective
norms and values. From this perspective, even though different interests
groups and subcultures are important, they also share some common
norms as to how to act appropriately (Christensen & Røvik, 1999; March,
1994).

BASIC FEATURES OF
THE INDIVIDUAL-ECONOMIC MODEL

TRANSLATING BASIC ECONOMIC IDEAS

This model is primarily based on the notion that to understand (and
improve) society in general and the working of the political-administra-
tive system in particular, one has to start from the notion of single, individ-
ual actors and their pursuit of self-interest. Actors think and act strategi-
cally to fulfill personal goals and are primarily utility-maximizing
individuals (Boston et al., 1996; Evans, Grimes, Wilkinson, & Teece,
1996; Hood, 1998). In this way of seeing things, inspired by economic
theories of the market and behavior in private organizations, cultural con-
straints are unimportant or even sometimes ignored, although narrowly
conceived organizational rules are usually seen as influencing the way
actors behave. In the most extreme version of this model, however, it does
not matter whether or not one is acting in an institution with strongly artic-
ulated cultural traditions—the logic of acting is always the same. To use
Mary Douglas’s (1986) concepts in her cultural theory, individualists, like
economic man, score low on both “group” (feelings of belonging to a
group) and “grid” (feelings of being controlled by societal rules of a for-
mal and informal nature).

Aberbach, Christensen / MODELS OF REFORM 497

 by Marcos Pó on October 8, 2009 http://aas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aas.sagepub.com


But, as Allison (1982) once asked, “Public and private management:
Are they fundamentally alike in all unimportant respects?” As that question
suggests, the individual-economic model has to be adjusted to or trans-
lated to the everyday life of public organizations. And this process is what
modern reforms, based on a new “liberal” (individual-economic, pursuit
of self-interest) set of ideas, are all about. What we would like to discuss
are the general features of and varieties in the reforms and their results. Do
modern reforms of the civil service in various parts of the world show
common patterns in how the economic-individual ideas inspiring these
reforms are translated into practice, or is there variety based on structural
and cultural differences (Peters, 1996)?

There are several reasons to pose questions like this. Economic theory
of the kind underlying the reforms has few concepts that relate to tradi-
tional notions of structure and culture. But to change the public sector, one
has to point to how and to what degree these economic ideas should lead to
reorganization and change of culture in the public sector (Boston et al.,
1996). For example, how should the public sector change its principles of
specialization or coordination (Gulick, 1937; Hammond, 1990)? And
how should leaders behave in situations that are strongly associated with
or affected by traditional cultural norms and values (Selznick, 1957)?
Economic theory has not generally had much to say about this.

Finally, the individual-economic perspective is not homogeneous or
totally consistent. Different manifestations have common features but
also vary in many respects. That makes it all the more interesting to see
how it is translated into public reforms. For example, Boston et al. (1996),
in an analysis of the economic thinking behind the reforms in New Zea-
land, showed that different directions in new institutional theory result in
different reforms solutions (although there are, of course, many similari-
ties also). This underscores the point of variety but also potential ambigu-
ity in the coupling between theory and practical application.

INDIVIDUALS AND INSTITUTIONS

Work on the public sector that starts from what we call here the individ-
ual-economic perspective is labeled the “new institutional economics” by
people in the field. As the name implies, such theorists do not see them-
selves as ignoring institutions or even downplaying them; indeed, they
focus on how actors behave in different institutions with different incen-
tive structures (Boston et al., 1996; Moe, 1984, 1991; Williamson, 1985).
However, rather than focus on the historical development of norms and
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values in public institutions, the center of attention of much traditional
organization theory (Selznick, 1957), they emphasize certain formal
aspects of public organizations, such as rules. Starting from the assump-
tion that individuals in organizations (indeed, individuals in all settings)
act according to self-interest, they analyze organizational behavior in
terms of the ways self-interest plays out. Successful institutions use
“incentive schemes, monitoring and enforcement mechanisms, governing
arrangements and the like” (Moe, 1991, p. 122) to channel self-interested
individual behavior toward the goals of their leaders; unsuccessful (ill-
designed) institutions find their aims undermined by participants out for
their own gains. The idea is to design the system so as to motivate selfish
individuals to do the “right” thing by rewarding or punishing them appro-
priately. Contracts, for example, are favored because the goals can be
specified and the actors compensated on the basis of their success or fail-
ure in accomplishing the agreed-upon end (Martin, 1995). Privatizing is
favored because private organizations can be more effectively insulated
from competing interest groups than public sector organizations, and
workers in the private sector can more easily be rewarded according to
performance than those in the public sector. Competition is favored
because it is said to force the administrators of organizations to adhere to
the goals set out by the leadership or lose out to other organizations. Rule-
bound behavior typical of civil service systems is severely criticized; flex-
ible personnel and reward systems to motivate workers are favored
(Lægreid, 2001).

There are, of course, numerous problems with such an approach. At the
broadest level, it can be characterized as narrow and, at minimum, lacking
sufficient appreciation for the fact that “human beings are not merely eco-
nomic beings, but also political, cultural and moral beings” (Boston et al.,
1996, p. 30). It is, for example, often difficult to set precise organizational
goals in the public sector because of complexity and lack of agreement,
and therefore difficult to measure goal attainment. Ambiguity in such
cases is a political necessity and allows bargaining to proceed as part of
implementation. Goals are often developed in the process of implementa-
tion, not beforehand (March & Olsen, 1976). Equality of access and gen-
eral equity is often the goal in the public sector, with institutional effi-
ciency, defined in economic terms, as a secondary consideration. Finally,
one can raise questions about the generality of the self-interest motive.
One major goal of organizations, including public sector organizations, is
to socialize individuals so that they adopt organizational goals (Egeberg,
1995). The public service is based first on notions of service, not
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economic gain. By assuming the opposite and structuring institutions
accordingly, one may create problems rather than solve them (Aberbach,
2001; Miller & Whitford, 2002). One might, for example, greatly increase
personnel costs by compensating executives at private sector levels and
still not significantly improve performance in the complex political envi-
ronment of the public sector, including organizations that rely for their
missions and benefits on the public sector.

THE INDIVIDUAL-ECONOMIC MODEL AND REFORM:
A BRIEF CRITIQUE

GOVERNANCE AND CIVIL SERVICE

The individual-economic model does not have a clear notion of gover-
nance, and especially of the role of the civil service. The model lacks an
overall understanding of how the civil service fits into a democratic sys-
tem or how it should work in its relationship to political bodies. It has a
general understanding that it should be well run and efficient, attending
mainly to service-related tasks, but not much about its purpose in a wider
societal context (Olsen, 1988). It is ambiguous concerning hierarchy and
the authority structure because its variants endorse both streamlining and
a clear command-chain, on one hand, and a service and consumer orienta-
tion, without too much steering and regulation, along with empowerment
of the people in the frontline of the bureaucracy, on the other (Christensen
& Lægreid, 2001a). Often, as in the case of the American National Perfor-
mance Review, it endorses both without any sense of possible contradic-
tions (Aberbach & Rockman, 2000).

POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE ROLES

The individual-economic model (or, better stated, models) also pres-
ents a mixed and partly inconsistent view on the definition of leadership
roles. To simplify the point, the model is skeptical toward politicians
because they represent a system and an approach that undermines the pos-
sibility of efficiency, both in the society/economy at large and inside the
political-administrative system more specifically. To put it harshly, they
represent an efficiency loss! They think more about reelection and fur-
thering popular policies than about solving real problems in an efficient
way (Niskanen 1971, 1991; Self, 2000). This leads advocates of the

500 ADMINISTRATION & SOCIETY / November 2003

 by Marcos Pó on October 8, 2009 http://aas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aas.sagepub.com


individual-economic approach to endorse reforms that modify the role of
politicians, making them less central to the process. One change is the
structural devolution of public companies (Spicer, Emanuel, & Powell,
1996). This is based on the idea that it is the best for the companies and for
the system at large that politicians not interfere in the conduct of the com-
panies’ business. Another example is the devolution of agencies, such as
Next Steps in the United Kingdom (Rhodes, 1997). Whether politicians
should have any steering role at all is often ambiguous in these theorists’
thinking about this question, even though they talk about “frame steer-
ing,” that is, specifying general goals and not specific instruments of con-
trol. Another example of keeping politicians away from public decisions
is the establishment of independent regulatory agencies, such as those one
sees in the United States and the European Union and its member coun-
tries (Majone, 1996). Again the thought is, simply put, that most politi-
cians mess things up, so it is preferable to leave it to independent bodies to
make decisions about regulation and thereby about what public policies
are implemented.

On the other hand, most economics-influenced models hold that politi-
cians should be the masters of a hierarchically based incentive system,
with emphasis on clear goals and means, a monitoring system reporting
results, and a connected system of rewards and punishments. Such a sys-
tem is often combined with individual contracts for leaders (Christensen
& Lægreid, 2001a; Gregory, 2001). But on the other side, and at the same
time, it is argued that authority and discretion should also be delegated to
lower levels of public organizations, empowering people to decide and act
inside broader policy frames, thereby creating more efficiency through
local competence (Christensen & Lægreid, 2002). A crucial question
here, of course, is whether it is possible to do these two things at the same
time.

Economic-individual models are also skeptical about bureaucrats in
general. Because it is assumed that they are driven by self-interest,
bureaucrats are primarily viewed as imperialistic and as highly motivated
to expand programs, resources, and units inside the public bureaucracy
(Niskanen, 1971, 1991). This expansionism is seen as unwanted and rep-
resents a major problem for the efficiency of the public sector. Therefore,
in important respects, bureaucrats cannot be trusted. In certain countries,
this is reflected in organizational arrangements that weaken the influence
of administrative leaders by bringing additional actors into the process.
Examples are tendencies over the years in Australia, New Zealand, and
the United Kingdom for politicians to seek policy advice in the private

Aberbach, Christensen / MODELS OF REFORM 501

 by Marcos Pó on October 8, 2009 http://aas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aas.sagepub.com


sector, often in the form of arranging competition for advice between top
civil servants and private consulting firms, and to hire administrators from
the private sector (Martin, 1998). The development of regulatory agencies
in these countries can also be seen as one result of skepticism toward cen-
tral bureaucrats, and certainly as undermining some of their traditional
main functions.

The role of top administrative leaders in public organizations in indi-
vidual-economic models is complicated and complex, even possibly
inconsistent (Self, 2000). It is, in some ways, characterized by cross-pres-
sures. On one hand, advocates of this view hold that administrative leaders
should be controlled by politicians by means of an incentive structure,
usually formalized in a contract system offering rewards for accomplish-
ments and penalties for failure to achieve goals (Lægreid, 2001). On the
other hand, administrative leaders should themselves control others—
subordinate leaders, institutions, and levels—and have considerable man-
agerial discretion in doing so. This could lead either to close alliances with
political leaders, underscored by strongly increasing salaries, like we see
in some of the countries implementing new public management (NPM)
ideas to their fullest, or to an increasingly independent position of admin-
istrative leaders because they feel less loyalty to and more tension toward
politicians (Gregory, 2001). But it is also possible that this system could
encourage alliances between top administrative leaders and leaders of
agencies and public companies. How the system works out in practice
should be a major topic for NPM researchers.

Adding to the complexity of the role of administrative leaders is the
tendency in market-oriented systems to favor stronger structural differen-
tiation and a principle of “single-purpose” organizations (Christensen &
Lægreid, 2001a). This is believed to foster a more effective and less
ambiguous civil service (Niskanen, 1994) but could potentially lead to
fragmentation and problems of coordination.

DEFINITION OF CITIZENSHIP

Most individual-economic models challenge traditional concepts of
citizenship in at least two ways. First, they promote a change from an inte-
grative perspective to an aggregative perspective in which citizens are
conceived as atomized individuals with relatively weak bonds or ties
(March & Olsen, 1989). Traditional notions of citizenship emphasize
belonging to a collectivity with a common heritage and a common future
destiny. Citizenship gives a person certain rights but also emphasizes
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major obligations, particularly in terms of appropriate public behavior. A
good citizen in a democratic society is someone who actively participates
in elections, public discourse, and other parts of public life as part of an
obligation to the political community of which he or she is a part.

The “new” citizen role (often renamed the “customer role” in recent
NPM literature—see below), is much narrower, heavily emphasizing
individual rights and choices. People are only incidentally in the formal
group of citizens, and there is little stress on feelings of belonging or inte-
gration. If voting, for example, does not further an individual’s self-inter-
est, then a highly individualistic perspective would view it as irrational to
participate in elections. If the government cannot guarantee a citizen’s
rights or violates them in certain ways, a highly appropriate (even prefera-
ble) way to change things is through cases brought to court rather than
through more traditional political and administrative processes. Part of
this more individually oriented role conception is not new—it has long
been seen in the United States, for example, and often with quite positive
results, particularly for the rights of minorities—but it is spreading
rapidly.

Ideas derived from the new institutional economic theory also de-
emphasize the role of the citizen and underscore peoples’roles as consum-
ers, customers, or users (Aberbach & Rockman, 2000; Christensen &
Lægreid, 2002). The public sector and civil service do not exist in their
own right as embodiments of the wider political community but must be
legitimated through how efficient they are in delivering service to people.
The election channel is a slow and ineffective way of influencing the civil
service, and there are much better ways for people to confront the civil ser-
vice directly (or indirectly through contracts) to make it behave more effi-
ciently. People are empowered through changing their roles, through
defining them as consumers.

One can of course question the relationship of this consumer perspec-
tive to notions of democracy. One answer is that the consumer perspective
is nonpolitical, or even antipolitical, focusing primarily on the furthering
of individual self-interest (Frederickson, 1996). But a more confirming
answer would stress that this perspective represents a higher form of
democracy, a more direct democracy (Christensen & Lægreid, 2002).

Another question raised by this perspective is whether a change from
citizen to consumer creates (or furthers) inequality. Some institutional
economists may view this as an uninteresting question, whereas others
would emphasize the idea that people can have greater influence on public
organizations as customers than as broadly conceived citizens. A more

Aberbach, Christensen / MODELS OF REFORM 503

 by Marcos Pó on October 8, 2009 http://aas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aas.sagepub.com


skeptical view would emphasize the lack of evidence, at least to this point,
of strong general consumer (as opposed to more narrow organized inter-
est) influence in the public sector (Aberbach & Rockman, 2000). It would
also stress that the election channel has the advantage of one-person, one-
vote, whereas a market orientation toward the public sector and civil ser-
vice produces major biases between customers, based on differences in
political and social resources.

DOES ONE SIZE FIT ALL?

Economically oriented public sector reform ideas have swept through
the modern world, pushed by major international institutions and adopted
by nations eager to share in the latest advances (Peters, 1996). Because of
different needs, political pressures, and historical traditions, nations do
not tend to adopt the entire package of reforms, but pick, choose, modify,
and translate them to fit local conditions (Christensen & Lægreid, 2001b;
Kettl, 1997; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2000; Sahlin-Andersson, 2000). This
often leads to contradictions and sometimes even undermines the entire
effort.

This article examines three different perspectives (models, as we often
label them) on how to organize the government and civil service. Two
have venerable traditions; the third is relatively new and is favored by
many modern reformers. Each has strengths and weaknesses. To a large
degree, the model one prefers is a function of one’s experiences, goals,
and values. The collectivist model has numerous strengths, particularly in
regards to feelings of common history, purpose, and community, and is
particularly attractive to those who desire to use centralized systems to
further collective goals. The pluralist model recognizes and celebrates a
vital group life growing out of the heterogeneous interests of those who
live in a complex society and sees these interests reflected in a public sec-
tor characterized by institutional variety. The individual-economic model
draws on market theories to emphasize ways to harness individual self-
interest in the service of overall efficiency. It recommends institutional
arrangements designed to achieve that end.

Each of the models is likely to apply best under certain conditions. The
collectivist model, with its standardized institutions, is best suited to a
homogenous society with strong egalitarian norms. The pluralist model
fits a heterogeneous society with a complex social organization and
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many competing interests. It establishes structures to broker competing
interests, and its government and civil service play a vital role in this,
although efficiency in the narrow economic sense may be quite limited.
The individual-economic model focuses on the motivations of individual
actors, takes self-interest for granted, and aims for a government that acts
much like a well-functioning business enterprise in the private sector. It
seems especially well suited to a highly fluid environment in which capi-
tal, labor, and technology flow easily across national boundaries, upset-
ting traditional notions of citizenship, public regulation systems, and even
national independence, and generating a strong demand for efficiency in
order to compete for capital and employment opportunities.

One can argue that the individual-economic model has made such
strides in recent years because it is well suited to an environment of glob-
alization. By the same token, it is often resisted or undermined as nations
and interests within them seek to maintain their political cultures and tra-
ditions. For countries whose populations remain homogenous and whose
economic resources are substantial, resistance to many of the NPM
reforms is quite rational. For highly pluralistic polities whose economies
are strong enough to weather outside pressures, the same holds true. For
others, the individual-economic approach of NPM may make more sense.
But because nations differ so in traditions, in the nature of their popula-
tions, in the strengths of the groups and interests within them, and in the
vulnerabilities of their economies, it seems clear that one size of adminis-
trative reform will not fit all equally well (Christensen & Lægreid, 2001b).
In other words, what is rational for one polity may well be quite irrational
for another. One of the interesting things about a la mode reforms is that
they are often adopted without serious analysis of their need or applicabil-
ity or are packaged in such a way that their elements do not fit together.

When new models of governance are introduced, such as the individ-
ual-economic model, one can ask what happens to the old ones. One pos-
sibility is that the new model will be totally dominant, superseding the
others. Seen in historical perspective, and taking into consideration the
endurance of the pluralist and collectivist models, this is not highly likely,
even though modern reform entrepreneurs like to argue this way. Another
possible development path is that the individual-economic model will be
in a strong position for some time but will then be countered by the two
others or some emerging model. The basic notion is that the weaknesses
found in each model eventually undermine its support, leading to the
dominance of a new one or to the re-emergence, although in modified
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form, of a pre-existing approach (Downs & Larkey, 1986). A third poten-
tial development, sometimes called the transformative process
(Christensen & Lægreid, 2001b), and probably the one most likely, is that
the individual-economic model will add to the complexity of the public
apparatus and that elements of it will ultimately find a place in a new and
melded organizational form and culture.
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