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Symposium on institutions,
incentives and public sector
performance

OPI hosted a symposium in January, attended
by more than fifty researchers and
practitioners, on the effects of recent reforms
that have rewritten the rules (changed the
institutions) governing the management and
delivery of public services around the world.
Prof Christopher Hood (All Souls College,
Oxford and Director of the ESRC Public Services
Programme) provided an introduction and
summed up. The participants engaged in
moderated roundtable discussions on the
issues raised by a set of papers prepared for
the meeting:

-Do we need a theory of effective government
before we measure it? (Matt Andrews, Harvard
Kennedy School of Government)

- Performance and deprivation in English local
government (Dirk Haubrich, Prof lain McLean &
Roxana Gutierrez-Romero, Department of
Politics and International Relations, Oxford)

-Determinants of school educational outcomes
in India (Manisha Singh, India Development
Foundation)

- The political economy of educational
performance in India (Prof Geeta Kingdon,
Institute of Education)

-Pay ’em or flay ’em: improving productivity in
the medical labour market (Karen Bloor,
Department of Health Sciences, York)
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-Public sector health care reforms that
‘work’?: The case of the Veterans Health
Administration (Adam Oliver LSE Health &
Social Care)

Three themes emerged from the discussion
of international significance and requiring
further research: the rate of substitution
between different classes of incentives (in
particular, the extent to which ~high-
powered’ incentives undermine intrinsic
incentives (professionalism and public ethic);
the extent to which central agencies can
manage local government services ~by
numbers’; and the role of leadership in public
sector performance.

“OPI’s mission is to contribute
to public sector performance by
providing international
comparative evidence about
what works best in different
settings and why.”
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The papers from the meeting, together with
additional papers that have been offered, are
being prepared for publication on the OPI
website. The papers presented at the meeting are
available by contacting Jerrett Myers
(jmyers@opi.org.uk) and the PowerPoint
presentations are available at
www.opi.org.uk/publicsectorperformance.shtml

Private sector contributions to
public sector performance

The private sector has much to offer public sector
organisations. Firms excel in financial, IT,
procurement and other systems that are often
poorly developed in government agencies. Firms
often set standards in human resource
management. Some are adept at long range
strategic and operational planning, contract
negotiation or have expertise in special areas of
the law. However, their potential to assist
government partners is seldom realized. One
possible reason is that even “socially responsible’
firms may have weak incentives to operate
outside their core business areas. They may fear
erosion of shareholder capital, conflicts of
interest or reputational costs when their
government partners fail. Although the interests
of firms operating globally is served best by
governments that are politically stable and
perform well and by predictable business
partners, concerns over coordination, legitimacy
and the returns to investments are creating
obstacles to private sector contributions that
might improve economic and legal frameworks,
upgrade public sector management and result in
better public services.

Roundtable discussions under the Chatham House
Rule

OPI is convening a series of meetings with the
support from the Economic and Social Research
Council to explore these issues. A brief
introduction to the theory and evidence provides a
preface to a moderated discussion where meeting
participants can debate, discuss and extend the
ideas under the Chatham House Rule. Informal
discussion continues over wine and cheese during
the last hour of the meeting. The ideas generated
by each meeting are being written up to allow
participants to reflect on them further. The first
three meetings have provided important insights
into the latest thinking on ‘transparency’,
‘corruption’ and corporate ‘legitimacy’. The
meeting notes are available at
www.opi.org.uk/Privatecontributionsnotes.shtml.

‘Does disclosure improve behaviour'?

This meeting held on 21 November 2007
considered whether and to what effect disclosure
might improve behaviour of firms and
governments. Prof Tim Besley (London School of
Economics & Bank of England Monetary Policy
Committee) and Prof Adrian Henriques (Middlesex
University) introduced the topic.

‘The architecture of corruption’

This meeting held on 16 January 2008 explored
the varied nature of corruption and how reputable
investing firms can manage their business in a
corrupt environment. Rocco Macchiavello (Nuffield
College, Oxford) and Graham Baxter (International
Business Leaders Forum) introduced the topic.
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‘A question of legitimacy’

The legitimacy private firms have to support the
development of public sector management
systems was discussed at a meeting on 18
February. Roger Hay (OPI), Andrew Bone (De Beers)
and Graham Baxter (International Business
Leaders Forum) introduced the topic. The
discussion focused on the “boundaries of
corporate legitimacy’ and the strategies firms
have adopted to build legitimacy in support of
public sector activities.

‘Managing incomplete contracts’

The fourth and final meeting in this series will be
held on 31 March. It will consider the risks
associated with the incomplete contracts that
typically govern natural resource extraction.
Increasingly, such contracts involve some kind of
joint venture arrangements with other, possibly
national or nationally owned companies. It will
explore how such relationships can be managed
best and what theory or evidence is available to
inform corporate strategy. The topic will be
introduced by Rocco Macchiavello (Nuffield
College, Oxford) and Lorenzo Cotula (International
Institute for Environment and Development).
Registration is now open at
www.opi.org.uk/privatecontributions.htm

A ‘Practitioner Research Community’

OPI’s intention is to use these meetings to build a
network of researchers, NGO, corporate and
public managers with a shared concern for how
the private sector can contribute to better public
sector performance. This " Practitioner Research
Community’ will provide a forum where academics
and practitioners can continue to meet to
exchange views, identify research gaps and build
knowledge.

New publications

Private sector contributions to public sector
performance: ‘Does disclosure improve
behaviour?’

Initiatives to promote “transparency’ confront
unexpected obstacles and sometimes fail. This
note describes some theoretical and empirical
factors that might help explain this “transparency
gap’ and some possible ways of closing it. It is
available at
www.opi.org.uk/Privatecontributionsnotes.shtml.

Do we need a theory of government before we
measure government effectiveness?

There has been a considerable body of work on
the measurement of ‘good government’. However,
it provides little information about what effective
government is and how successful public
administrations function.

The absence of an effective theoretical framework
can allow untested ‘proverbs of administration’ to
dominate thinking on “good government’ and
promote unhelpful and sometimes perilous
practices. There is evidence that some
governments are able to provide key outcomes
better than others facing similar contextual
challenges which are not fully explained by
existing paradigms. A theoretical foundation that
helps to explain why something works, or not, is
central to developing strategies for improving
government performance. Access Matt Andrews’
(Harvard Kennedy School of Government) article
as one of a series of publications from the January
Symposium
(www.opi.org.uk/publicsectorperformance.shtml).
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Read Prof Peter John’s (Institute for Political and

Economic Governance, Manchester) article as

one of a series of publications from the January
| > Symposium on Institutions, Incentives and

o (ﬁg{? Public Sector Performance
. www.opi.org.uk/publicsectorperformance.shtml

Comprehensive Performance Assessment:
efficiency versus fairness?

A common fiscal conundrum in decentralized
regimes is whether to compensate local
authorities for the level of deprivation in their Oxford Policy Institute
jurisdictions. In the case of England, the 3 Mansfield Road
question arises in the following form: should Oxford OX1 3T8
the Audit Commission adjust performance
scores to allow for the level of deprivation of
English local authority areas, compensating
them for the difficulty of administering Email:
services? On the one hand, it might be argued editor@opi.org.uk
that fairness demands greater compensation
in areas with greater levels of deprivation (low
income, high unemployment, poor health, and
low educational attainment levels) as they
create additional resource needs and require
greater management skills and effort to
deliver public services.

Phone:
+44 1865 250 233

However, Peter John distinguishes between
the additional costs of delivering local services
in deprived areas, which might justify
additional resources, and the greater
management challenges posed by such areas.
He argues that compensation for management
difficulty diminishes the “shock effect’ of poor
performance scores which have been shown
to generate local debate and political
pressures for improvement.

Visit us at:

www.opi.org.uk




