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EXCELLENCE IN PuBLIC SERVICE—
How Do You ReALty Know?

David T. Stanley

An impressive number of words have been produced on the topic of excel-
lence in the public service. Many of these words are wise, and some of them
are inspired, but there is a near-fatal shortcoming that has run through all
of them: we don’t really know. We don’t know enough about the quality of
the people we already have in the public service, and, not knowing, we are
guessing at what ought to be done about it.

This shortcoming extends into most management and personnel studies.
In the course of the Brookings analysis of New York City government’s
problems in getting and keeping professional, technical, and managerial
personnel, we found few absolute measures and few relative measures of
the quality of such employees.! The Municipal Manpower Commission re-
port, which enumerates an impressive array of problems in getting excel-
lent manpower for local governments in the United States, faced the same
problem. Indeed, the Commission had to face the matter presumptively
and speculatively:

“In summary, such evidences as there are of the quality of today’s APT [ad-
ministrative, professional, technical] personnel in local governments—evi-
dences of their age, training, and experience; observation of their vitality and
performance; and the judgment of their peers in the public service—raise sub-
stantial doubts as to whether this body of men and women is equal to the
changing role of local governments and the new large and challenging respon-
sibilities that are to be thrust upon them.? (emphasis supplied)
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In these and other studies systems and concepts are analyzed, and
changes are recommended in institutions and procedures. It is rare, how-
ever, that we get to the bare question of quality of people and the quality
of their performance. We tend to deal with a tissue of folklore, assertions,
and surface logic. Lacking more real evidence, it is hard to do otherwise.

In trying to judge quality in the public service, we can identify three lev-
els of measurement of excellence: first, one we shall call impressionistic;
second, one that might be called presumptive; and the third, proven. They
are presented in ascending order of validity.

Impressionistic

This is the level at which the quality of public employees is most commonly
and most noisily judged. It consists of people’s impressions of the quality of
public service. On the positive side it may lead to statements that a public
employee or a group of such employees are truly excellent. Why? Because a
citizen has been efficiently treated by someone giving information about
taxation; because a bookkeeper in a government agency has completed 50
years of service without ever taking an hour of sick leave or a dollar from
the petty cash drawer; or because a public employee has invented something
or saved somebody’s life or written an excellent publication.

On the negative side, where the press, legislative investigating commit-
tees, antagonistic politicians, and perhaps the public generally are busiest,
impressions of the quality of the public service consists of magnification or
perhaps simply factual recording of individual errors and failures. An
ambulance fails to answer a call promptly, a revenue official takes public
money to the dog track, a bureau chief makes a terrible speech, or the Dal-
las police fail to safeguard a prisoner.

On a broader scale we can make systematic surveys of what people think
of the excellence of the public service. This was done in the recent book,
The Image of the Federal Service, by Kilpatrick, Cummings, and Jennings of
the Brookings Institution.” Among many other things it reports the judg-
ments of samples of the population about the abilities of federal employees.

Presumptive

We proceed upward now to the next level at which the excellence of the
public service is measured, that which presumes that the public service is
good because we have made certain arrangements to assure its being good.
Or, on the contrary, that the quality of the public service is poor because
we have failed to make such arrangements. Examples: the public service is
good because we have a merit system, or because we pay salaries which are
nearly competitive with those of private industry, or because we have a
procedure to dismiss the incompetent, or because we have a training pro-
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gram, or because we give medals to outstanding public servants. All these
are good and positive provisions and it is easy to believe that the public
service is better with them than without them.

The logical inadequacy of this approach will be pretty obvious. A merit
system will not assure top quality personnel in and of itself. The achieve-
ments of a training program depend on who is trained and for what and
how well. The person who receives the superior service medal may simply
be the best of a bad lot.

It is this presumptive level of evaluation which runs through personnel
studies like those previously mentioned and which fills a fair part of the
writings on this topic sponsored by the American Society for Public Ad-
ministration and the American Academy of Political and Social Science.

Proven

We come now to the level of investigation of excellence which is at the top
and which we may call the proven level. Proving or disproving excellence
in the public service is difficult and indeed distasteful. If you really mean it
and really plan to go ahead with it many people will not want it to be
done. It may also involve the establishment of systems of fact-finding or
evaluation which will replace or conflict with existing systems and will
therefore encounter that well-known impediment to the improvement of
public administration: resistance to change.

Now how do we go about it? Let us consider two aspects of this: first,
proving how good a government program is and second, how good gov-
ernment people are.

Program Evaluation

The evaluation of how good a government program is as a means of judging
excellence in the public service is risky and returns to the area of presumptive
judgments. An excellent government program can have a few poor people in
it; a beautiful barn may house some terrible turkeys. Nevertheless, one may
with reasonable validity presume that an excellent program is at least partly
due to excellent management and excellent individual performance. How
then can we evaluate government’s programs?

Measured Progress Against Stated Goals. This is familiar to any student of
government. Any agency that is well managed will have clearly and specifi-
cally identified its goals, have chartered a course for reaching them, and
have provided means of measurement for judging their attainment. The
goal may be the laying of so many cubic yards of concrete, or a reduction in
the venereal disease rate or an increase in the number of home mortgage
policies handled, or whatever. It is essential that the goals be set by experts
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and that the means of measurement and progress be pretested and carefully
validated and scrupulously observed.

The measurements, at least the statistical ones, can be quite convincing.
A penal institution may be judged in part, for example, by the number of
escapes; public health programs may be judged by trends in morbidity and
mortality; credit programs can be judged by percentages of good loans and
bad loans; rehabilitation programs may Le judged by percentage of cases
rehabilitated.

Accreditation. This is a familiar method of evaluation used for schools,
colleges, and hospitals. If such an organization is officially accredited we
know that it has attained at least a certain standard. The method is obvi-
ously deficient since many of us have had unfortunate educational experi-
ences in accredited institutions and perhaps even unfortunate therapeutic
experiences in accredited hospitals.

Productivity Analyses. This technique of evaluation is belatedly coming
into recognition and use in the literature. Productivity analysis requires so-
phisticated and rigorous work by economists and statisticians to determine
measures of productivity for a government agency. The federal Bureau of
the Budget, as you may know, has been experimentally working on this
with four or five federal agencies.® By productivity measurement one ar-
rives at some interesting clues to possible improvement and some overall
judgments. Of course it will not reveal the many individual successes and
failures within the agency program which either contribute to or detract
from its overall productivity and which may be matters of proper concern
to anyone studying the excellence of the public service.

Ad Hoc Professional Evaluation. This method is often used, but it would
benefit from more incisiveness, objectivity, and courage. It involves the use
of expert commissions of inquiry to evaluate the quality of a government
program. Many agencies have been “worked over” by such groups, some
several times. The Social Security Administration has been reviewed by in-
surance experts; our aerial defense is checked by outside mathematicians;
New York City’s health laboratories are inspected by experts in the life sci-
ences. Such studies too often do not make frank statements about quality of
personnel. They are more likely to feel such professional kinship with the
agency officials as to pull their punches on criticisms which may sound per-
sonal. They may also be reluctant to praise as warmly as they would like to
for fear that this may blunt the effect of corrective recommendations.

Management Appraisal. This is a familiar technique, much used. Govern-
ment agencies can be (and have been) systematically appraised on their
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program effectiveness by representatives of a higher echelon of manage-
ment or by an independent organization. This concept includes the idea of
the inspector general in the military services and the type of appraisal given
(or that ought to be given) to government agencies by investigators of the
United States General Accounting Office. There is a danger that such ap-
praisals will be too often hasty and too often done by people who may
have generalized investigative skills but who lack background in the pro-
gram under study. Nevertheless they can provide impressive evidence of
program quality.

Cost Reductions. A government agency may also be judged by the econ-
omy with which it does its work. This may be assessed partly by its ability to
maintain present staffing levels or even to reduce them in the face of increas-
ing workloads or it may be judged by its ability to turn money back to the
treasury at the end of the fiscal year. The validity of such judgments tends to
be a function of some of the assumptions made at the start. An overgenerous
beginning may make a government agency look better than it really is.

Technological Progress. Government programs may be judged also by
the extent to which they have adapted to their own use the latest tech-
niques of management and operation such as automatic data processing,
or operations research. Also, by the extent to which they are using
the most advanced knowledge in science, economics, medicine or whatever
their field is.

Management Control and Coordination. Finally a government program
may be judged by its own provisions for planning, supervision, control, co-
ordination, and program replanning. This is based on the thought that the
bureaucrat who is too busy cutting down a tree to sharpen his axe has
muscles where his brains ought to be.

All the types of program judgments here covered must be tempered both
with mercy and with care. Some governments are more favorably situated
as to finances, geography and political climate than others, and proper al-
lowance must be made for these factors. Perhaps these programs should be
evaluated against those of others so situated. The government programs of
the state of Mississippi, for example, could not fairly be set alongside of
those of the state of New York or the state of California, but there is basis
for comparing them with those of Alabama, Georgia, and Arkansas.

Evaluation of People

We come now to proven evaluations of the public servants themselves.
One can use several kinds of measures based largely on accepted criteria in
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This is a key factor in the excellence

I he Sum of These Parts

Whoever wants to assess the quality of the public service—the citizen, the
advisory commission, the investigative panel, the legislator, the professor—
has all these proofs and clues available. Some will have been used already;
some, not. Some will have been used for another purpose and will need to
be interpreted. Some will need to be weighted heavily; others, lightly. It all

depends on the situation to be evaluated.

What To Do About It?

Now that we have considered some tangible though difficult means of de-
termining how excellent our public servants are, we consider what to do
about it. It most cases the remedy will be suggested by the problem. If the
agency doesn’t have program goals, they must be set. If it has good goals,
and they are being ignored, something can be done about it. If the hospital
isn’t accredited, it’s generally obvious why. If the books are being kept
with quill pens, get a systems analyst. If costs must be cut 10%, there are
ways of doing it that are rarely apparent to the people in the agency.
As to people—qualified, excellent people—this part of the story has been
told frequently, but it can be summed up in a few sentences:

We must recruit for the public service on nearly equal terms.

This means challenging work, comparable pay, rapid decisions

on selections, adequate fringe benefits, and clear prospects of
personal training and development.

Training programs must be so fully developed and so generously
financed that there is no question but that the public employee is
being given the most advanced techniques, skills, and knowledges

related to his job.
Selection, particularly selection for promotion, must be severely

competitive and must use valid measures of comparison.
Discharge, reassignment or out-placement of those who do not
measure up to their responsibility must be done rigorously.
Along with all this we must do everything possible to improve
the attractiveness of the public service, and the steps listed will

help in doing that.
Finally, publicity is essential-—essential to participation by the

[ ]
citizen in improving the quality of his government. He must
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know about and feel a share in any activity which contributes
to the quality of the service he is getting.

The most advanced and most objective techniques possible should be
used to determine how good our public servants actually are. If we do not
use them we shall continue to be handicapped by the combination of ill-
developed assertions and impressions that have heretofore clouded our ef-
forts to identify and do something about genuine excellence in the public
service.
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