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WHAT IS PUBLIC SERVICE IMPROVEMENT?
GEORGE A. BOYNE
Five conceptual models of public service improvement are derived from the large
literature on organizational effectiveness. These are the goal, systems-resource,
internal process, competing values and multiple constituency models. The strengths
and weaknesses of each of these models is evaluated and a working definition of
improvement is proposed. This emphasizes that concepts and measures of public
service improvement are political rather than technical, and contingent rather than
universal. Conclusions are drawn on the implications for academic research and policy
development.

In the last two decades there has been a pandemic of public sector reforms
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000). Governments across the globe have reorganized and restructured public organizations in an effort to produce better
services (Boyne et al. 2003). The current Labour government in the UK is
engaged, as are others, in this quest for public service improvement. Indeed,
the Blair government has stated that delivery on its pledge to raise service
standards is the single most important criterion for judging the success or
failure of its second term of office. This has triggered a vigorous policy
debate on the most appropriate path towards higher performance – and
especially on the potential contribution of the private sector. Although an
analysis of the relative merits of alternative policies and strategies is clearly
important, there is a prior question that has, so far, received little attention:
what is public service improvement? The aim of this paper is to evaluate the
validity of a range of potential answers to this fundamental question.
A new policy community of practitioner organizations has quickly swarmed
around the theme of service improvement. This includes elements of the
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Cabinet Office (e.g. the Performance and Innovation Unit), the Prime Minister’s
Office (e.g. the Delivery Unit), the Treasury (e.g. the Public Service Productivity Panel), the Audit Commission (and especially the Best Value Inspectorate), the Commission for Health Improvement, and the Improvement and
Development Agency (the ‘self-help’ arm of the Local Government Association). None of these bodies has produced a comprehensive definition of the
concept that is supposedly central to their missions. Indeed, discussions of
what public service improvement actually means are usually missing from
their documents. For example, the corporate plan of the Commission for
Health Improvement (2001) contains a glossary that defines 50 terms that
are important to its remit, but public service improvement is not one of
them. Similarly the ‘Wales Programme for Improvement’ (National Assembly
for Wales 2001) has much to say about local authority plans and processes,
but is silent on improvement itself.
Academic contributions to the definition of improvement are also, as yet,
extremely limited. This is at least partly because published literature has
tended to lag behind policy debates. A bibliographic search of electronic
databases (e.g. Web of Science, BIDS) failed to identify any academic publications on public service improvement. Nor is there any strong tradition of
work on this in the main academic disciplines that have contributed to the
study of public administration (e.g. economics, politics, social policy). There
is, however, a large literature on the concept of organizational effectiveness
that is directly relevant to issues concerning the meaning of ‘improvement’.
This is not to claim that an answer to the question ‘what is public service
improvement?’ is readily available in the effectiveness literature. Indeed, as
will be shown below, a central message of prior research in this area is that
universal criteria of effectiveness (and, by implication, improvement) do not
exist. As Heffron (1989, p. 323) argues, although effectiveness can be defined
broadly as ‘producing the intended or expected result, there is no agreement
on what the intended result of organisations is or should be’. Nevertheless,
the effectiveness literature contains a variety of conceptual models that can
contribute towards a definition of improvement.
In the first part of this paper the origins and nature of the literature on
organizational effectiveness are outlined and differences between the concepts of effectiveness and improvement are identified. Following this, five
main schools of thought on organizational effectiveness are summarized,
and their strengths and weaknesses as a basis for defining public service
improvement are analysed. Finally, a working definition of public service
improvement is provided and conclusions are drawn for academic research
and policy development.
EFFECTIVENESS AND IMPROVEMENT
The concept of effectiveness has been central to organizational theory for
over a century. Indeed, it can be argued that the main purpose of theorists
such as Weber, Taylor and Barnard was to develop models of effective
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organizations. Rainey (1997, p. 125) notes that ‘virtually all of management
and organization theory concerns performance and effectiveness, at least
implicity’ (see also Hall 1987; Heffron 1989). However, it was not until the
late 1950s and early 1960s that sustained attempts were made to explicate
and operationalize alternative definitions of organizational success (Steers
1975). This literature flourished in the 1960s and 1970s, especially in sociology and management journals in the USA. Many of the key papers were
published in journals such as Administrative Science Quarterly and Academy of
Management Review. By the early 1980s it seemed that most of the conceptual
terrain had been mapped and effectiveness research dwindled from a
torrent to a trickle. Indeed, the term effectiveness began to be replaced by
narrower concepts such as ‘quality’. However, the new literature on service
quality largely reworked issues that had already been covered by writers on
effectiveness (see Cameron and Whetten 1996).
Different interpretations of effectiveness are analysed below. For the
present, it is important to note the following three general characteristics of
the literature, and their implications for an analysis of public service
improvement:
(i) Conceptual models of effectiveness tend to concentrate on the success
or failure of single organizations. By contrast, public service improvement refers to the achievements of sets of organizations (for example, all
hospitals, housing associations, local authorities or schools). In other
words, the focus is on raising service standards across an ‘industry’
rather than in an individual agency. This raises questions about
whether an increase in the mean performance of service providers is
enough to show that improvement has occurred, regardless of the variation around the mean. Can a change be labelled ‘improvement’ if the
standards achieved by some organizations have declined and if the
population in some areas receives poorer services? If the mean level of
performance rises, but the gap between the best and worst also grows,
is this improvement? Some government departments have recently
introduced ‘floor targets’ that are intended to raise service standards
fastest in the poorest local communities (Wintour 2002). This poses
fundamental questions about the role of equity in judgements about
public service improvement, and the potential trade-off between
equity and other dimensions of performance (Keeley 1978; Le Grand
1991; Meier et al. 1999).
(ii) Most of the empirical research on effectiveness consists of comparisons
of the relative achievements of different organizations in a single timeperiod. In other words, the focus is on the ‘comparative statics’ of effectiveness. By contrast, improvement is clearly a dynamic phenomenon
that concerns temporal shifts in service standards in relation to a baseline. This implies that it may be possible to claim improvement (or deterioration) in public services through the selection of a benchmark year
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in which performance was weak (or strong). Alternatively, if the
time frame for comparison is fixed, the desired impression may be
created by manipulating the set of improvement criteria.
(iii) The effectiveness literature concentrates on the success of organizations,
whereas current policy debates are about services. This difference is
important because public services are often (and increasingly) provided
by networks of organizations (Rhodes 1996). Thus organizational
effectiveness and service effectiveness are conceptually distinct
(Provan and Milward 1995, 2001). Some organizations may become
more effective in their contribution to service provision while the
service as a whole worsens (because the effectiveness of other agencies declines, or because the activities of different agencies are poorly
co-ordinated). Service improvement, in other words, may require
more than higher effectiveness by individual organizations, or even
by all organizations that are involved in providing a service.
Improvement may not occur unless whole service delivery systems
(including public, private and voluntary organizations) get better.
In sum, public service improvement is a dynamic phenomenon, inherently
raises questions of equity, and is usually concerned with the performance
of multi-organizational networks rather than the achievements of single
organizations. The five models that are discussed below emphasise different
criteria of effectiveness. Nevertheless, each of them can, in principle, accommodate these conceptual and organizational complexities of public service
improvement.
MODELS OF IMPROVEMENT
The goal model
This is the oldest and, on the surface at least, the simplest model of organizational effectiveness (Maynard-Moody and McLintock 1987). It is based on
the view that formal organizations are established for a purpose – to achieve
objectives that individuals, families or communities cannot achieve on their
own. Thus, at the time of their establishment, organizations have a major
goal or set of goals. Over time, these goals may change or be embellished,
but they continue to guide the strategic direction of an organization. Moreover, the extent to which such goals are attained can be used to assess the
degree of success or failure (Mohr 1973; Simon 1964).
In principle, this model has direct relevance to the meaning and measurement of public service improvement. A major goal of the national health
service, for example, may be to raise the standards of the population’s physical
wellbeing. Whether improvement has occurred can in turn be assessed
through indicators of mortality and morbidity. If readings on these indicators decline, then the health of the population is higher and it may be
inferred that public service improvement has occurred. Research on organizational effectiveness in the public sector has usually adopted a version of
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the goal model. For example, Rainey and Steinbauer (1999, p. 13) argue that
a public agency is effective if it ‘achieves the mission as conceived by the
organization and its stakeholders, or pursues achievement of it in an
evidently successful way’.
In practice, however, the goal model is not so easily applied. First, public
service organizations may not have formal goals that are clearly expressed
in legislation or other documents. This partly reflects the political constraints on the policy process: different interests can support the same policy
for different reasons. Therefore, ‘It is not irrational for a policy maker to
defend a policy as good without being able to specify what it is good for’
(Lindblom 1959, p. 84). Indeed, goal ambiguity is likely to be an advantage
when wide political support is necessary in order to get a policy adopted.
Secondly, the formal goals that are explicit are likely to be broad ‘mission
statements’ rather than concrete objectives that can be used to evaluate
whether improvement has occurred. For example, the goal of the NHS may
be described as the promotion of ‘better health’, but this quickly dissolves
under closer examination: whose health? better in what respects? physical
or mental health? as judged by whom? Questions such as these quickly turn
consensus on service improvement into conflict on resource allocation.
Thirdly, public organizations often have a multiplicity of goals. Even on a
random basis, some will be met while others are missed, so improvement
and deterioration are likely to occur together. Moreover, if only some goals
are explicit and quantified, then activities and efforts are likely to be biased
towards these at the expense of others (Kerr 1976).
Another problem with the goal model is that formal organizational objectives may differ significantly from the operative objectives that are actually
pursued (Perrow 1961). The replacement of official aims (e.g. ‘public welfare’) by unofficial aims (e.g. pursuit of bureaucratic self-interest) has been
extensively criticized by public choice theorists (Boyne 1998; Self 1993), and
by other opponents of services that are paternalist and unduly dominated
by professionals (Cutler and Waine 1997). Nevertheless, some strands of the
effectiveness literature regard the promotion of the interests of organizational members as synonymous with success. For example, Cummings
(1977, p. 60) argues that ‘an effective organization is one in which the greatest percentage of participants perceive themselves as free to use the organization and its subsystems as instruments for their own ends’. It seems
unlikely that many policy makers or academics would accept this as a basis
for defining public service improvement. Even if operative aims reflect the
public interest rather than professional self-interest, it may be difficult to
elicit and identify their exact content. The operative goals may exist only in
the minds and oral discourses of service providers, rather than in strategic
plans or policy statements (Newman 2001). This is hardly conducive to
establishing what counts as improvement or whether it has occurred.
If public service objectives could be clearly stated, universal agreement on
them existed, and official and operative objectives were identical, the goal
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model would still confront a basic methodological problem of attribution
(Pollitt 1995). For example, the population may become more healthy over
time, but is this the product of better public services? Service improvement
can only be validly inferred from a positive shift in outcome data once all
other relevant influences on health have been taken into account. This problem can be alleviated if the focus of attention changes from outcomes to
variables that are under more direct organization control (e.g. number of
operations performed, cost per operation), but this effectively narrows the
emphasis from service improvement to organizational improvement.
Despite these problems, the goal model has a powerful resonance with
current debates about improvement. Public services are clearly expected to
achieve something and to produce tangible results that satisfy key stakeholders.
The practical issues, which are not addressed by the goal model, are how to
identify these groups and their preferred outcomes and relative priorities.
The systems-resource model
This model is based on two definitions of effectiveness which emphasise
that organizations are open systems that must acquire resources from their
environment. (Cunningham 1978; Molnar and Rogers 1976). The first, developed primarily for private sector organizations, is survival. In other words,
organizations that continue to exist are by definition successful, whereas
those that wither are unsuccessful. This reflects the assumption that market
pressures ‘weed out’ inefficient and ineffective firms, and that only the fit
survive. Even for private firms, this is a questionable view of the determinants of longevity (Meyer and Zucker 1989). The second systems-resource
definition focuses on the preconditions of survival. Organizations require
inputs from the environment in order to survive, including goods and
services from suppliers and money from customers. According to Yuchtman
and Seashore (1967, p. 898) an organization is effective if it has the ability ‘to
exploit its environment in the acquisition of scarce and valuable resources’.
Furthermore, organizations that obtain the biggest share of available resources,
and thereby grow (and probably survive the longest), are deemed the most
effective.
The relevance of this model to the effectiveness of private organizations
has been criticized because it focuses on inputs rather than outputs or outcomes (Hall 1987; Strasser et al. 1981). Further problems arise if the model is
applied to the public sector. In particular, the survival or growth of public
organizations is no guide to whether services are improving. In the first
place, organizations may be abolished (or retained) for political reasons that
have little relevance to service standards. For example, it is widely acknowledged that the Greater London Council and metropolitan counties were
abolished in the 1980s because they presented a political challenge to the then
Conservative government, rather than because their record of service
provision was poor (O’Leary 1987). The ability of a public organization to
acquire resources is also likely to reflect its political support as much as its
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service accomplishments. For example, funding is currently available to promote various forms of ‘partnership working’. The claim that organizations
which embrace this policy (and thereby receive extra resources) will deliver
better services is, as yet, unproven.
Nevertheless, the systems-resource model does highlight an important
policy issue. Does an injection of extra resources lead to service improvement?’ The current Labour government has recently stated that it intends to
raise health spending in the UK to the European average in the next five
years. It is striking that the objective is to boost expenditure on health rather
than health itself. The assumption seems to be that the former will lead to
the latter – but is this hypothetical connection valid? Most previous research has
found little link between expenditure inputs and service standards (Dean
and Peroff 1977; Hinkley and Marquette 1983; Powell 1997; Sharkansky
1967). However, such research has usually sought to draw longitudinal conclusions from cross-sectional data. The relationship between spending and
performance in a single time period may be largely neutral (Figure 1). This
pattern suggests that higher levels of expenditure are not associated with
better services – organizations that spend more (on the right hand side of the
figure) are just as likely to have below average as above average
performance. However, a different picture may emerge if the longitudinal
relationship is analysed. Figure 2 shows the pattern before (time t) and
after (time t + 1) a boost in public spending on a service. In each time period
the cross-sectional relationship between spending and services appears to
be weak. Yet over time the performance of all organizations has moved up.
The highest spenders, within a given time period, are still not performing
better than the lowest, but outcomes have risen across the whole set of service providers. Thus conclusions on the spending-service link need to be
based on longitudinal data. If a positive link is established empirically, then

Service
outcomes

Spending

FIGURE 1 Cross-sectional relationship between spending and service outcomes
Note: each • plots the position of a public service provider against its spending (on the
horizontal axis) and the outcomes that are achieved (on the vertical axis).
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Service
outcomes
time t + l

time t

Spending

FIGURE 2
outcomes

Longitudinal and cross-sectional relationships between spending and service

Note: time t is the period before a general boost in spending, and time t+l is the period after.

the systems-resource model may yet have some relevance to public service
improvement.
Internal processes model
If goals are nebulous and contested, and if survival or growth is weakly connected with success, then an alternative approach is to use organizational
attributes as proxies for effectiveness (Price 1968; Spray 1976). This is the gist
of the internal process model which focuses either on technical aspects of
organizations (e.g. their information and budgeting systems) or human
aspects (e.g. personnel practices that promote job satisfaction and employee
welfare).
This model has a superficial relevance to public services, because outcomes
are often hard to define and measure (and, as noted above, difficult to
attribute exclusively to the work of service providers). Why not, then, use
the achievement of higher professional or managerial standards as indicators of service improvement? There is evidence that such criteria are used by
funding bodies to evaluate the performance of public agencies, and by senior
managers in service delivery organizations. For example, Herman and
Renz’s study of health and welfare organizations in the USA found that
funders and managers ‘do not rely on bottomline outcomes as meaningful
indicators of organisational effectiveness, preferring instead evidence of
following correct procedures or doing things right’ (1997, p. 200). Similarly, the
Best value inspectorate in the UK is currently using ‘corporate governance’
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criteria to assess whether services in English and Welsh local government
are likely to improve (Audit Commission 2001).
The presumption in these cases is that particular sets of internal processes
are strongly related to organizational performance. The problem is, however, that evidence to substantiate this view is not available. Thus, as with
the systems resource model, potential antecedents of service improvement
are being confused with improvement itself. Yet this conclusion may need to
be qualified, at least as far as the ‘human resources’ version of the internal
process model is concerned. A motivated and contented workforce may be
regarded as crucial to public service improvement for two reasons. First,
good human resource management may be a precondition of organizational
success. Quite simply, improvement seems unlikely if public service staff
are poorly trained and inadequately rewarded. Second, even if staff development and morale are not related to service standards, the welfare of the
workforce may be regarded as an end in itself. After all, if the ultimate
purpose of service improvement is to enhance human happiness, then job
satisfaction in the public sector contributes to this. The trick, of course, is to
find an appropriate balance between the interests of various internal and
external stakeholders. This issue is explored further in the context of the
multiple constituency model that is discussed later in the paper.
The competing values model
This fourth perspective on organizational effectiveness is an attempt to
synthesize elements of the three models that have already been discussed.
The competing values model assumes that all organizations face contradictory criteria of performance (Quinn and Rohrbaugh 1981, 1983). Furthermore, these criteria can be mapped onto two dimensions that together yield
four interpretations of effectiveness. The first dimension concerns the
attitudes of key stakeholders towards control and flexibility: should organizational processes and performance targets be prescribed and monitored, or
should managers be given discretion to develop strategies as they go along?
The second dimension concerns the location of power over organizational
activities: does this rest primarily inside or outside the organization?
These two dimensions are combined in the competing values framework
to provide four ‘ideal type’ models of organizational effectiveness (see figure 3,
below). The ideal types overlap closely with: (a) the goal model (focus on
control, with goals in the competing values framework interpreted as externally imposed rather than internally selected); (b) the systems-resource model
(emphasis on flexibility of response in order to obtain inputs from the external environment); and (c) two versions of the internal process model: technical
processes (focus on control, combined with an assumption that information
and budgeting systems are internally set), and human relations (internally
selected to emphasize the development and welfare of staff).
The competing values model has been applied extensively in empirical
research on organizational effectiveness (e.g. Kalliath et al. 1999; Rohrbaugh
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1981). Many organizations have been mapped onto the ‘control’ and ‘power’
dimensions in order to evaluate their performance. The model’s strongest
contribution to an understanding of public service improvement is that the
contradictions between different interpretations of effectiveness become
explicit (e.g. the tension between lower cost and higher quality). This echoes
the ‘balanced scorecard’ for measuring effectiveness which has been extensively used in the private sector (Kaplan and Norton 1996; Butler et al. 1997)
and has more recently been imported into the public sector (Aidemork 2001;
Talbot 1999). In particular, the competing values framework highlights that
it is impossible for organizations to emphasize simultaneously control and
flexibility, or to be responsive primarily to both internal and external stakeholders. Rather, movement into one box in figure 3 must be traded against
movement out of another. Despite this, the framework does not really go
beyond the models that it synthesizes. None of the problems with the separate models are resolved by combining them in this way.
The multiple constituency model
This final model abandons the search for universal criteria of organizational
effectiveness. The simplicity and order of the competing values framework
is replaced by the complexity and mess of practical politics. The multiple
constituency model assumes that the performance of all organizations is
judged by a variety of internal and external groups (Cameron 1986;
Connolly et al. 1980). Each of these groups uses different criteria to assess
effectiveness. Even if all stakeholders use similar criteria, the relative weight
that they attach to each one is likely to vary. Furthermore, the criteria and
the weights shift over time as preferences change and as the balance of

Control or flexibility
CONTROL

EXTERNAL

FLEXIBILITY

Rational
goal
model

Systems
model

Technical
process
model

Human
relations
model

External
or
internal
power?
INTERNAL

FIGURE 3 The competing values model
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power alters between groups. An organization is effective, then, to the
extent that its multiple constituencies perceive it as effective (Zammuto
1984). To some extent, this view is consistent with the systems resource
model. However, success is determined not by the ability to obtain technical
inputs but by the ability to mobilize and maintain political support. Gaertner
and Yamaran (1983, p. 97) argue that ‘an effective organization is one that is
able to fashion accounts of itself and its activities in ways which constituencies
find acceptable’. Thus, the multiple constituency model emphasizes organizational image and legitimacy rather than substance and service delivery.
The implications for a definition of public service improvement are profound. The idea that there is a single set of performance goals that can be
universally agreed must be abandoned. Instead, improvement is exposed as
an arena for political struggle between different groups that are attempting
to impose their preferred criteria of success or failure on public services.
This model of improvement poses conceptual and normative problems.
First, it appears to be all process and no content: the multiple constituency
models tell us how improvement is defined (by the outcome of a political
contest between various stakeholders) but not what it is (except whatever the
dominant groups say it is). Second, both the how and the what may be
questionable from an ethical viewpoint: is the existing balance of power
between groups in society appropriate? Are all constituencies equally able
to articulate their preferred performance criteria? If not, who is to rebalance
the interests of different groups? The best available answer to this last question in a democratic society may be ‘the elected government’, which implies
that public service improvement is whatever political leaders says it is.
What, then, if the government is unwilling or unable to pronounce on the
meaning of improvement?
In this case the practical application of the multiple constituency model
takes the definition of public service improvement squarely into the realms
of political science and market research. An operationalization of the model
would require the identification of the various constituencies that have an
interest in service provision and an assessment of their relative power.
Furthermore, it would be necessary to elicit their definitions of improvement and the intensity of their preferences. Even if all of these empirical
research tasks could be accomplished, the multiple constituency model
suggests that the views of different stakeholders may be irreconcilable. Thus
it would be impossible to take the final step of identifying the combination
of service standards that would best satisfy net preferences across all
constituencies. In other words, the content of public service improvement
would remain indefinable.
TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF PUBLIC SERVICE IMPROVEMENT
The five models of organizational effectiveness provide different sets of criteria for defining public service improvement. The goal model emphasizes
changes in the substantive standards of services; the system-resource model
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focuses on the capacity of service providers to acquire technical inputs from
their environment; the internal processes model suggests that most attention
should be paid to how such inputs are used within organizations; the
competing values model attempts to combine all of these perspectives into
a universally applicable set of evaluative criteria; and the multiple constituency
model implies that improvement exists only in the eyes of organizational
stakeholders.
The preceding analysis of these models suggests that three are seriously
deficient as a basis for defining public service improvement. Both the
systems-resource model and the internal process model are largely concerned
with potential sources of improvement rather than improvement itself. It is
possible that more resources and better internal processes are correlated
with improvement. Nevertheless, these variables are, at best, rough proxies
for higher service standards rather than direct measures of this concept.
Moreover, the components of these models are themselves vague. Which
resources are most critical to improvement? What counts as ‘good’ internal
processes? Which budgetary and information systems or styles of human
resource management are most likely to lead to better services? A substantial research effort is required to answer these questions, and thereby to test
the usefulness of the systems-resource and the internal process models. The
competing values approach is also weak because it draws substantially on
these two models. Moreover, its implicit claim that a universal set of dimensions can be used to map service improvement seems unduly grand and
apolitical.
By contrast, a combination of the remaining two models is a positive basis
for defining and measuring public service improvement. The strength of the
goal model is that it emphasizes the content of improvement. Service standards have tangible elements (e.g. speed, quality, reliability) that are likely to
be valued by all stakeholders, even if they disagree about the weights that
should be attached to them. This ‘realist’ view of social phenomena (Sayer
1984; Pawson 1989) compensates for the weakness of the multiple constituency model which assumes that improvement consists only of the subjective
impressions of powerful stakeholders. In effect, the goal model pulls the
multiple constituency model back from the brink of the postmodernist
morass of extreme relativism. The strength of the multiple constituency
model is the recognition that concepts of improvement are political rather
than technical. The model illuminates the process by which improvement is
defined, rather than the content of the definition. This effectively compensates for the weakness of the goal model which neglects the origins of public
service performance criteria.
This is not to argue that the two models can be smoothly and easily integrated in their conventional form. The goal model needs to be modified to
reflect the existence of multiple perspectives on the content of public service
improvement. In short, the traditional view that a small and consensual set
of performance criteria can be used to judge the success of public organizations
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must be sacrificed. Similarly, an amended version of the multiple constituency model needs to accept that some agreement is possible on whether
specific dimensions of public services have improved or deteriorated, even
when different stakeholders disagree about the weight to be attached to the
dimensions. If a ‘pure’ version of either model is retained, then they cannot
be blended successfully to produce a meaningful interpretation of public
service improvement.
Taken together, the goal and multiple constituency models imply that a
working definition of improvement must incorporate both the substance of
organizational achievements, and the inherently political nature of judgements on success or failure. Thus public service improvement can be
defined formally but provisionally as a closer correspondence between perceptions of actual and desired standards of public services. This is a working definition in the sense that it provides a first rather than a last word on this issue,
and sets a direction for further inquiry. The main research questions posed
by this definition include the following:
• what criteria are used by different stakeholders to judge the standards
of public services, and how are the criteria selected?
• how much consensus is there on these criteria, and on their relative
importance? For example, how do preferences vary by income, gender,
age, ethnicity and geographical areas?
• how are actual and desired levels of performance on these criteria identified, and by whom?
• to what extent is improvement a result of a rise in actual, or a fall in
desired, service standards? In other words, can perceptions of improvement be managed by lowering the expectations of stakeholders as well
as raising the performance of service providers?
• how closely are perceptions of improvement related to movements in
‘objective’ indicators? For example, are changes in Best Value performance indicators for English local authorities positively correlated with
movements in public satisfaction with local services?
An additional complication in the analysis of improvement is that judgements on success or failure are likely to vary with the circumstances of service
provision. In other words, operational definitions of service improvement
will be contingent rather than universal. Contingencies such as the age of
organizations and the characteristics of their environments have been identified in the effectiveness literature (Quinn and Cameron 1983). Judgements
on public service improvement also need to take a variety of circumstances
into account. For example, organizations may find it easier to achieve a
given improvement in performance if they are starting from a low base.
Moreover, improvement on one criterion of performance may be contingent
on deterioration on another. For example, innovation, which may be necessary for long-term success, may require a substantial level of slack resources.
The latter, however, may show up as inefficiency in the short term. An
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environmental contingency is that higher service standards may be attained
more easily by organizations that face favourable socio-economic circumstances. Evaluations of the extent of improvement need to take such contingencies into account, especially if rewards and sanctions are allocated
selectively between ‘high performing’ and ‘failing’ organizations, which is
the current policy of central government in England for health authorities
and local councils.
CONCLUSIONS
Public service improvement is an idea whose time has come. Indeed, it now
seems remarkable that this topic has taken so long to emerge at the top of
policy and academic agendas. What issue could be more central to the work
of policy makers, and to research in public policy and management?
Suddenly, it seems, central government is looking to the academic community in the UK and elsewhere to shed light on the determinants of improvement. However, there is little evidence that can illuminate the government’s
quest for better public services (Boyne 2003; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999).
Academic researchers remain largely at the stage of clarifying the questions
rather than providing empirical answers.
One of these questions, and perhaps the most fundamental, is ‘what is
public service improvement’? In this paper, five conceptual models that are
relevant to this issue have been explored, and their strengths and weaknesses evaluated. Two perspectives on organizational effectiveness, the goal
and multiple constituency models, can be combined to provide useful
insights on the meaning of public service improvement. Taken together,
they imply that improvement can be assessed on the basis of a variety of
substantive criteria, but that these criteria (and the relative weights attached
to them) vary across stakeholders and over time. Moreover, judgements on
the extent of success or failure vary with the internal and external contexts
of organizations that provide public services. Thus definitions and measures
of improvement are not technical and universal but politically constructed
and contingent on a variety of circumstances.
An implication for academic researchers is that the dimensions of
improvement need to be more clearly and comprehensively theorized, in
ways that go beyond notions of ‘economy-efficiency-effectiveness’ and ‘inputsoutputs-outcomes’ (Boyne 2002). Furthermore, the practical relevance of
these conceptual dimensions needs to be checked against the views of the
multiple constituencies who judge the standards of public services. How are
the dimensions of improvement related to each other in practice, and how
(and why) do these relationships vary across stakeholder groups? Answers
to such questions may be a precondition of building realistic models of the
antecedents of improvement.
A synthesis of the goal and multiple constituency models also contains
important messages for policy makers. In particular, improvement is not a
single phenomenon with a uniform interpretation. Accordingly, an attempt
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to pursue a narrow set of goals (even if these are accompanied by a wide
collection of performance indicators) may result in a huge welfare loss for
many stakeholder groups. An implication is that a programme of improvement needs to be matched to the plurality and diversity of public preferences, which raises the thorny old issue of the appropriate balance between
national frameworks and local discretion. This remains unresolved but
needs to be reconsidered afresh in the contemporary context of promoting
better public services.
Finally, public service improvement may slip down the policy agenda, as
it is either partly accomplished or overtaken by other domestic and foreign
policy issues. However, academics should make a sustained attempt to
analyse the nature and determinants of improvement, not only because
these are inherently interesting intellectual puzzles, but also to be better
equipped to contribute to policy debates the next time round. For the
present, it is worth emphasizing to national policy makers that you can
(temporarily) take improvement out of politics, but you can’t take politics
out of improvement.
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