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PROCEDURES VERSUS OUTCOMES IN QUALITY MANAGEMENT1 

Introduction 

Imagine the following situation: you enter a public building, and in the middle of the 

entrance hall a small amount of water has been spilled. Next to it is one of those 

characteristic yellow signs ‘caution! wet floor!’. The amount of water is really limited, 

and you wonder why this has not been taken care of, because getting a sign and placing it 

there requires about the same amount of time as cleaning the floor. When you return from 

your meeting, the sign is still there. 

This problem appears to be a rather simple one, but in large organisations, solving it 

requires a great deal of creativity. The cleaner may just have left for home or only comes 

every other day; the receptionist needs to make sure he doesn’t miss calls and is present 

when visitors enter the building; the accountant assumes someone else will clean it; and 

the secretary does not count cleaning floors as part of his job. Only when the 

organisation’s director-general walks in, sees the water and gives the order to get it 

sorted, does the floor finally get cleaned. 

 

In this chapter, we show how developing procedures and standards to improve public 

services may actually make it harder to achieve the desired outcomes in society. We 

make the argument that, in some cases, quality management in the public sector has been 

reduced to the mere introduction of procedures. These procedures exclude administrative 

discretion and may make it harder to find creative solutions to social problems. Reforms 

                                                 

1 The author would like to thank Steven Van Roosbroek and Eileen Dunstan for their helpful comments 
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to make services function better may actually make it impossible for organisations to 

reach outcomes. 

 

Quality models and procedures 

A common feature of many quality models is their focus on formal aspects, procedures 

and measurement. Knowing what you are doing and how you are doing it is the key to 

improving services. At a deeper level, quality models want to create awareness, and 

repeated application of formal models of any kind is essential in this learning process. 

The origins of quality models used in the public sector can generally be traced back to 

quality assurance techniques and systems used in manufacturing. In these models, 

reducing waste, mistakes and costs through mapping, monitoring and improving 

procedures takes centre place. Later models attempted to move beyond very specific 

production processes and subprocesses and evolved into organisation-wide approaches. 

In these models, quality is a result of having adequate quality procedures which serves as 

a guarantee that all operational processes in the organisation are sufficiently monitored. 

At the operational level, these techniques have contributed tremendously to the 

improvement of many public services. Yet the logic on which they are built may in some 

cases be detrimental to the outcomes policy makers want public services to achieve. 

Procedures may come to replace delivery and discretion, and too strong an emphasis on 

certain targets may jeopardise the accomplishment of a mission. In systems, the right way 

of doing things is predetermined: there is only one legitimate way of reaching outcomes. 

Breakdown of one element in the chain of this ‘right way’ means a collapse of the entire 

chain (compare this to an assembly line in a car factory). Quality models, and the 
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procedures with which they come aim at preventing quality deficits. These deficits, 

however, are defined as failures contained within the already established system, with 

little reference to societal outcomes that may lie beyond it.  

 

The principal merit of quality management in the public sector is that it has contributed to 

the improvement of public services by streamlining processes and designing procedures. 

A more systematic and standardised approach to organising public services has cut waste 

and has made services more predictable to citizens. While quality management ideally is 

a management philosophy, its principles may degenerate in an uncritical obedience to 

procedures. Procedures and standards become the main guiding philosophy for the 

organisation. The ‘quality’ in quality management, has in some cases been reduced to a 

paper exercise, where the production of reports, procedures, and indicators has become 

the real output of the organisation. Following procedures in the name of quality has 

become the yardstick against which organisations’ quality is being judged. Coupled with 

an increasing informatisation of public service delivery, administrative discretion has 

suffered. Problems that could previously be solved by a slight deviation from the ‘rules’ 

now become non-problems for the system, leading to dissatisfaction and a 

dehumanization of the interaction between bureaucrats and citizens. When exceptions or 

crises occur, the system has made it more difficult to reach outcomes in a creative way. 

Strict adherence to procedures requires control. While this may have made front-line 

service providers more efficient in many cases, in some cases it also risks making them 

irresponsible. The redesign of organisational procedures brought about by quality 

management has improved services, but when adherence to procedures becomes the sole 
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mission of an organisation, outcomes may suffer. Organisations need to find a healthy 

balance between procedures and processes on the one hand and administrative discretion 

and bricolage on the other. In a healthy approach to quality management, outcomes 

matter and adherence to procedures is only a secondary aspect.  

 

Administrative discretion 

Michael Lipsky wrote his classic book on street-level bureaucracy some time ago now 

(Lipsky, 1980). Street-level bureaucrats are the professionals who implement policy at 

the front line, in direct interaction with citizens. They include policemen, nurses, case-

handlers and, indeed, any bureaucrat who directly interacts with citizens in the delivery of 

public services. 

These street-level bureaucrats exercise discretion: they take decisions on their own, 

sometimes even having to take such decisions. Implementation in an organisation does 

not always follow a top-down model. Bureaucrats in the field, at the front-line or at 

street-level have certain information and expertise that the management or the 

management system does not have. Social workers know the family background of their 

clients, police officers know the local trouble-makers, even when they have never been 

convicted, doctors rely on personal experience and interpretation and are often hesitant to 

rely on automated diagnostic tools and teachers know the learning history of a child, even 

when no records are kept. Street-level bureaucrats exercise discretion for a number of 

reasons. Orders or laws may by unclear, vague, or even contradictory. Means in terms of 

staff or budget may be unavailable forcing street-level bureaucrats to make choices. They 

may act based on their personal moral conviction or their personal expertise. The relation 
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between the individual street-level bureaucrat and the individual client may be influenced 

by personal factors. The street-level bureaucrat may want to preserve his or her personal 

legitimacy vis-à-vis the client and therefore take a decision that is not according to the 

rule book. 

Though often undesirable from a policy-maker’s perspective, discretion is inseparable 

from administrative decision (Waldo, 1948). Citizens need to be treated equally, but 

equal treatment is not always possible by applying standardised procedures. 

Administrative discretion is a fact of organisational life. Managers, politicians, and 

sometimes citizen groups attempt to limit or stimulate it. Whether it is limited or 

stimulated depends on particular events, but also on one’s viewpoint of government’s role 

in society. Whereas, in a traditional Weberian model, discretion would have to be limited 

because of its potential for abuse, the New Public Administration movement would have 

wanted to stimulate it, because it regarded street-level bureaucrats as social change agents 

who could contribute to social equity (Marini, 1971; Waldo, 1971).  

 

Procedures, discretion, and control 

There obviously need to be limits to administrative discretion in a democratic system. 

Arbitrariness and power abuse by civil servants are likely aberrations of administrative 

discretion. In this sense, procedures are a method for controlling the street-level: this is 

actually where the theory of street-level bureaucracy comes from. Early theorists were 

concerned with unequal treatment of citizens, and with the practice of ‘renegade’ street-

level bureaucrats who were unwilling to change their way of working to implement 

changes in policy. Too much compassion with the individual case could easily lead to a 
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corrupted relationship between street-level bureaucrat and citizen (Thompson, 1975). 

Information asymmetries between management and the street level, technical expertise at 

the street-level and spans of control make perfect control impossible. Certain types of 

public services leave considerable room for discretion. Attempting to control the street-

level may lead to the emergence of parallel organisational structures that serve to further 

undermine hierarchical control. This reflects what Crozier (1963)called the vicious circle 

of bureaucratic dysfunctions: impersonal rules are set in place to remove personal 

discretion and give the organisation an appearance of rationality. In the case of 

uncontrollable events or exceptional situations, those at street level do not have the ability 

to react and decisions are forced to higher levels in the hierarchy. Discretionary decisions 

become centralised and, in fact, develop into procedures. Yet those taking the decision do 

not have the personal involvement or interest in the outcomes. Different hierarchical 

layers become isolated from each other and parallel decision structures start to develop. 

The hierarchy tries to limit this development by taking even more discretionary power 

away from the lower levels, thereby triggering the emergence of even more parallel 

structures and effectively weakening the line of command. Bureaucratic rigidity 

stimulates the development of extra-bureaucratic structures and leads to the coexistence 

of two organisations, one formal and hierarchical and the other at street-level.  

 

This is not to say that quality procedures are unnecessary. The question is to what extent 

do organisations need them? The case for control and standardisation has been made from 

different angles: habits, routine, or plain subversion all are processes that may undermine 

the efficient and equitable delivery of policy (Riccucci, 2005); bureaucrats have their own 
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agendas (Downs, 1967); they want to further their own views by acting as ‘guerrillas’ 

(O'Leary, 2005) or they just have compassion with an individual citizen (Katz & Danet, 

1973), a compassion that can easily flip to corruption. And, at the same time, every 

citizen is of course convinced that his or her case is different and requires special 

attention (Merton, 1964: 202). I’m not making a case here for dropping procedures, and 

quality procedures more specifically. Even if we would be convinced of the fact that our 

civil servants are of the highest possible moral order, we really don’t want to return to a 

pre-Weberian system of administration.   

And we are not just talking about moral of financial corruption. No, we also want to be 

sure that civil servants, by exercising discretion, do not steer government in a way that is 

clearly unacceptable to politicians and citizens. There are obviously limits to discretion. 

How far does discretion go? Does it also mean that a civil servant can publicly disagree 

with political masters? We don’t want civil servants who only go by the book, but neither 

do we want civil servants to become too enthusiastic. We clearly don’t want civil servants 

with strong personal political agendas and we may want to limit the number of mission 

zealots in organisations (Wilson, 1989; Downs, 1967). Civil servants who are true leaders 

may help to transform a department, but we don’t really want public managers to be truly 

charismatic leaders, because their decisions risk losing any connection to the laws 

governing bureaucracies (du Gay, 2000: 69-70) 

 

Finding a balance between procedure/control and discretion is a challenge that has been 

present in public administration from its very origins. Samuel E. Finer in his brilliant 

multi-volume ‘The history of government from the earliest times’ used the concept of  
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‘administrative distance’ (Finer, 1999: 155). In the ancient empires and, indeed, also 

later, effective control of a territory required that the troops were never further removed 

from the border than one, perhaps two, days. Absolute control over the troops and the 

officers would have them all near the capital, making a timely reaction against intruders 

or invasions impossible. So once an empire became larger than what an army could cover 

in a couple of days, a government required outposts. As a result, communication became 

difficult and the centre lacked information about the situation in the field. Discretionary 

powers for local officials increased - and even had to increase. A modern government is 

no different. Geographical distance has been replaced by organisational size and 

information overload and an increased technicality of information has replaced earlier 

slowness and undersupply or information. 

  

Deviations and exceptions 

Controlling an organisation and, more specifically, its street-level, by using quality 

models is extremely difficult. Delivering quality services often requires discretion. 

Deviating from existing procedures may be needed to reach the desired outcomes. 

Nothing is as frustrating for citizens than to find that their case does not fit into any of the 

existing procedures, or that procedures do not allow for a solution that, while perhaps 

sub-optimal, would be perfectly acceptable to both the public service provider and the 

citizen. Standardisation, it seems, removes, or at least reduces, an organization’s 

responsiveness to its environment and to environmental change (Weick, 2001: 77). 

Systems have difficulties dealing with situations that cannot be labelled clearly: which 

box to tick on a file for transgender persons? Male or female? How should a welfare 
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agency change its treatment of a poor family that, thanks to the lottery, becomes well-off?  

People and individual cases do not always neatly fit the boxes.  

 

‘The problems or conditions of the individual rarely match perfectly the abstract, 

universalistic criteria of modern administrative action. Furthermore, the impersonal, 

institutional decisional processes, plus the need for documentation to defend against charges 

of personal favoritism or arbitrariness, often result in considerable delay in dealing with the 

individual’s requests or inquiries’ (Thompson, 1965: 224).  

Except for some highly standardised services and products, all public service delivery 

involves discretion. Pritchett & Woolcock offer a good definition of discretionary 

services:  

‘Services are discretionary to the extent that their delivery requires decisions by providers to 

be made on the basis of information that is important but inherently imperfectly specified and 

incomplete, thereby rendering them unable to be mechanized. As such, these decisions usually 

entail extensive professional (gained via training and/or experience) or informal context-

specific knowledge. In the process of service delivery, discretionary decisions are taken which 

are crucial to a successful outcome; the right decision depends on conditions (“states of the 

world”) that are difficult to assess (ex ante or ex post), and hence it is very difficult to monitor 

whether or not the right decision was taken.’ (Pritchett & Woolcock, 2002: 7)   

This definition implies that it is difficult to improve these kinds of services with a formal 

quality model. Because the services cannot be specified in detail, and because they often 

imply a high volume, you cannot just send over a consultant or quality manager to ‘set 

things right’(Fukuyama, 2004a:74-9). A lot depends on the professionals on the field. A 

school, for instance, should not be seen as a single organisation. Doing so ‘is to miss most 

of how it functions’ (Weick, 2001: 39). Fukuyama rightfully described the practice of 

public administration as an art, not as a science (Fukuyama, 2004b). 
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Formal quality models and organisational improvement initiatives have trouble dealing 

with exceptions and deviations form the normal. This inability to deal with exceptional 

situations, or situations that cannot be programmed into a clear and unchanging 

flowchart, becomes even more challenging where ICT systems take over much of the 

process (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002). These systems exclude intervention by the street-

level employee or even the hierarchy. Through ICT, the implementation of the law has 

been perfected (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002: 173). Where all discretion is excluded, street-

level bureaucracies are transformed into system-level bureaucracies, potentially leading 

to excessive rigidity of the law (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002: 182). Bureaucracies’ 

unpredictability and inefficiency risk being replaced by ‘ruthless efficiency’ (Blau, 1956: 

14) leading to citizen discontent of an entirely different level. An inefficient bureaucracy 

risks being replaced by a dehumanising and impersonal one, reminiscent of ‘One State’ in 

the novel We by the Russian writer Zamyatin (1921), where everything in this dystopia is 

organised by mathematics.  

 

System inflexibility 

Luckily, we are still far removed from such a situation and we will probably never get 

there. Yet people suffer from ‘ruthless efficiency’ or total system inflexibility as the 

result of reforms that were intended to make government more efficient and responsive. 

This phenomenon is not limited to government. Who has never struggled with endless 

call-centre loops or has seen a credit application rejected because the system was not able 

to cope with it? System inflexibility occurs when a perfectly helpful and willing customer 
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is unable to receive or buy a certain service or product, only because of an insufficient fit 

between the customer’s personal situation and the system’s requirements and where, as a 

result, both parties suffer, the customer because he or she cannot get the product or 

service, and the provider because it cannot sell or provide it. 

Apart from sub-optimal consequences for both parties in the transaction, and possibly 

even a degeneration into dehumanising bureaucracy, a common result of system 

inflexibility is an irresponsible bureaucracy. This is the point I will make in the next 

section. 

 

Managerialisation and staff irresponsibility vs. innovation 

In a highly proceduralised and standardised environment, staff only needs to be trained in 

a limited number of procedures. Once new staff are able to master a number of very basic 

procedures, they are able to perform the routine duties that comprise the organisation. For 

this reason, switching a call-centre employee from working for one type of organisation 

to working for another does not require extensive retraining. Counter staff responsible for 

processing form A, can rapidly be trained to process form B. This allows for a great deal 

of flexibility and rapid expansion of services where needed. 

With procedures, you can hire lower skilled staff, because the procedures have reduced 

the complexity of the entire process. Whereas, before, new staff needed to master many 

aspects of the decision making procedure and the parameters for making a decision (on 

e.g. planning permission, mortgage applications, or welfare benefits) this is now replaced 

by a semi-automated procedure. This has led to tremendous efficiency improvements and 

savings. It also helped to root out undesirable discretionary behaviour and, by removing 



Procedures vs. outcomes in quality management 

 13

decision making from the front-line employee or street level bureaucrat, personal 

characteristics of the applicant and the personal interaction between provider and 

customer stopped mattering for the outcome of the transaction. The outcome of this 

transformation is a service that is fair and equitable, because it treats all customers in 

exactly the same way. Services have in a way become more human by excluding the 

human element from the decision. These changes shifted service delivery to a model that 

is much closer to the Weberian ideal-type. 

 

The result is a system that appears to function well, with employees in the system who 

know it is functioning, without them knowing how it is functioning. Power, therefore is 

transferred to those who know how the system works and decides. This can be the line 

manager, but this can also be certain types of customers, or, as we often see after reform 

projects, the IT or management consulting firm that has developed the system. This has 

major implications: when something goes wrong there is no-one around to solve 

problems and no-one knows a way around the system if a specific case calls for it. 

Quality in standardised services is different from quality in general which requires 

discretion and problem-solving capabilities. Think for instance about the chaos when 

electronic payment systems break down in a country and nobody in the shop still 

remembers how to accept credit card payments without a connection to the network. 

Another example is when a family does not receive an insurance payment because the 

system does not allow it, leading to distress that can only be solved when higher 

management steps in and overrules the system.  
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Following procedures requires control. Part of the control process is the increase in levels 

of management. The combination of efforts to reduce discretion and the possibilities to 

employ staff that only need to be skilled in routinised tasks increases the need for 

management. In a case of exceptions, or in the case of system breakdown, solutions 

cannot be generated by the street-level staff and responsibility is transferred to a higher 

hierarchical level. Street-level workers do so not only because they are unable to provide 

a solution since they lack the skills and training, but more often because they are not 

allowed to do so: only higher managerial levels are allowed to overrule the system. 

Street-level bureaucrats that have in the past frequently overruled their systems, can no 

longer do so because of informatisation. 

 

This evolution is reflected in the in intensity of supervision. Gordon mapped the intensity 

of supervision in a number of OECD countries as the ‘ratio of administrative and 

managerial workers to the sum of clerical, service and production workers’ (Gordon, 

1994: 275) and found this ratio to be considerably higher in the UK, US and Canada in 

comparison  with most Western European countries. An expansion of this analysis to 

include more recent data by Kleinknecht et al. found the ‘management bureaucracy’, or 

the ratio of managers and supervisors, to be much higher in Anglo-Saxon countries (US, 

UK, Australia and Canada) (Kleinknecht, Naastepad, & Storm, 2006). Not surprisingly, 

these are countries with an advanced implementation of NPM-style reforms. Obviously, 

this may also be influenced by other factors. 

The higher management ratio and accompanying increased steering and control may have 

an impact on innovation, because employees are not stimulated to participate in the 
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organisation and suggest ideas. They are just there to execute. This reduces employees’ 

loyalty to the organisation and makes it difficult to develop expertise that would allow 

innovation. Suggesting change also becomes more difficult, because ideas cannot be 

tested at street level but have to be integrated in the routines and procedures of the 

organisation. Every minor change thus requires a major organisational overhaul. An 

example is that of an organisation that introduced a new IT system incorporating previous 

systems developed at field offices. While the new system combines all the best elements 

of the previous systems, it also comes with a policy that discourages field offices to 

develop their own software. As a result, the introduction of a new and more advanced 

system for the organisation as a whole also discourages the bottom-up innovation that had 

made the system possible in the first place. 

 

Beyond procedures: system breakdown and bricolage 

Streamlining processes and procedures to achieve quality means removing redundant 

elements, removing waste and removing inefficiencies. The rhetoric of avoiding waste 

has been a central element in many public sector reform initiatives. The rhetoric suggests 

it is hard to be against avoiding waste. But what is waste, and does removing it always 

improve service delivery and outcomes? Not necessarily. As I have already mentioned 

when talking about administrative discretion, redundancy has a function in achieving 

outcomes.  

While quality models and procedures are generally very good at measuring and reducing 

risk, they become pretty useless when risk or extra-procedural occurrences happen. In 

highly standardised systems, as described in this chapter, ‘the right way’ of doing things 
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is predetermined. There is only one legitimate way for reaching outcomes. Breakdown of 

one element in this ‘right way’ means a collapse of the entire chain. Risks and 

emergencies call for good response procedures, but they equally require a capacity for 

bricolage2: people and resources thrown in, without much planning, legitimation or 

justifying. In short, without procedures. New organic organizational structures emerge 

(Weick, 2001: 74). 

The decision to become a bricoleur is not planned one and is not necessarily located in 

the upper hierarchical echelons. Bricoleurs can be everywhere in an organisation. It can 

be the manager issuing a new marching order. It can be the street-level worker creating a 

temporary fix. Bricolage is not about not having procedures. It is about being able to 

switch quickly between different sets of procedures, or to make decisions without relying 

on the current procedure. And sometimes it may mean being able to work without relying 

on procedures. But it is not random, because it results in drawing a new organisation and 

requires intimate knowledge of resources and of connections and relations in the 

organisation (Weick, 2001: 63). This is exactly what administrative discretion is about. 

‘A bricoleur should not be confused with an odd job man, because considerably more 

knowledge about materials is assumed in the case of the bricoleur’ (Weick, 2001: 62). 

A factor facilitating bricolage is institutional memory. In a mode of bricolage, one does 

not discard old material and tools when they no longer have a direct purpose. Being 

creative, switching between procedures and taking rapid non-standardised decisions 

depends on experience - having done things before; having seen things being done 

                                                 

2 Note that I do not use ‘bricolage’ as a concept for constructing meaning, but in its more mundane sense, which could 

but should not always correspond to Lévi-Strauss’ use of the word (Lévi-Strauss, 1962). 
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before. Bricolage requires lots of practice and prior experience so that it is not just 

improvisation (Weick, 2001: 286-9). Weick suggested that a too extensive formal training 

may be detrimental to problem-solving capacity (Weick, 2001: 295), because this training 

only prepares one to function in a heavily standardised, proceduralised and predetermined 

environments and not in chaotic ones (Weick, 2001: 111). Institutional memory can be 

considerably aided by clear procedures and management plans, because these make the 

institutional memory available in a way that is accessible to all and because, in the case of 

emergency scenarios, they train members of the organisation in working according to the 

alternative procedure. But procedures may also hinder this institutional memory, because 

the actors in the organisation have little interest in knowing the organisation beyond their 

own place in the organisation chart. Bricolage is really about moving beyond procedures, 

and sometimes this implies moving back to a situation before the procedures. Despite an 

appearance of randomness, bricolage is not entirely random. It can best be compared to a 

musical variation: there are variations around a theme. Sometimes the theme is replicated 

without any changes and sometimes the music no longer sounds like the initial theme, but 

the central theme in some way always underlies the variations. 

The value of oversupply and redundancy is especially visible in the case of emergencies. 

States build an oversupply of services to be able to cope with unpredictable situations. 

While these redundancies appear, well, redundant, they have an important function in 

‘keeping the system going’. Short-term efficiency considerations lead to the elimination 

of redundancies. This leaves a state very vulnerable. This is exactly what is happening in 

an environment of fragmented government, where many core functions of the state are 

outsourced, privatised or agencified. The responsibility of providing for the redundancies  
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no longer lies with these hived-off bodies. The worst thing that can happen to a firm in 

the case of an emergency is that it disappears, leaving its penniless shareholders behind. 

The real consequences of not being prepared fall on society or the government. A state 

however is society and can obviously not afford this. Fragmentation of government 

stimulates organisations to focus on their own tasks and does not make them responsible 

for outcomes. It therefore makes perfect sense to focus on pure efficiency improvements 

by streamlining procedures. 

 

This again shows how difficult it is to maintain a healthy balance between procedures and 

laws and administrative discretion, between efficiency and cost awareness and 

redundancy and preparedness, between hierarchy and rules and bricolage. What appears 

efficient and outcome-oriented in the short run, may prove to be very costly in the long 

run. But mere inefficiencies can also easily come to be identified as contingency 

planning, and bricolage may be a method for sabotaging reforms.  

 

Rational procedures and rational appearance 

The rational model remains a powerful image for describing and legitimising behaviour. 

If, as a manager, you cannot explain your decisions within a rational framework, you 

cannot be seen to be a ‘good manager’. Heuristics such as ‘gut feeling’ are not acceptable 

explanations for your decision making behaviour. Using models, data, indicators and 

procedures gives an appearance of efficiency and competence to decision making (van 

Dooren & Van de Walle, 2004; Albaek, 1995; Dahler-Larsen, 2000). This explains the 

success of quality models. They help to communicate and legitimise the quality of 
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organisations. Organisations without quality models are labelled as organisations that do 

not deliver quality. They do not have the symbols and markers that are generally 

associated with quality. A manager talking to customers to hear how they evaluate the 

service they have received is not one who best fits into the accepted model of a quality 

manager who relies on data, reports and indicators and can therefore not be seen to take 

quality management seriously. 

 

This desire to motivate the functioning of an organisation and its quality by referring to 

procedures and quality models reflects a ‘problem solving’ approach to policy making, 

the belief that there are clearly definable courses of action that will lead to ‘better’ 

outcomes (Lindblom & Cohen, 1979). An “advantage” of the use of the problem solving 

metaphor is that it ‘seeks to drive out contradiction and pursues efficient solutions to 

messy social problems’ (Adams & Balfour, 1998: 139). Yet, as we have indicated, many 

of the problems public organisations are dealing with are ‘messy’ problems. The 

perceived need not only to function in a rational way, but also to create a rational 

appearance, has implications for how the quality function in an organisation is structured. 

This will be the topic of the next section. 

 

Two streams of performance and quality 

The obsession with procedures and the desire to align decision-making and service 

delivery to something that is seen as an ideal model of rational decision making has led to 

the increase of a series of functions and symbols that help to uphold the image of such a 
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rational, proceduralised, decision-making and delivery process. This is especially visible 

in the expansion of audit and performance indicator bureaucracies. 

Quality systems and bureaucracies risk becoming no more than a box-ticking exercise to 

fulfil the requirements, without any further link with the functioning of the organisation.  

This is a phenomenon that has been observed in performance measurement, where 

parallel systems develop (Radnor & McGuire, 2004) and where ‘performance 

presentation becomes a profession’ (Pidd, 2005: 487). For the operational side of the 

organisation, adherence to a number of minimal standards becomes accepted and desired 

practice (van Thiel & Leeuw, 2002) in order to uphold the appearance of efficiency and 

performance. Halachmi, describes the costs of introducing performance measurement in 

organisations as a transfer of resources from production to overhead, from the operational 

side of the organisation to staff functions (Halachmi, 2005). The creation of staff 

functions is costly and only makes sense when they lead to a decrease of costs in the line, 

and this is not necessarily the case. The same can be said about quality systems.  

 

When reading the organisational quality literature, the general tenet is that quality is not 

just about techniques, methods and procedures, but that it is about a way of working or an 

attitude that permeates the organisation. When we look at organisations, however, and the 

way they organise ‘quality’ in their organisation, we see that ‘quality’ is often something 

that is organised centrally. The quality department or the department for organisational 

development is the place where new initiatives are being developed and where the 

organisation’s view of quality is developed. And this is normal. Someone needs to 

coordinate efforts and develop the expertise needed to work with quality models and 

transform the organisation. 
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These quality departments change and develop through time and tend to focus on the 

techniques and priorities that are en vogue. The people and departments that introduced 

performance measurement are often the same ones that introduced quality management 

techniques, customers surveys, BPRs or CAFs. This is especially the case for small 

organisations: Mr or Mrs Quality is at the same time Mr or Mrs BPR or Mr or Mrs 

performance measurement. Quality departments act no different from other staff 

departments in that they display bureau-shaping behaviour (Dunleavy, 1991). This has 

important implications for the wider organisation. Rather than permeating organisations, 

quality develops on islands and becomes a mere output of one specific subdivision of an 

organisation. Quality models do not do what they are intended to do, but are mere 

management instruments. Ritualistic compliance with quality models overtakes ‘true’ 

quality. The presence of quality models in organisations therefore tells us little about the 

quality of the organisation’s functioning. 

The day-to-day service delivery, as experienced by customers and street-level staff, is a 

different reality to that set out in the managerial documents. Producing reports, indicators, 

plans and models has developed in a separate production line. Just as welfare payments or 

health care are outputs of a public organisation, so are annual reports, performance 

indicator tables, or management plans. These two streams of output can easily coexist 

without much interaction. One reality of public organisations is the day-to-day delivery of 

services. The other reality is the constant stream of managerial documents, which 

becomes a self-legitimising reality. Two organisations co-exist within the same 

organisation, and the two do not necessarily need each other. Improvements can be 
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measured by looking at both realities, and often, the use of formalised quality models 

only helps to improve the outputs of the paper stream.  

 

Conclusion: A healthy balance in public sector improvement 

In the classic Weberian model, the law served as the ultimate standard for administrative 

action. While the principle of the rule of law has never been challenged, the 

predominance of legal frameworks has frequently been described as inefficient, 

ineffective and, sometimes, even inhuman. In practice, a healthy balance between 

applying the law and exercising administrative discretion guided bureaucrats’ actions. On 

occasion, this lead to abuse and to civil servants with personal agendas, but overall 

excesses remained limited, albeit that efficiency sometimes suffered. The worldwide 

public sector reform movement in the 1980s and ‘90s and the advance of information 

technology has led to considerable improvements in service delivery. Many of these 

improvements were the result of the introduction of quality management models, with 

their focus on procedures and standards. Now, it often seems as if procedures and IT 

algorithms have become the new laws. New forms of administrative discretion will 

therefore have to develop when public organisations want to deliver outcomes rather than 

mere outputs.  

 

Discretion needs to be permitted but limited (we don’t want absolute discretion for civil 

servants). Procedures needs to be developed and standardised, but we should not allow 

the procedures to dominate the organisation. There is a need to balance administrative 

compassion with equal treatment. Discretion and standardisation both have specific 
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virtues and vices, and finding the right balance between them is a challenge for all 

managers. An observation of the day-to-day functioning of air controllers led Weick to 

the conclusion that ‘the real trick in high reliability systems is somehow to achieve 

simultaneous centralization and decentralization’ (Weick, 2001: 340). 

 

The hard question is where this correct balance lies. Probably, there is no such balance, 

but a need for constant adaptation of organisational strategy to changing circumstances. 

Countries in different stages of administrative development may have different needs. For 

some countries, important public sector improvements can be effected by making 

procedures work and by focusing on efficiency improvements and strict equal treatment 

before the law. But there are limits to these reforms. At some time you need to loosen this 

attention to procedures in order that the procedure does not dominate service delivery to 

the detriment of outcomes. At that point, more administrative discretion needs to be 

allowed. This discretion may lead to non-proceduralised creative solutions but may also 

put equal treatment at risk. Governments that have been early adaptors of business 

methods may be at risk because they have now reached a stage where procedures have 

become too dominant in the delivery of public services. Their pioneering role may have 

put them at a disadvantage. In such public services, civil servants do not feel responsible 

for outcomes, only for the procedure. Success is measured by following procedures, and 

diverging from procedures is risky and may create liabilities.  

Establishing procedures often leads to public sector improvements, but adhering to them 

in an extreme way creates inefficiencies and even perverse effects. The advantages of 

standardisation and proceduralisation come with disadvantages. Weick came to similar 
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conclusions for organisations and their reliance on rational organisation and decision 

making: ‘don’t treat rationality as a universal prescription. If you live by rationality alone, 

you lose options (use of intuition, quick response, trial and error), and you lose 

nondeliberated sources of variety (hunches)’ (Weick, 2001: 52). 

 

Quality management is not about reducing organisations to procedures and standards. 

The ‘spirit’ of quality management is really about integrating quality into all 

organisational processes and transforming people’s minds. Procedures are just an 

instrument for delivering quality. An interesting parallel with performance management 

emerges. Some have reduced performance measurement to indicators and measurement. 

In Chinese, the word performance is translated as wu wei. It doesn’t quite mean what you 

would expect it to mean. It refers to a situation without action, action without action, it is 

a natural process, almost ‘the art of letting be’3. Quality and quality management should 

be interpreted in the same way: quality is not just about following procedures or 

implementing standards, but about being open to whatever emerges and responding to the 

forces in and around the organisation. An organisation that is concerned about outcomes 

is one that dares to let go and dares to move beyond procedures. 
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