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228 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes

involving a transition from government to governance. But of course we are
talking here about partial changes and the unitary model remains of impor- b
tance. In any case it needs to be seen as the starting point for its alternatives. F
Hence this chapter, and to a large extent the next one too, is about unitary
bureaucratic government. The issues about governance are then explored in
Chapter 14.

In the first part of the book it was shown that some of the key theories of
the state — particularly elitist theories, rational choice theories and institu-
tional theories — concern themselves with issues about bureaucratic power,
often seeing it as involving the domination of the policy process by those
inside the organisational system. The word ‘bureaucracy’ is a neutral term
used to describe a complex organisation, particularly a governmental one. But
it is also used in a pejorative sense to denote an impenetrable, ponderous and
unimaginative organisation.

In many discussions of the role of organisations in the modern world 3
these complex ‘bureaucracies’ are seen as necessary evils. As Perrow puts it, |
‘Without this form of social technology, the industrialized countries of the
West could not have reached the heights of extravagance, wealth and pol-
lution that they currently enjoy’ (Perrow, 1972, p. 5). The emphasis upon
bureaucracy as a potentially problematical form of organisation, highlighted
by the frequency with which the term is used pejoratively, has two separate
key concerns which can be described simply as concerns about (a) account-
ability and (b) efficiency and effectiveness. One tendency of critiques of 3
bureaucracy is to stress problems with making government organisations
accountable to the people. Another is to emphasise the extent to which they
are unsatisfactory ‘instruments’ for the carrying out of policy - they are seen
as increasing costs and distorting outputs.

Protagonists at both ends of the political spectrum offer solutions to the
alleged problem of ‘bureaucracy’ in public policy. For many on the ‘Right’
the solution is the allocation of goods and services by way of the market,
with the role of government kept to a minimum. The market offers a mecha-
nism which is accountable, because the public are then consumers and are
able to make choices about what they purchase, and efficient, because pro-
viders are in continuous competition with each other. The libertarian ‘Left’
alternatively sees a world in which capitalist power is curbed or overthrown i
as offering the possibility of free collaboration between equal citizens in b
meeting their needs. Both extremes embody a utopian element - in the case
of the ‘Right’, a belief in the feasibility of a really competitive market rather i
than an economy in which there is a tendency for monopoly to develop and 4
for choices to be limited and manipulated; in the case of the ‘Left’, a world in
which big government is as unnecessary as big capitalism. |

The utopianism of the ‘Right’ is more important for the modern political
agenda than that of the ‘Left’, partly because of the dominance of capitalist
ideology and partly because the history of communism has offered so dra-
matic a betrayal of its idealistic roots. Yet nearer the centre of the political

‘ debate the idealistic assertions of both camps offer key poles for debate about
" public policy - concerning the extent to which there are problems about
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230 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes

Box 12.1

Max Weber’s analysis of types of authofity

Charismatic authority is based upon ‘devotion to the specific and exceptional
sanctity, heroism or exemplary character of an individual person’ (Weber,
1947, p. 328). It is a transitory phenomenon associated with periods of social
turmoil; the essentially personal nature of the relationship between leader
and follower makes the development of permanent institutions impossible
and accordingly it succumbs to processes of ‘routinisation’ which transform
it into one of the other types of authority.

Traditional authority, on the other hand, rests upon ‘an established belief
in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the legitimacy of the status of
those exercising authority under them’ (ibid.). While charismatic author-
ity’s weakness lies in its instability, the weakness of traditional authority is
its static nature. It is thus argued to be the case that the rational-legal type of
authority is superior to either of the other two types.

Weber states that rational-legal authority rests upon ‘a belief in the legality
of patterns of normative rules, and the right of those elevated to authority
under such rules to issue commands’ (ibid.). The maintenance of such a
system of authority rests upon the development of a bureaucratic system of
administration in which permanent officials administer, and are bound by,
rules.

Students of Weber have differed in the extent to which they regard him
as a theorist who believed that bureaucracy can be subjected to democratic
control. He was clearly ambivalent on that topic. Whilst the use of ‘bureauc-
racy’ as a pejorative term (see the discussion above) clearly predates Weber,
he must be seen as the theorist who effectively poses the dilemma: here is an
instrument that enables much to be done that could not otherwise be done,
but there is a need to be concerned about how it is used, how it is controlled
and who controls it (Albrow, 1970; Beetham, 1987).

The strength of the bureaucratic form of administration, according to
Weber, rests upon its formal rationality, a notion which a number of modern
students of organisations have equated with efficiency. This translation
of Weber’s concept has led to some useful discussions of the relationship
between formalism and efficiency but has also given currency to a rather
unsubtle characterisation of Weber’s theory. Albrow (1970) shows how this
confusion arose and provides the following clarification of Weber’s position:

The real relation between formal rationality and efficiency can best be
understood by considering the means by which efficiency is commonly
measured, through the calculation of cost in money terms, or in time,
or in energy expended. Such calculations are formal procedures which
do not in themselves guarantee efficiency, but are among the conditions
for determining what level of efficiency has been reached. At the heart of
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232 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes if

American who tried to develop scientific principles for industrial man-
agement based upon a series of generalisations which he claimed to be of
universal application. His importance for this account is that he has been *
widely seen as the leading exponent of methods of organisation which
rest upon treating human beings as units of labour to be used ‘efficiently’
without regard to their needs, attitudes and emotions (Braverman, 1974).
Hence a great deal of the subsequent concern about human relations in
organisations emerged from the exposure of the limitations of ‘Taylorism’.
Despite that exposure the influence of Taylorism lives on. Pollitt (1990)
has described much modern managerialism in the public services as ‘neo-
Taylorism’. He argues: i

Taylorism was centrally concerned with the ‘processes of determining and .
fixing effort levels’ and can be seen as ‘the bureaucratization of the struc-
ture of control but not the employment relationship’ (Littler, 1978, pp. 199
and 185 respectively). It proceeded on the basis that . . . the work process
could and should be measured by management, and then used as a basis
for rewarding and controlling effort . . . . This is not far, in principle, from
the recent epidemic of electronically-mediated public-service systems of
performance indicators, individual performance review and merit pay.
(Pollitt, 1990, p. 16)

Taylor was working for the Ford motor company, a pioneer in mass produc-
tion methods. Hence other theorists have spoken of ‘Fordism’ (Sabel, 1982)
to describe an approach to organisation in which Taylorist methods are
used to try to reduce workers to commodities, performing limited tasks in
tightly regulated conditions for the lowest possible rewards. Whilst public
policy implementation is seen as less likely to embody circumstances in
which such mass production is feasible, Taylorism or Fordism can be seen
to offer one model for the public bureaucracy (see Pollitt, 1990). It is one
model, moreover, which may be seen as solving the dilemma of account-
ability - at least as far as routine tasks like social benefit administration
are concerned - by ensuring a rigid adherence to hierarchically (and thus 5
perhaps ultimately democratically) determined rules. This is an issue to ‘
which we will return below when we explore the relationship between rules
and discretion.

But that is only one way to take the Weberian model, seeking to make it
simply a compliant instrument. Other ways suggest that there are problems
with this, and observe some of the tensions and contradictions in the ‘ideal
type’. In the 1920s and 1930s, management theory gradually began to move
away from a concern with the development of formal prescriptions for organ-
isational structure towards a better understanding of organisational life (see
Box 12.3). This development, while still firmly preoccupied with the question
of how to control subordinates within the industrial enterprise, neverthe-
less eventually contributed to a transformation of the way organisations are
understood. i
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234 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes

bureaucracy, often unjustly alleging that Weber had not been aware of them é i
but nevertheless usefully advancing organisational theory. B

In some of this work it is suggested that there is likely to be a conflict within 3
a bureaucratic organisation between the principle of hierarchy and the need ]
to maximise the use of expertise. Gouldner (1954) makes this point in the
following way: | 8

Weber, then, thought of bureaucracy as a Janus-faced organisation, looking |
two ways at once. On the one side, it was administration based on expertise: E
while on the other, it was administration based on discipline. (Gouldner, ;.
1954, p. 22) E

Bureaucratic organisation is founded upon the need to make the maximum
use of the division of labour. Such division is based upon the need to subdivide 2
a task either because of its size or because it is impossible for a single individual E
to master all its aspects. In fact, in most cases both of these reasons apply. The E
principle of hierarchy rests upon the notion of the delegation of responsibility .
to subordinates. If the superior could perform the whole of the task that is E
delegated, there would be no need to have subordinates. He or she will del-
egate part of the task either because of a lack of time to do it alone, or because .
he or she has neither the time nor the knowledge to perform certain parts of |
the task. Inasmuch as the latter is the case, it is obvious that in respect of at
least part of the task the superior is less expert than the subordinate. But even g
in the former case this may also be true, since, particularly as far as tasks that
require decision making are concerned, the subordinate will be in possession
of detailed information which, in delegating responsibility, the superior has
chosen not to receive. We are back here, of course, to the issues about the like- !
lihood of discretion in action (explored in the cookery example in Box 10.7).

It is for these reasons that, as far as the detailed functioning of any organi-
sation with complex tasks to perform is concerned, it must be recognised E
that expertise resides to a large extent in the lower ranks of a hierarchy.
And it is for these reasons that it is inevitable that there tends to be conflict
between authority based upon expertise and authority based upon hierarchy
in bureaucratic organisations.

The apparent inconsistency in Weber’s theory identified by Gouldner
has helped to provoke several valuable studies of conflict between experts 3
and administrators within organisations. An allied topic that has also been 1
explored is the conflict that exists for experts between professional orienta-
tion and organisational orientation in their attitudes to their work (Gouldner,
1957-8; Reissman, 1949).

A second important theme deriving from Weber’s work concerns the 2
relationship between rationality and rigidity. One of the earliest essays on
this theme was Merton’s (1957) discussion of bureaucratic structure and
personality. This emphasis fits with the arguments about expertise within i
organisations. The implications of this point and the one in the previous par-
agraph for the behaviour of bureaucratic employees will be explored further 3
(see Chapter 13).
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236 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes |

must be seen in terms of a constant conflict of interests, now apparent, now
disguised, now overt, often implicit, which lies behind, and informs, the
nature of work organisations within capitalist societies. (Salaman, 1979, |
p. 216; see also Clegg, 1990, and Clegg et al., 2006, for more on these con-
tributions to organisational theory.) | 8

. e Beyond the single organisation perspective ‘ 1:

These power relations within organisations are in various respects related to v
others outside the organisation. This issue was explored in the discussion
of institutional theory in Chapter 4. Note there Selznick’s concern to show
how behaviour within organisations may be influenced by social life outside
them, leading on to theoretical approaches that stress ‘cultural rules’. A
strong emphasis upon formal organisation structures sees behaviour as
determined by rules belonging to the organisation. There are grounds for 3
asking, as Gouldner (1954) does, who makes those rules, or in whose inter- 2
ests they operate; we return to that later in the chapter. The boundaries ‘
between organisations are social constructions that may vary and may be
disputed. Knoke argues: ‘Boundaries maintained by organizational authori-
ties or the participants themselves are more or less based on the type of
organization’ (1990, p. 86). Having noted ‘total institutions’ at one extreme, E
he goes on to say: :

Less rigid organizations, such as volunteer groups, maintain only informal
boundaries; for example, the Red Cross counts as a member anyone who ?
has ever donated blood [reference here is to the United States]. These i
porous boundaries are defined mainly be the members themselves, and the
leaders have little power over them. (ibid.)

The traditional emphasis on closure in respect of organisations implies a
contractual obligation upon a paid employee, and in respect of state organisa-
tions also other obligations embodied in codes of conduct (even perhaps the 1
signing of a declaration to protect official secrets). The important question 5
here then is about the extent to which more flexible forms of organisation E
in and around the public sector, involving networks and inter-organisational i
relationships, make it necessary to revise the formal model embodied in 1
bureaucratic theory.

Issues about the policy process that can be seen as occurring within a single
organisation and those that concern relationships between organisations 5
can in most respects be understood in common-sense terms. Distinctions 8
between what goes on, for example, within a government department and |
between departments are often made, and need no explanation. However, 1
at the margins it may be difficult to make this distinction. Boundaries may
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238 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes

The approach in this book is to use the concept of discretion in the wide
sense embodied in Davis’s definition. This is partly influenced by a belief
that social scientists should try to avoid imposing their own restrictive defi-
nitions of concepts used in everyday speech. But it is also justified by the fact
that this discussion is concerned to see to what extent discretion is a useful
concept with which to explore delegated decision-making processes.

The use of a wide definition like Davis’s implies a concern with almost all
decision-making situations since, as Jacques (1967) points out, almost all del-
egated tasks involve some degree of discretion. This, of course, was the point
made in Box 10.7, with particular reference to cooking. The study of discretion
must involve, by implication, the study of rules, and may alternatively be
defined as being concerned with the extent to which actions are determined
by rules. This also means that students of discretion must be concerned with
rule breaking since in real-life situations the interpretation of the extent to
which rule following allows discretion merges imperceptibly into the witting
or unwitting disregard of rules.

Davis’s definition comes from a book in which he argues that any rule
structure within which discretion is exercised should be drawn as tightly as
possible. He argues: ‘Our governmental and legal systems are saturated with
excessive discretionary power which needs to be confined, structured and )
checked’ (1969, p. 27). Later in the same book he argues that: 4

we have to open our eyes to the reality that justice to individual parties is
administered more outside courts than in them, and we have to penetrate l
the unpleasant areas of discretionary determinations by police and pros- E
ecutors and other administrators, where huge concentrations of injustice )

invite drastic reforms. (ibid., p. 215) |

Davis argues that citizens’ rights to procedural justice can best be achieved E
through earlier and more elaborate administrative rule making and in 1
better structuring and checking of discretionary power (ibid., p. 219). He }
thus has a prescriptive concern about the need for the public organisation |
to control the discretionary power of the individual public officer, and he T
feels this should be primarily attempted through rules that are open to ]
public inspection.

In Britain, Jeffrey Jowell carried forward the kind of concern about discre-
tion shown by Davis in the United States. Jowell’s definition of discretion is
similar to Davis’s. He defines it as ‘the room for decisional manoeuvre pos- [ 3
sessed by a decision maker’ (Jowell, 1973, p. 179), and argues that the key need [ .
is to ensure that decision makers cannot make arbitrary decisions. However, 1
Jowell lays a far greater stress than Davis upon difficulties with reducing E
administrative discretion. In particular, he shows how many of the consid- b
erations with which decisions must be concerned are inherently difficult to |
specify in rules. Legislators are concerned to prevent dangerous driving, for
example, to ensure that food is pure, and that factories are safe. The provision B
of clear-cut rules to define what is safe or dangerous, pure or polluted, is often
difficult. It may be that legislators need the help of the experts who are to




uorsa1d a1y} usamiaq jou st a1ay aew 03 uondunsip radord sy, ERliEY
-1A9 SUMDIFUOD UIMIDQG dPIOAP 03 saunl pue sadpn[ armbar usjo A1aa
£ayy ‘joordsip pue jooid jo pue me[ pue s19eJ Jo e} o1} uorssajord umo
1Yy Sursnoerd ur S[Iym Geyy ST soAme] £q uonensIurpe AIeUonaId
-SIp U0 sydele pajeonsiydos ssaf ay3 jo awos jo syoadse Surstidins oy
JO 9UQ 'SIU2A dWES Y} JO SUOISIDA JUSIIHIP JUasaId S[ENPIAIPUT dIDTM
10 ‘snongrquie SI IDUDPIAD AIAYM ISIIE $308F SUNIIPUOD JNOqe Sanss]
‘9rerrdordde st Apoq
[eadde ue £q uonuULAIRIUT IYRYM SUTUTWIAIAP 0] 9I0J3I91) pUe ‘JOU Ik
Jel]} S9UO pue s19M0d §,[RIDYJO Ue UTYIIM dIE JBY} SUOISIIAP UdaMID( SUOLIUT
-SIp SUIMeIp 10§ Me] sATeTISTUTIIPE Ul Jueytodurr ate Loy} Inq Orurapede A1aA
WIS AeUI SUOLDUNSIP 9$IL, $10€] JO UORe}aIdiaiul 1) 0] SpIepue)s Ardde
03 2ARY SIEW UOISIOAp Jey) 1no Sunuiod ‘Aem STy} Ul UORLIISIP IsATeue o)
pauI2dU0d Afrerrwis st (986T) weSies “pajerdiajur aq 03 aaey Arroyine orid
© £q 19s SpIEpUR)S SIYM ‘UOTIDIISIP YBIM PUR ‘SPIEPUER]S dU} S9}8IID Ioyew
UOISIOIP 93 2I9YM ‘UOTIRIISIP SUOILS U9IMIDC UOTIDUNSIP (£/6T) S,UDIOM(]
90U ~ UOHDIDSIP UO SUNLIM [239] 1230 UT dN Uaye) Udd(q SARY] SINSST S,
*ST 13deyD ur Aiqerunoode jo pue ¢ 191deyn) ur NIom
[9A9[-32913$ JO SUOTSSNOSIP B[} UT WINJDI M YITYM 0 D1d 03 © ST 3Ry, “A[oI] 210U
ST UORIdSIP UDIYM UT SUOIIRNIIS UOISIIAP Jo sadA) Ajyuapr 03 pasu e s3s288ns
SIUL "(6Z "d ‘S66T ‘UIMPIeq) 10BI2IUL SI0}OR] AURTU 9I9UM SINSSI Q1uadi[od,
a1 sprepuels Sulyroads noqe sanmogyp xo[dwod apIsSuoy -d[qeirasur 3q
Aewr UORRIISIP AYM SUOSEAI SWIOS $35938NS I} *PIA[OAUT INSST 2ATIURISqNS 9}
03 UOHRIDSIP JO UoTIeN[eAd AUR 33R[9I 0) PAaU  15288Ns syuswnSie s [omo[
'$9[NI 93 321d 1oyur
03 AR OUM 9SO} JO SJAI[2q PUR $9pNIIe Y3 JO APNIs e pue uonesrueSIo
U3} 03 [BUIUT $3552001d [RIO0S JO UOTJRIDPISUOD B sa1nbal SUR[ew UOTSDAP
Areuonamsip jo Apnys Aue 1ey) $35988ns Juswwod 1se[ sty “(10og *d “piqn)
2dods s31 301d193UT 01 UONRISSIP JO 32189p dwOs Jo passassod 9q Apyuanbaiy
[1tm 9[nI e jo 1rdde ay3 ‘usasa1o) aq jouued jey; suonenyts o) uonesrdde
$31 U urelrodun Apagie| st a8enSuey asnesaq pue - - pastaap Aparsodind are
S9[NI OUIS 3nq, ‘UONAIdSIP Yons ysijoqe o3 readde Aewr sanr ‘9oue(s 15117 1y
(641 *d ‘€/61) MO[ PuR Y31y usamIaq wWNNURUod e Suore saguer pue ‘92189p
JO Io)jeUl B ST, UONLIdSIP Jey} sangie Iatflel 1nq ‘siae Aq paisadsns se uon
-9IDSIP pue s3I Waamiaq Awojoydip spdurrs e 3dadde jou sa0p [[omof
“(P0z "d ‘¢L6T ‘T1omo[)
AW 1940 d3ueyd 03 A[Iqndadsns pue AN[IqIXS DY ST SI[NI WO w1}
SaUSMSUNISIP ey} SPIEPUE]S JO 2INJRJ 3, JBU} SINSIE 3 “TOASMO]] “JUN0IIE
OjUT Uaye) 9q O3 91k 1By} $10e] ‘elIdLId Aq 9s1da1d 210 patapual aq Aew spre
-PUeIS Jel]} SINSTR Y "SPIBPURIS JO JUSUIAIIONUD 33 UM ST UIIIUOD IAYM
UonRIdSIP SULI2139] JO sWRqoId 311 JO UOISSNOSIP d]qentea & sapraoid [[amof
"a[qrssodwr A[eonderd aq 03 se JMOGIIP oS s sapni 11dxe ojur
SpIepue)s JO uone[sueI} a3 Jey3 9sed a3 aq Aew J1 Ing ‘sani 11dxs 10w
ew 01 AIIqisuodsar 191} Paped 9ABY SIOJR[SISI LY} PUE ‘SanssT oy} Jjo
SUTLIN[q & 0} PI] SBY UONL[SISA] U} I9A0 DIFUOD Je1[) 9q Aew J] ‘'PasIAdp 2q 01
$3[NT 11011 X SI[qRUD JUIUIDIOJUD JO 20UIIRdXD UM 1ep I91e] B Je pajrwar]
3q Aet UONLIdSIP ISUDS SIY] U] "SI dh19ads awros apraoid 0] mey oy 9DI0JUD

6EC uon2IoSIp pue ssjny

031 2.
ualj
uors
Ioj ¢
0} 3]
-pIst
Sun
‘IoAs
past
-sod
ST UcC
-9108

01 u
oy p
uom
dH
ur p
paAd

20181
-soxd
djeIy
SI SaT:

pue |
qm
se A3
J[nI .

Suny
0] Uk
M |
pauru
9q AJ
uorna:
jurod
PP I
[1e 3s0

[nyasn
ERIIEN
-Jop 3
FI1q
IpIM ¢




’Y it
| 240 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes | ]

7
! ]; of judicial decision making and the imprecision of much administration, ‘ 1
I il but between the extent to which procedural safeguards for the individual, #
i | or due process, exist in each situation. Here again Jowell’s work is helpful

‘ |

1 since he distinguishes between two approaches to the control of discretion:
‘ ‘legalisation’, the ‘process of subjecting official decisions to predetermined
rules’ and thus, of course, the elimination of discretion; and ‘judicialisa-
tion’, involving ‘submitting official decisions to adjudicative procedures’
(1973, p. 178). In that sense the issue is then about where ultimate decision
making power, or discretion, is to reside when there is conflict over official
decisions.

e ————

e . i i :
- i Rules and discretion in organisational sociology 3

} So all work, however closely controlled and supervised, involves some degree | 3

of discretion. Wherever work is delegated, the person who delegates it loses a

! certain amount of control. To approach the concept in this way is, of course,

to examine it from the perspective of superordinate authority. Viewed the

| other way round, the equivalent phenomenon is rules which apparently

| guarantee benefits or services but nevertheless have to be interpreted by

! i intermediaries. It is in the twin contexts of task complexity and the del-
|
\
|
|
|
!
|
|

i
i

egation of responsibility that the phenomenon of discretion becomes of
salient importance. In complex organisational situations gaps readily emerge
between intentions and outcomes. People running one-person businesses :
exercise discretion, of course, but the concern here is with it as a relational
phenomenon. The problems about discretion are perceived, not surprisingly,
as arising when one person’s discretionary freedom may subvert the inten-
tions of another.

Running through much organisation theory, and in particular through g
the work of those writers who are seeking to help those they see as in control i
of organisations to determine the right way to approach the delegation of
tasks, is therefore a concern about the balance between rules and discre-
tion, even when different words are used. Hence Simon, in his classic work
Administrative Behaviour (1957), emphasises the importance of the various
premises upon which decisions are based. Rule making and control within
organisations is concerned with the specification of premises for subordi-
nates. Simon argues:

The behaviour of a rational person can be controlled, therefore, if the value
and factual premises upon which he bases his decisions are specified for
him. This control can be complete or partial - all premises can be specified,
or some can be left to his discretion. Influence, then, is exercised through
control over the premises of decision. (Simon, 1957, p. 223)
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~e importance of organisational processes

5/@ ‘37.1 ‘that a worker at a high specificity level necessarily has a smaller

% C‘z}}? ‘scretion (in any of its senses) than a worker at a high generality

% O o\,fo sire, 1978a, p. 221). This approach helps us to make sense of the
5 “ o - concept of discretion in relation to professional hierarchies such as
p%;& «on or medicine. The organisational or planning activities at the top of

.
Fe
2

. hierarchies set contexts for, but do not necessarily predetermine, deci-
on making at field level, where very different tasks are performed and very
different problems have to be solved.

All the writers who have been concerned with the complexity of organ-
isations have acknowledged that there are related problems of control,
coordination and communication between these different ‘provinces’ and
linking these programmes within programmes (see Dunsire, 1978b). Attention
has been drawn to the interdependence involved, and therefore to the fact that
in a hierarchical situation superiors may be dependent upon subordinates.
This is taken further by Gouldner (1954), who shows that the top-down pres-
entation of hierarchical relationships with superiors promulgating rules to
restrict the discretion of subordinates may sometimes be turned on its head.
He draws attention to the development of rules which limit the discretionary
freedom of superiors in the interests of their subordinates. The classical dis-
cussion of this occurs in Gouldner’s Patterns of Industrial Bureaucracy (1954),
in which he shows the part that workers may play in securing rules to protect
their interests. Overall his emphasis is upon the appeal to rules, by either party,
in a situation in which a previously obtained relationship breaks down:

Efforts are made to install new bureaucratic rules, or enforce old ones,
when people in a given social position (i.e. management or workers) per-
ceive those in a reciprocal position (i.e. workers or management) as failing
to perform their role obligations. (Gouldner, 1954, p. 232)

Gouldner explores the many functions of rules in situations of social con-
flict. He draws our attention, therefore, to the extent to which rules and
discretion must be studied in the context of relationships in which the
parties on either side seek to influence the freedom of movement of the
other.

It is important to move away from the older emphasis in organisation
theory which saw the rules/discretion relationship from the perspective of
superiors concerned to limit discretion, as far as acceptable, in the interests
of rational management. Instead, attention should be directed towards the
extent to which both rules and discretion are manipulated and bargained
over within hierarchies. Fox (1974), coming to the examination of this issue
from a concern with industrial relations, interestingly relates rule imposi-
tion to low-trust relationships. He picks up the top-down concern with
detailed prescription and shows how this creates or reinforces low-trust
relations:

The role occupant perceives superordinates as behaving as if they believe
he cannot be trusted, of his own volition, to deliver a work performance
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244 Chapter 12 / The importance of organisational processes

This excursion into the treatment of discretion in organisation theory
suggests, therefore, that there are a number of reasons why discretion is B
likely to be an important phenomenon in bureaucracies. At times, confu- | 8
sion arises between notions of organisation flexibility in which discretion, F
particularly professional discretion, is accepted as an inherent feature and
notions of conflict between formal requirements and informal behaviour (or
more explicitly between rule making or enforcement and rule breaking). This
confusion may be a reflection of the fact that in reality these phenomena
cannot be easily separated. Organisations are not simply fixed entities within
which informal behaviour may develop. They are in a permanent state of
change with both new rules and new forms of rule breaking occurring as con-
flicting interests interact. Streeck and Thelen, whose perspective on the need
to appreciate the complexity of institutional arrangements was discussed i
earlier (see Chapter 4), stress: 3

@ ‘the meaning of a rule is never self-evident and always subject to and in
need of interpretation’ (2005, p. 14); -

rule makers have cognitive limits;

‘rule takers do not just implement the rules . . . but also try to revise them

in the process of implementation, making use of their inherent openness
and under-definition (ibid., p. 15);

‘there are limits to the extent to which socially authorized agencies i
... can prevent unintentional or subversive deviation from . . . rules’ |
(ibid.). 3

The granting of discretion may be a conscious ingredient of the formal ‘
design at one extreme, or a reluctant concession to organisational realities )
at the other. Conversely, new limitations upon discretion may stem from
attempts by superiors to assert their hierarchical rights, or from aspirations
of subordinates to introduce greater certainty for their activities. In this last
sense, therefore, there is no simple equation between rule making and hier-
archical control or between the preservation of discretion and subordinate
freedom.

This final point needs emphasising further. Baumgartner (1992) criticises b
the legal concern that discretionary behaviour is unpredictable and argues i
that ‘social laws’ make it predictable. Her essay analyses the impact of a variety
of sociological features of official encounters upon their outcomes reminding
us that ‘rules’ in a sociological sense may be as readily ‘made’ in the course
of official behaviour as promulgated by policy makers and managers. These
‘rules’, moreover, may have characteristics which give them a power that is
difficult to resist. Feldman, in an essay in the same volume as Baumgartner’s,
offers a clever analogy:

The difference between the formal limits and the social context limits to
discretion can be likened to the difference between a wall and a rushing
stream of water. The wall is firm, clearly delineated, and it hurts when _
you run into it. The rushing stream . . . moves; its speed varies; it is more
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CONCLUSIONS ‘, :

This chapter started by examining the way in which Max Weber's theory of
bureaucracy has been seen as defining a model for organisational control that
has been widely adopted. We are again, as in so much of any discussion of
the policy process, in a literature where issues about what does happen and i
issues about what should happen are often confused. The Weberian model is ‘ i
seen both as a way of conveying the essential character of hierarchical admin- ]
istration and as an ideal widely espoused by the architects of administrative

systems. Organisational sociologists came along somewhat later to suggest ‘
that the reality of organisational life may be rather different. It was also the 4
case that many of them indicated that they thought it should be rather dif-
ferent.

Nevertheless, the Weberian model was attractive to those who wanted
to stress that public servants should administer impartially policies devised
by politicians. In taking that view they were supported by a legal view of the
desirability of rule following and a hostility to administrative discretion. The
discussion of this then indicates a fascinating parallel literature to both
the implementation debate and evaluation of the bureaucratic model, seeing
the issues about the relationship between rules and discretion to be very
complex and some forms of discretion as inevitable.




