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Abstract 

This paper argues that the problem-solving approach to government can tend to obstruct the creation of strategy and the achievement of long-term goals. It examines the way in which government in the United Kingdom has reinforced problem-solving institutions and behaviours and the difficulties that have arisen as a result. It considers the apparent paradox that times of acute shocks and crises can result in longer-term, more strategic policy making. It examines the case for more outcome-oriented government and how it can be achieved. 
Our research 

This paper is based on research conducted over the last eighteen months by the strategy team at the National School of Government involving more than one hundred semi-structured interviews with senior strategists from central and local government, academics and others, an extensive literature review and fieldwork.   

The views expressed in this paper are the author’s and do not necessarily express the views of the National School of Government 

Why problem-solving is not strategic  
In 2008 the world was engulfed by a banking crisis and, hard on its heels, an economic recession which looked likely to be worse than any experienced since that which followed the Wall Street Crash of 1929. People asked why the crisis wasn’t foreseen, why governments didn’t act sooner or more decisively and why plans weren’t in place to head off such problems. Some economists argue that the downturn was entirely foreseeable and, indeed, foreseen by governments and by bankers who were, nevertheless, unwilling or unable to take the measures in advance that would have prevented it. Others contend that governments around the world were blinded by the ‘lens-of-now’ – they assumed that current trends would continue and that historical trends gave them all the information they could possibly need. 
The increase in the price of a barrel of oil from $23 in early 2000 to $56 by early 2007 suggested a peak of around $80 in the period 2008-12; few if any experts thought the price would rise beyond $100 a barrel. Yet by July 2008 we saw prices at $147 a barrel and soaring global inflation as the price of nitrates for food production as well as energy costs for production and transportation of raw materials and finished goods spiralled. Today the price of a barrel of oil is $45. Few will forecast confidently where it will stand at the beginning of 2010. 
It’s not only the economy. Afghanistan in early 2008 sees a resurgent Taliban, buoyant opium production, corruption and a widespread insurgency – all were foreseeable at the time of the 2002 US-led invasion, but they were not foreseen in a way that enabled them to be planned for. 
The problems arising from obesity in Britain and throughout the developed world were foreseeable at least two decades ago, yet we find governments struggling to tackle what now looms as a multi-headed hydra which threatens to reverse a century-long rise in life expectancy – an archetypal ‘wicked issue’. 
And while scientific consensus on the causes and mitigating measures for climate change is considerable and the impacts of climate change are foreseeable, governments seem like rabbits caught between two oncoming sets of headlights, one beaming the message ‘stimulate economic growth’, the other ‘reduce carbon emissions’. None of it looks very strategic. 

Fifty years ago Charles Lindblom
 characterised this approach to government in his paper The Science of Muddling Through as ‘the method of successive limited comparisons’: governments are faced by problems of the day that need tackling, they consider a limited set of apparently feasible options and settle on the one that seems most practicable and that gains the most support. It is rarely the best option to achieve an objective – indeed, the objective is often barely specified - but perhaps it is the least worst.  
This tendency to grapple with problems rather than identify long term desired outcomes and work for their achievement is exacerbated by a tendency on the part of politicians and officials alike to work on inputs (for instance, an NHS budget of £90 billion, or 14,000 more police, or 36,000 more teachers or 32,000 more doctors) and outputs (for instance, more operations, more arrests, more exams passed) rather than on longer-term objectives (for instance, ‘all young people to reach age 19 ready for skilled employment or higher education’), resulting in the common phenomenon of misaligned policies and ‘muddling through’, not as a necessary phase but as a preferred norm.  

Where governments do choose a more goal-oriented, strategic approach they can achieve remarkable things. Most famously, the Republic of Singapore adopted a strategy in 1965 that saw the island state transformed from a high unemployment, low production economy with few prospects into one of the strongest economies in the world. Many other governments at national, state and local level have chosen to adopt strategic approaches, including Finland, Dubai, Scotland, Oregon and Virginia. 
The problem-oriented approach is not wrong, nor is it any less common now than when Lindblom wrote his paper. Indeed, it is necessary for governments to be capable of responding to problems rapidly and effectively. But governments that are good at tackling problems yet lousy at avoiding them need to be treated with a degree of caution, rather like the boy who is always on hand to shout ‘fire’ when flames leap from a building. And governments that are good at neither problem-solving nor strategy aren’t likely to deserve to stay in office for very long.  
Why do we build machinery to solve problems instead of to achieve goals?  

Two apparently contradictory views are often voiced about the role of the Prime Minister’s Office in the UK (Number Ten). One is that Number Ten is the only part of the government machine that acts strategically, as it has an overview of the work of all departments and has the authority necessary to get different parts of government to focus jointly on problems that are rarely the domain of a single department. But the other view is that Number Ten is far from strategic and is even ephemeral in its approach – it focuses on one or two issues for a few weeks and then moves its attention to something else. This tendency is the product of three factors: 

· As Harold Macmillan famously observed, events drive politics. These same events drive media and parliamentary interest, which in turn drive the political process. Therefore Number Ten is in a position of constant response and rebuttal rather than shaping and leading. There is a degree of inevitability in this, and a Number Ten that responds sufficiently fast to events to appear to be even a day or two ahead of them can appear effective and strategic; one that is a constantly a little behind the beat of events, even by a few hours, can appear weak and chaotic. 

· The lack of a coherent national strategy or overarching programme of government means that Number Ten is left ‘holding the ring’ between competing departmental interests and concerns, brokering compromise and knocking heads together. It could be argued that we do have the makings of a national strategy for the UK in the latest set of Public Service Agreements
 which are negotiated between the Treasury and individual departments and overseen by the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit and which set thirty high level outcomes for government to achieve. A stronger focus on these outcomes should help to produce a more strategic approach – but departments have to believe that Number Ten considers these outcomes of paramount importance if they are to treat them as strategic priorities rather than another ‘bit of business.’ 
· The machinery of the Cabinet Office Secretariats, which serve the Cabinet, Cabinet Committees and sub-committees, tends towards problem-solving or ‘casework’ rather than gathering long-term analysis and agreeing outcomes which energise government in a systemic way. Typically a Cabinet Committee will begin its work when alerted to a proposal which cuts across the work of several departments and where some disagreement is likely to arise between ministers or between their departments about how to proceed. The job of the Committee Chair and the Secretariat which supports her is to reach agreement. On the whole the Committees work effectively, ensuring the work of government is well-co-ordinated and relieving pressure of business on the Cabinet itself (and thus they perform a role closely aligned to that of Number Ten). But the way they work tends to be problem-oriented, not goal-oriented. 
We reward our people for tackling problems instead of encouraging them to reach for goals 

The civil service generally rewards its officials for identifying and tackling problems. Policy submissions produced for ministers typically set-out a problem that needs tackling: ‘How to cover a shortfall in the student finance budget?’; ‘How to meet our statutory obligations on disability rights’; ‘Whether to meet anti-vivisectionist pressure groups’. Many departments organise their policy work on a project basis, which can have the effect of reinforcing a problem-oriented approach by framing policy work in a year-long cycle, for instance, the passage of a piece of legislation, the creation of a new Agency, a major public consultation. Each is likely to be a response to a perceived problem, and each is likely to produce an output at the end of it (an Act of Parliament, a new public body, a White Paper) rather than an outcome. 
There are exceptions to this. Most departments have a strategy unit and in many cases these units ensure that longer term analysis is commissioned, that major operating assumptions are challenged and that objectives are identified and monitored to track their achievement. The Foreign and Commonwealth office
, the Department of Environment and Rural Affairs and the Scottish Government
 all have strong strategy functions, and the Government Office of Science’s Foresight team produces long-term analysis of major strategic challenges.
 There is, however, little systematic evaluation of whether policies achieve their objectives in government, Sure Start being an honourable exception.
 This means that while we are reasonably good at measuring performance, for instance, whether spending is well-managed, or whether certain indicators like ‘completes course of drug rehabilitation’ or ‘patients seen within 48 hours’ are met, we remain very poor at knowing whether we are achieving outcomes like ’child poverty halved’, let alone whether they have been achieved. 

This matters not only for the obvious reason that the ultimate result of a policy is more important than whether a programme has been run efficiently or is popular, but because of the behaviour this approach reinforces in officials. Although most civil servants are dedicated professionals who are, at some level, concerned about ultimate outcomes, they are often faced by management and reward structures that actively reward short-term problem-solving over long term results. The more glamorous jobs (and those most likely to result in promotion) tend to be those where immediate problems – and their rapid solution - receive most prominence and reward: working in a press office, in a minister’s private office, on a Parliamentary Bill team, at Number Ten. In these roles surfacing uncertainties, challenging assumptions, developing ways to monitor and evaluate the achievement of long term goals do not receive much attention or praise.       
Performance reporting systems exacerbate this. Although there has been a determined move toward competence-based performance measurement with the introduction in 2005 of Professional Skills for Government 
 this has done little to tackle the tendency to reward achievements over a one year reporting cycle, which reinforces the focus on input-output behaviour and militates against the evaluation of outcome-achievement and the attribution of individual and team contributions to that achievement.  
The doctrine of market failure is another factor that helps to frame policy making in a problem-solving rather than a goal-seeking way. As the Treasury’s ‘Green Book’
 makes clear, [the rationale for government intervention] is usually founded either in market failure or whether there are clear government distributional objectives that need to be met. But the notion of economic efficiency suggests that government should only intervene where a problem has occurred in the economy (a ‘market failure’) which requires correcting. But, as John Kay
 suggests, market failure is a poor doctrine and possibly an obstacle for helping us to identify objectives where the outcomes (e.g. from the education system) are complex, collective and inter-generational. 
It isn’t a machine anyway 
If you look continuously through the wrong end of the telescope while believing that you are looking through the right end, you are likely to develop a highly misleading view of the world. Yet we persist in referring to government as a ‘machine’ and many people working within government conceptualise it to themselves in a mechanistic way. As Chapman states: 
There are many implicit assumptions associated with mechanistic thinking and scientific management, but the two that are at the root of so many current difficulties are: 

· the assumption of control: that organisations can be controlled in the way that machines can be controlled, to behave differently and produce different outputs 

· the presumption that the organisations involved in ‘delivery’ behave in a predictable fashion so that the effects of interventions and policies can be predicted  

These assumptions don’t simply impede the effectiveness of officials in framing policies and working for their delivery. They can be damaging in much the way that those who remove the parts of a frog assuming it can be reassembled in the same way that a bicycle can be reassembled will be in for a nasty surprise (Mant, 1999): 

Intelligent leaders understand that complex systems are more like frogs than bikes. You can disassemble a bicycle completely, clean and oil the separate parts, and reassemble it confident that it will work as before. Frogs are different. The moment you remove any part, all the rest of the system is affected, instantly, in unpredictable ways, for the worse. Binary ‘leaders’, and quite a few management consultants too, really do think that complex organisational systems will respond to the bicycle treatment. They think you can get a realistic picture of the total system by simply aggregating its component parts. 

The crisis paradox: why problematic times can produce goal-seeking behaviour 

An odd thing happens to governments when faced by a crisis. Just when you might expect them to go into their most extreme reflex mode, solving problems with little analysis or concern for the long term and simply trying to get through another day, they can surprise us by becoming remarkably strategic. FDR’s 1933 New Deal, the 1942 Beveridge Report and the 1947 Marshall Plan are all examples of long-term thinking produced under pressure, at pace and, on the face of it, at times when a scramble to deal with immediate problems would be forgivable. 
Why does this happen? There seems to be a paradox in the strategic behaviour of governments: when governments have the time to gather analysis, to consider it, to think of the long-term, to engage widely and offer contrasting visions of the future, they rarely do. Instead they lapse into ‘casework’, into waiting for problems to arise and dealing with them as best they can: they muddle through. Yet when an emergency strikes, when backs are up against the wall, when everything seems about to fall apart, governments seem to be required in some way to consider first principles. They begin to ask themselves: what do we really believe (as a political party, as a government, as a community, a nation)? What is it that we stand for? What is our real aim? The act of asking these questions brings about a further requirement: to test the assumptions that underpin these beliefs, to seek evidence, to consider different potential futures and to construct a vision that the party, the government, the community or nation can share. 
It is generally easier to persuade people to work towards goals than to decide between options to solve a problem, particularly when a population is under the cosh of an economic crisis, a war or grappling with post-conflict recovery, as the following extract from the Beveridge Report suggests
:  
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Strategy – because we’re all worth it 

Strategic processes are good at getting people and organisations to do the following: 

· seek and understand the evidence that shows them how they reached their current position 

· understand future trends and uncertainties

· understand systems, assumptions and trade-offs
· create a vision of likely and preferred futures for their organisation, city, community or nation 

· identify the most important desired outcomes they want to achieve

· get more engagement from employees and citizens and leave room for them to innovate about the best ways of achieving desired outcomes

· choose between options that will help them achieve those outcomes (though some ‘muddling through’ tends to occur – and is probably desirable - at this stage)
Outcomes are important - after a decade or more when government talked incessantly of targets, it now seems everyone is talking outcomes. Whereas spending billions more on education is simply an input, the outcome we seek is for all people in, say, England, to achieve their potential and be economically active as measured by indicators like the percentage of young people who go on to higher education or employment. Our objective is therefore an education system that helps people to achieve their potential and be economically active. Note that while our objective is about the education system we build and run, our outcome is about the result that education system helps to create (alongside the actions and behaviours of many others). This matters because an outcome is a description of a desired end-state and is hardly ever solely dependent on the activity of government for its achievement; outcomes are invariably achieved as a result of the work of many individuals and organisations and, above all, of citizens themselves. They are co-produced. ‘Service transformation’, while important as an enabler of the changes government wants to see, is hardly ever an end in itself. 

The strategic approach, because it obliges us to think about a series of outcomes from the intermediate level to the ultimate goal for society, helps to align different activities and interventions, not only of government but of the many other agents at work in society. The most important agents of all are citizens. Their behaviour shapes the way an outcome is achieved and determines whether it is achieved at all. They are also important arbiters of public value (though not the only ones). Governments create value for their citizens through the provision of services, through the use of resources and, uniquely, through their power to compel. A 2002 Cabinet Office report ‘Creating Public Value’
 suggested that public value can be understood in three dimensions: 

Services – public value is created through delivery of high-quality services and satisfaction with these

Outcomes - such as security, reduced poverty, public health. The achievement of these can overlap with, but are distinct from service, largely because the achievement of public value tends to be co-produced by citizens

Trust – this relates to the relationship between citizens and government. It is often the most neglected element, but lack of trust even where services are delivered well reduces public value and can hinder government’s capacity to create it elsewhere

People’s assessment of public value is generally more complex and sophisticated than a judgement purely and narrowly about whether a particular service or outcome benefits them as individuals. Margaret Thatcher famously suggested that:  
‘….there's no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families’
 
Yet there is plenty of evidence to suggest that individuals behave in ways that demonstrate a wish for goods for their fellow citizens, even when they cannot benefit directly or even indirectly from that good. 
Adam Smith put it succinctly in 1759: 
The wise and virtuous man is at all times willing that his own private interest should be sacrificed to the public interest of his own particular order or society. He is at all times willing, too, that the interest of this order or society should be sacrificed to the greater interest of the state or sovereignty, of which it is only a subordinate part. 

A strategic approach needs to understand how public value is created and how it is seen to be created. 
Conclusion 

Strategy is not the answer to everything that is wrong in the world. Nor is there anything intrinsically good or bad about the strategic approach. It is an approach that enables long-term goals to be identified and pursued - but these goals are as capable of being cruel, inhumane and regressive as they are capable of being enlightened, inspiring and progressive. Strategy is, like democracy, only as good as the people who make it or, more precisely, it is only as good as the way they think. 

Democracy has few values of its own: it is as good, or as bad, as the principles of the people who operate it. In the hands of a liberal and tolerant people, it will produce a liberal and tolerant government; in the hands of cannibal, a government of cannibals. 

If, however, we recognise the advantages of the strategic approach and if we also recognise that our system of government has a bias towards muddling through, we should at least consider some ways to make a little more space for strategy.  
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