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Abstract

The current conditions of public safety systems require a broad management approach. This includes managing
security issues related to all public policies, as well as giving proper attention to management issues. Thus, the
thematic scope of public safety is wide-ranging, taking in social and criminal policy and crisis management.
The characteristic feature of public safety systems lies in the fact that each hazard requires an individual
configuration of activities, performed by various units. This issue requires the need for proper preparation by the
organizations taking part in shaping public safety, especially the managers responsible for coordinating activities in
this field. In the traditional approach, the specificity of managerial competence has not been studied, particularly in
the area of public management. The question therefore arises: What competencies should modern managers in the
public security system possess, in order to provide a highly efficient implementation of activities? Finding an
answer to this question is the goal of this paper.
The main findings of our study include: identification of the broad and narrow approaches to public safety, the
characteristics of public safety as a complex adaptive system, and an analysis of the requirements of managers of
public safety systems. As a conclusion, it was stated that managerial competencies in public safety systems should
have an adaptive character, built on the basis of public safety, managerial knowledge and modern organizational
capabilities, including organizational learning.
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1. Introduction

Safety is a fundamental human need, concerning all aspects of life. This is confirmed, among others, by the
hierarchy of human needs, developed by A. Maslow and C. Alderfer, or the concept of needs proposed by H.A.
Murray. One type of safety is public safety, which, as a category of public management, is considered to be the basis
for a prosperous and well-functioning society, as it is derived from state policy (Choenni & Leertouwer, 2010). It
also refers to geo-physical circumstances, existing and potential risks, as well as regional infrastructure. It involves
the protection of communities in certain social areas, from risks that may stem from the behavior of people (social
risk), technological developments (technical risk) and natural hazards. The subject matters and sources of public
safety are wide-ranging, extending from social policy to regional policy and crime policy and to emergency and
disaster management (Tomasino, 2011; Williams et al., 2009).

However, the characteristic feature of public safety lies in the fact that each hazard requires an individual
configuration of activities, performed by various units. This issue requires the need for proper preparation by the
organizations taking part in shaping public safety, particularly the managers responsible for coordinating activities
in this field. In the traditional approach, the specificity of managerial competence has not been studied, particularly
in the area of public management. The goal of this paper: What competences should modern managers in the public
safety system possess, in order to provide a highly efficient implementation of activities? Thus, the goal of this
paper is to identify new requirements for managers of public safety systems.

2. Methodology

This article presents results of the first task of grant entitled "Coordination, communication and trust as factors
driving effective inter-organizational collaboration in the system of public safety management”, funded by the
National Science Centre, awarded by decision number DEC-2012/07/D/HS4/0053. This task is focused on mapping
the processes of public safety management by specialized units at government and local level, and it was carried out
from August 2013 to January 2014. Its implementation was based on the Desk Research methodology and included:
• analysis of peer-reviewed national and international publications, collected by using Scopus, ISI Web of

Knowledge and Publish or Perish databases. They were selected on the basis of subject area, type of
publication, and later, upon the analysis of abstracts. This research was supplemented by the analysis of
available reports, bulletins, databases etc.;

• preparation of research tools, selection of research samples and the conducting of observations and semi-
structured interviews;

• analysis of the findings.
The results presented in this publication include the sources and types of competencies which should be

possessed by managers in the public security system, in order to ensure the effectiveness of the processes carried out
in this area. The results are qualitative. Issues presented in the structure of the argument include: broad and narrow
approaches to public safety, features of the requirements of managers of public safety systems, according to the
complex adaptive system (CAS) theory, and identification of new managerial competencies in public safety systems.

3. New approach to public safety

The traditional approach to the issue of public safety focuses on achieving its goals through the formulation of
appropriate public policies. However, the current circumstances require a new approach, in which proper attention is
paid to the issues of management. Today, the shaping of public safety does not only involve lawyers and
administration experts, but also experts in the fields of management, sociology, economics, political science,
technology etc.

Activities aimed at public safety are undertaken by many organizations; however, the dominant role is played by
public administration. These activities are performed in the framework of regional policy, social policy, fostering
national culture, land use planning and economic innovation. Other entities are also involved in the formulation of
these activities: intervention and rescue units (including fire brigades, police, emergency medical services, border
guards, military police etc.), NGOs (i.e. voluntary services, humanitarian organizations and public interest
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organizations), the society, universities, the media and the private sector. These units form a system of public safety
in broad terms. However, the core of public safety includes the particular measures taken by specialized units to
prevent and combat hazards. These units are properly prepared, trained and have the appropriate skills and
knowledge, as well as adequate resources and tools. In the case of social risks, the leading unit is the Police, in the
case of natural hazards – the State Fire Brigade, in the case of epidemics – the State Sanitary Inspectorate, in the
case of epizootics – the Veterinary Inspectorate, etc. These specialized units operate in parallel and form a system of
public security in narrow terms (see Figure 1).

Fig. 1. Broad and narrow approach to public safety systems (developed based on: Sienkiewicz-Małyjurek, 2012).

The structure of the public safety system is flexible, depending on the direction of activities and existing hazards.
In addition, this system is closely related to the environment in which it functions, and is limited by interdependence
between the elements of the environment (Fedorowicz, Gogan & Williams, 2007). For this reason, public safety,
particularly in narrow terms, might be analyzed as a complex adaptive system (CAS).

4. Requirements for managers of complex adaptive public safety systems

A CAS is a framework for the analysis of a public service organization (Comfort et al., 2004). It represents a
system composed of interacting agents that respond to stimuli and stimulus-response behavior that can be defined in
terms of “simple rules” (Benbya & McKelvey, 2006). CAS theory emphasizes the relationship between an
organization and its external environment. This applies mainly to the adaptability of organizations managed by
means of a traditional hierarchy and structure. Successful adaptation with regards to CAS is characterized by
organizational learning, through the empowerment of bottom up and emergent processes (Espinosa & Porter, 2011).
CAS typically shows two kinds of emergent properties: spontaneous order, due to the interactions of system
elements, and innovation, due to evolution over time (Tilebein, 2006).

Public safety systems can only be properly comprehended if perceived by their overall character and in the
context of their environment, which imposes high demands on managers responsible for implementation. These
people take the decisions regarding all undertakings and assume personal responsibility for their course.

BROAD APPROACH

PUBLIC  SAFETY  SYSTEM

NARROW
APPROACH
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Requirements for managers of public safety systems against the background of CAS features (Benbya & McKelvey,
2006) are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. The role of managers of complex adaptive public safety systems (developed based on: Aydinoglu, 2013; Espinosa & Porter, 2011;
Benbya & McKelvey, 2006; McKelvey, 1999).

CAS
feature Public safety characteristics Requirements for managers of

public safety systems

Large
number of
components

The activities are performed by organizations from different sectors, which are
complex systems themselves. Organizations play a fundamental role in the safety of
the public (public administration and intervention and rescue units) and operate at
all levels of the state. Their activities support other entities of the system, including
NGOs, universities, the media and the private sector.

co-governance, cooperation,
negotiation, participation

Variation
A considerable amount of resources in varying amounts and configurations is
dispatched towards the activities - differently in every case, depending on the
needs.

planning and organizing activities,
quick decision-making

Self-
organization

System components are subject to continuous, spontaneous organization. The
structures are formed under the influence of relations between elements of the
system and between the system and its surroundings.

analytical skills, intuition,
flexibility, creativity, innovation

Diversity
The system is aimed at preventing and combating social, natural and technical risks.
The scale and nature of the hazards are the basis of the diversity of the actions
taken.

persistence, perceptiveness,
flexibility

Dynamism
and
liveliness

Every event, even of the same type, is different: takes place at another time, in
another place, is subject to other conditions, is characterized by different dynamics
and variability of development, other persons are exposed to the risk, the course of
events is different, resources are distributed in different proportions etc.

quick decision-making, continuous
learning, courage, flexibility,
resilience, reliability, stamina,
persistence, determination

Adaptation
to their
environment

Conditions for the implementation of activities create a need for an individual
approach to each hazard, which adequately meets the emerging needs and
requirements of the situation. System elements combine independent factors that
create conditions for continuous and spontaneous adaptation to the changing
environment.

quick decision-making, continuous
learning, courage, flexibility,
resilience, reliability, stamina,
persistence, determination

Interactions The units of a public safety system operate within the framework of cross-
organizational collaboration, built on the basis of formal and informal relationships.

horizontal communication and
coordination in complex and
dynamic circumstances, relationship
management

No-linearity
It is never known what the outcome of actions will be, and the measures
implemented are not directly proportional to the achieved results.

imagination, intuition, analyticity,
perceptivity

Selection In any case, there are many ways and strategies to perform actions. Choosing the
best solution lies with the person responsible for their implementation.

responsibility, quick decision-
making, knowledge, experience

The features of public security systems with regard to CAS, as listed in Table 1, impose demanding requirements
on the managers of these systems, which include qualifications, knowledge, skills and personality traits. This is due
to organizational and situational determinants, as the development of events requires an increase in the responsibility
of managers, and there emerges a need to possess such a set of competencies that would enable leading the
activities, so as to meet the complexity and dynamics of change. For this reason, managerial competence is a
prerequisite to an effective implementation of the public safety system.

5. Managerial competencies in public safety systems

In the public sector, managers are leaders at various levels, whose elementary duty is effective and economic
management of organizations that deliver high quality publics services. These managers solve problems in
compliance, with the criteria of political rationality and taking into consideration economic rationality, typical of a
market economy (Kożuch & Dobrowolski, 2014). They differ from managers operating in business, with a different
value system and general attitude towards collaboration, and not mainly towards confrontation, as in the case with
private enterprises. While what sets them apart from administrators focused on the law, is their organizational
efficiency as a core value. The core competencies of public managers include the following skills: technical-
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organizational skills (basic professional skills), program skills (capability to activate processes) and collaboration
(Lane & Wolf, 1990). These competencies are based on the knowledge used in managerial work, experience,
professionalism, ability and predisposition to achieve the objectives in pursuit of the public interest.

The specific character of public management is principally generated by relying on managerial activities with
socially shared values. However, adopting specific values fails to constitute a condition sufficient for civil servants
to earn the title of public organization managers. That requires fulfilment of all or a majority of the following criteria
(Farnham & Horton, 1996; Demke, 2005; Naff, Riccucci & Freyss, 2013):
• responsibility for accomplishment of the public program or for provision of the product or public service,
• assessment on the basis of outcomes attained in accordance with clearly defined criteria and management

objectives,
• assignment for positions and holding them under the contract of employment,
• assuming direct and indirect responsibility to the public institution,
• enjoying a significant level of autonomy in the decision making process,
• unconstrained disposition of tangible, financial information and human resources,
• performing the function of line managers, rather than advisors or consultants.
The notion of public managers’ competencies is deemed as expertise used in managerial work, experience,

capabilities and predispositions for achieving organizational goals, as well as social sensitivity (Virtanen, 1996). It
must be also remembered that there is feedback between the ability to achieve organizational results and manager
competencies, as the more the results and competencies are customized to specific requirements and situations
encountered, the more positively they influence staff performance and their attitudes (Kożuch & Dobrowolski,
2014).

In the management of public safety, managerial competencies arise from the responsibilities and tasks assigned.
The role of public administration is to create the conditions and to secure the resources necessary for the
implementation of activities. The very completion of the planned undertakings is the responsibility of the relevant
intervention and rescue units. In the course of the study, it was found that the managers of these units are required to
have both the standard competencies of public managers, as well as specialized skills arising from the nature of
public safety (Fig. 2).

Standard competencies include traditional skills of public managers that allow one to consider the public security
system in the context of a larger socio-economic system. In turn, specialized competencies are necessary due to the
situational conditions, in which there is no time to think, and in the in-depth analysis of potential actions. Among the
specific competencies, interpretive skills, adaptive skills and networking might be distinguished. Interpretive
competence refers to the proper understanding of a situation and preparing the concept of operations and
implementing it effectively. Adaptive competence refers to proper adaptation of projects to existing risks, as well as
motivating in terms of resilience and determination in action. Networking competence is focused on the ability to
develop reciprocal meaningful relationships in the framework of safety systems, which allows managers to build
effective tactical coalitions (Muijs et al., 2011; Gilchrist, 2009). In particular, these competencies make it plausible
to conceive a range of solutions, from which the most appropriate ones can be picked (Kożuch, Sienkiewicz-
Małyjurek, 2013).

The competencies of public safety system managers shown in Figure 2 facilitate not only operating reactively,
but, above all “acting ahead of the course of events” and properly preparing for their occurrence. These
competencies are developed by learning through experience, and they evolve with the advancement of the public
safety system.
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Fig. 2. Managerial competencies in the public safety systems
(developed based on: Kożuch & Dobrowolski, 2014; Tilebein, 2006; Comfort et. al., 2004; Abraham et. al., 2001;Virtanen 2000).

The modern approach to the new requirements for managers of public safety systems requires in-depth research.
Expected competencies should be considered in conjunction with the main stages of conducting activities in the
management of public safety. This implies the need to acquire competencies appropriate for the level of the
stabilization stage. They include the nature of the standard competencies and in that, technical-organizational,
program and collaboration skills. In addition, it is necessary to have specialized competencies for the running of the
realization stage. They include interpretative, adaption and networking skills. Meanwhile, literature is dominated by
a general approach to requirements for managers of public safety systems, which, in the light of the findings, is not
able to provide the functionality of the system. The proposed approach to the competence of managers of public
safety systems is characterized by the enrichment of traditional skills and includes them in the standard group and
clarification of previously non-isolated specialist competencies. This approach may become the basis for the
introduction of changes in the education of managers of public safety systems.

6. Conclusions

The main findings of our study are:
• Public safety is the result of actions taken by all the actors of socio-economic development (broad approach),

and in the case of an occurrence of hazards, many specialized units become involved in the actions, in each
case with a different force and in a different configuration (narrow approach). These units share a common
goal and formal and informal relationships built on experience.

• In public safety, there are many ways of carrying out actions, depending on current conditions (i.e. social,
political, economic and situational), to which the action should be adapted. For this reason, public safety can

• technical-organisational, eg. capability of
logical thinking, professionalism in spheres
traditionally covered by public services

• programme, eg. leadership, responsibility,
knowledge, experience, team working,
innovation

• collaboration, eg. ethics, social sensitivity,
focus on people in the processes, creativity,
openness, charisma, motivation to take action
on behalf of other

• interpretive: imagination, intuition, analyticity,
perceptivity

• adaptational: quick decision-making,
continuous learning, courage, flexibility,
resilience, reliability, stamina, persistence,
determination

• networking: horizontal communication and
coordination in complex and dynamic
circumstances, relationship management

STANDARD SPECIALIZED

Stabilization stage
Planning

Activities preparing
Organizing

Control of preparation

MANAGERIAL COMPETENCIES IN
PUBLIC SAFETY SYSTEMS

Realization stage
Mobilization

Activities implementation
Threats fighting

Control of taking actions

ADAPTATION
situational approach

FEEDBACK
adaptive learning



478   Barbara Kożuch et al.  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   149  ( 2014 )  472 – 478 

be considered in terms of CAS. Selecting the best strategy depends on managers’ decisions. Hence,
managerial competencies are the primary determinant of the effectiveness of projects in the public safety
system.

• The dynamics of change and situational uncertainty require managers of public security systems to possess
both traditional and specialized competencies. In general, the competencies of these managers should have
an adaptive character, built on the basis of public safety and managerial knowledge, and modern
organizational capabilities, including organizational learning. In addition, specialized competencies allow
managers to adapt to situational changes and unusual events.
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