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Abstract

Policies have been introduced in the public
sector to increase efficiency. Following a
privatization, there is a split between opera-
tional and strategic control. In this study, we
explored how a public organization restores
its identity after losing its operational struc-
ture. Based on a case study of a seaport, we
found that when the self-defining properties
were lost, the organizational identity dis-
solved into a managerial public identity. The
organizational meaning that provided security
and guided behavior was lost and the new
identity was unable to serve as a provider of
meaning. Implications for new public man-
agement policy and practice are discussed.
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Since the 1980s a new paradigm has spread throughout the public sector, producing
profound changes for the management of public services all over the world (Dixon et al.
1998; Johnston and Kouzmin 1998). Based on the ‘neo-liberalism’ and ‘market
orientation’ ideologies, the new public management (NPM) movement emerged
(Howlett 2004; McNulty and Ferlie 2004) to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of
public administration, by decreasing the size and scope of government, and
empowering the market and private enterprises (Hajnal 2005).

Under the influence of NPM, major reforms have been implemented in public
organizations, including deregulation, decentralization, privatization, corporatization,
outsourcing, replacement of input control by output control, management by results,
and the introduction of private sector management techniques (Hood 1995; Dixon et al.
1998).

Corporatization and privatization are at the heart of the NPM and aim to create
government-owned corporations that are not under direct control of the government,
and then transfer ownership of these corporations from the public to the private sector
(e.g. Boston 1992, 1998). As the externalization of public services is taking place, a
split between operational and strategic control has been reinforced (e.g. Llewellyn and
Tappin 2003). Public organizations are increasingly being confined to regulatory
activity, while operations are left to external companies. The previous organizational
mission is often radically transformed, with a more business-oriented mission being
introduced (Tsoukas and Papoulias 2005), producing a significant impact on the modus
operandi and employee profile of public organizations.

When these organizations are restructured, the organizational identity starts to
change (Albert and Whetten 1985; Simpson and Hibbert 2008). This raises new
challenges, as the organizational identity is critical, providing meaning and security to
employees (Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Gioia and Thomas 1996).

Some research has already been undertaken on the impact of some NPM reforms on
organizational identity (e.g. Skalén 2004; Berg 2006; Rondeaux 2006), showing that
these new public policies have provoked the emergence of different identities.
However, these studies have focused on public organizations where the NPM reforms
did not affect the whole operational structure, that is, the self-defining properties of the
organization. Because self-defining properties represent what is unique and distinctive,
they are used to provide meaning and security among organizational members. When
these central and distinctive properties that define the organizational identity are lost,
employees strive to restore an identity. A single and shared identity is important,
otherwise cooperation among employees and the sense of working for the same
organizational goals vanish (Rao et al. 2000).

In this study we explore how a public organization restores its identity after losing its
self-defining properties. The research setting is a public organization of the port
industry. In order to become more efficient, port authorities have been under pressure
in the last decades to initiate a concession (a form of privatization) program agenda, by
transferring all the operations in the seaports to the private sector and adopting a
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landlord and regulatory role (World Bank 2001; Horst 2002). Under a landlord model,
the role of the port authorities is limited to the provision and maintenance of basic
infrastructures (e.g. berths, roads) and essential services (e.g. security). All the other
services related with the operation activity (e.g. cargo handling, tug services) are the
responsibility of the new concessionaires of port operations (Gonzalez and Trujillo
2005).

Contributions of this study to the literature are twofold. First, we advance the lines
of research on the social impact that the NPM reforms have on the public sector, by
showing the effects of corporatization and privatization on the identity of a public
organization. Despite the ongoing debate on NPM policies, their impact still remains
uncertain (e.g. Boston 2001). Moreover, as argued by several scholars (Vickers and
Kouzmin 2001; Cunningham et al. 2006), in-depth qualitative studies that advance
knowledge on the social impact of NPM policies are rare, and thus a priority. Second,
we discuss how organizations restore their identity after losing their essence, that is,
their self-defining properties. When their self-defining properties are lost, the
organizational identity, that is, the system of meaning that was previously acquired and
that guided behavior, fades away (e.g. Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Gioia and Thomas
1996). When this occurs, identity should be recovered, to guarantee the well-
functioning and well-being of employees.

The article is organized as follows: we begin by discussing the social impacts of NPM
reforms, emphasizing their effects on identity. Then we present our case study and the
method used to build theory. We continue by exploring and explaining the effects that
the main reforms produced on the identity of the seaport and conclude with the
implications of our case study to the policy and practice of NPM.

SOCIAL IMPACT OF NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT REFORMS

Despite the intense debate on the effects of NPM policies, successes and failures on the
public sector are still uncertain (e.g. Boston 2001). Some authors agree that NPM
techniques have contributed to an increase in public management efficiency and a
growing client-citizen orientation (e.g. Rieder and Lehman 2002). Others, however,
defend that under the label of NPM, neo-Tayloristic working practices and processes
have been introduced to intensify work and disempower workers (e.g. Davies and
Thomas 2002; Cunningham et al. 2006). There is a gap between rhetoric and action,
that is, significant discrepancies exist between NPM principles and the structural
reforms being implemented around the world.

This gap is even more visible when looking at the social implications produced in
public organizations in the name of efficiency, decentralization, and downsizing. Several
studies have highlighted the negative consequences that the implementation of such
market-based practices has on the well-being of organizational members. For instance,
research conducted by Korunka et al. (2003) showed that the introduction of a quality
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orientation in a municipal service produced an increase in job strain and a decrease in
job satisfaction, especially among the less qualified employees that were responsible for
customer interaction. In a research study analysing a Dutch case of professionals
implementing a new work disability decree, Tummers et al. (2009) evidenced how
NPM practices produced policy alienation. As a result of perceiving a dysfunctional
focus on efficiency and results, employees felt estranged from the policy programs they
were implementing.

These failures of NPM reforms can be due to the universal logic associated with the
implementation process. There are significant differences, according to the national
government orientation or the type of administrative regime, that limit the extent of
convergence when implementing structural market-based practices in the public sector
(Guyomarch 1999). As defended by Olsen (1996), public reform models need to be
understood in the context of national styles of governance and in the context of specific
institutional identities, histories and dynamics. Even sharing different values and
priorities, public employees are expected to adopt managerial values and to align
themselves with market-based orientation. Thus the introduction of NPM techniques
has profound implications for the identity of public organizations (Halford and Leonard

1999).

THE IMPACT OF NPM REFORMS ON IDENTITY

Identity has increasingly been considered a key organizational issue, affecting the way
people feel, behave, and give meaning to events (e.g. Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Rao
et al. 2000). As such, the organizational identity is critical, providing meaning and
security to organizational members. Several studies have shown the influence of
organizational identity over in-role behaviors (e.g. Mael and Ashforth 1992) and
organizational cohesion and cooperation (e.g. Dutton et al. 1994) of employees.
Different levels of identity co-exist in the organizational setting: at group,
organizational, and corporate levels (Albert and Whetten 1985). At the group level,
identity includes all the attributes that individuals share with the other members of the
group (Tajfel 1982). Organizational level identity embraces those central and distinctive
characteristics that are common to the members of an organization, and corporate level
identity is defined at the level of a group of organizational units (i.e. in terms of the
common properties of a corporation). In the public sector, organizational identity refers
to the unique characteristics of ecach public organization and public (sector) identity to
all the properties common across the range of public organizations (strong hierarchy,
rule-orientation, high dependency on governmental policies) (e.g. Brunsson and Sahlin-
Andersson 2000). Different levels of identity may also co-exist in the public sector.
In the private sector, previous research has already highlighted the benefits of
reinforcing a corporate identity, as promoting cohesiveness and cooperation (Zucker-
man 2000). However, researchers that have already analyzed the impact of NPM
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policies on identity, have evidenced how difficult it is to reinforce a public identity.
Both Berg (2006) and Rondeaux (2006) revealed that when NPM reforms were
implemented, different identities were formed, combining some properties of the
traditional public administration with flexibility and user focus related to manage-
rialism. Similarly, Skdlén (2004) concluded that NPM contributes to the creation of
heterogenecous and conflicting organizational identities rather than the uniform and
stable business identity. When more than a single organizational identity exists,
different meanings and organizational missions co-exist in the organization. An
organization working for one major purpose is replaced by one with simultancous and
different missions and goals.

In summary, research to date has begun to study the impact of NPM reforms on
organizational identity (e.g. Skdlén 2004; Berg 2006; Rondeaux 2006). However, these
studies have focused on public organizations where the organizational arrangements
remained very nearly the same, that is, where the self-defining properties of the public
organizations changed little or not at all. What happens when the most central and
distinctive properties of an organization vanish? Once the organizational identity that
ensures meaning and guidance to employees weakens, does a new public identity
emerge? The purpose of our study is to explore how a public organization restores its
identity after losing its self-defining properties.

METHOD

We conducted a case study research within a public organization, the Port of Lisbon
Administration (PLA). In-depth historical case studies are considered a useful technique
to develop exploratory research (Yin 1984). Morcover, the PLA has passed through a
series of major organizational transformations throughout its history (Lopes et al. 2007),
which facilitates the analysis of identity changes over time. We used grounded theory to
generate novel and accurate insights about how identity is restored after the loss of self-
defining properties, a phenomenon that has not yet been explored in depth. As data
were being collected, they were analyzed and re-analyzed to make the constructs and
relationships emerge (Eisenhardt 1989). For the case interpretation we constructed
tables to more clearly systematize the information, and then organized the data
longitudinally to gain a better picture of the major changes in the self-defining
properties of the PLA and their impact on identity.

Data sources

Data collection was based fundamentally on archival materials, which is considered a
very important source of evidence in case study research and allows for longitudinal
analysis and record linkage (Locke 2001). Because the scaport sector has a very long
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history and has undergone considerable transformations throughout its life (Gonzalez
and Trujillo 2005), the port’s retrospective data are one of the best types of data for
revealing its temporal patterns.

Information regarding PLA life events was collected in reports (1907-2005),
relevant laws (e.g. the Didrio da Repdblica),l newspaper articles from inside (e.g. Portus)
and outside the organization (e.g. articles from Port Technology International and Port
Institute of Maritime Transports), industry reports (e.g. European Sea Ports Organization),
magazines and newspaper articles (e.g. jornal de Negécios),2 and information from other
ports (c.g. British Ports Association). We also relied on several other reports, such as 100
Years of Lishon Port, Port of Lishon Administration and the Port of Lisbon Handbook.

Analysis

Framed in a time-series analysis (Yin 1984), we traced the history of the PLA, in order
to visualize both the sequence of events and contingent relationships. This procedure
was carried out by three separate researchers, working individually. After completing
the task, the case history was compared in order to guarantee construct validity (Miles
and Huberman 1994).

The analysis revealed the major changes that the organization has undergone.
Similarities and differences before and after those changes were compared. Figure 1
illustrates the analytical process (Strauss and Corbin 1998).

With the open coding process, five key moments emerged — 1907, 1934, 1948,
1987, and 1998 — signaling five transformations of the PLA, corresponding to the
enactment of five laws by the Portuguese government. From axial coding, associations
between those major PLA transformations and the identity of the PLA were analyzed.
Main institutional pressures affecting the organization’s identity were also recognized.
Similarities and differences were compared in order to define the identity following
each of the key moments identified. We relied on ‘what are the main properties of
the PLA?’, ‘what adjectives would you use to describe the PLA?’, or ‘how do you see
the PLA?’ to identify the identity of the PLA, as suggested by Gioia and Thomas
(1996) and Bartel (2001). From selective coding, three strategic events of an
evolutionary nature emerged, affecting the institutional pressures and the identity of
the PLA. Those three strategic events reflect significant transformations of
institutional pressures and the identity of the PLA. These were: (1) the constitution
of the Port of Lisbon as an autonomous organization, in 1907; 92) the creation of the
Port Director (PD) position, in 1934; and (3) the first concession to an external
company, in 1985. To further ensure the validity of our study (Miles and Huberman
1994), data organization was presented to a managing director of the organization,
who checked and confirmed the validity of the sequence of the events and the
consistency of our interpretations. In the next sections, we describe how theories
were developed and grounded in the data.
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Figure 1: Strategy used to develop the theoretical framing

RESULTS

In this section we describe the changes in the PLA identity over time that resulted from

the institutional pressures affecting this organization. Information regarding the
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institutional pressures aggregates all of the milestone events that affected the modus
operandi of the PLA, such as the government initiatives, maritime traffic, and available
technology (Table 1). We studied the institutional pressures because they afford a
better understanding of the transformations that public organizations have undergone
(e.g. Carroll et al. 1988), thus facilitating a more comprehensive interpretation of
identity dynamics.

Identity analysis was based on the discourses held by the members of the Port of
Lisbon, which is considered by Moingeon and Ramanantsoa (1997) as one of the best
sources for studying an organization’s identity. Since an identity differentiation based on
hierarchy exists in organizations (Corley 2004), discourses mirror the identity shared
among the board of the PLA. As suggested by several authors (e.g. Hatch and Schultz
1997; Bouchikhi and Kimberly 2003), organizational symbols can also be used to study
identity dynamics: name of the organization; mission; structure; and strategy. Table 2
summarizes all this information.

What emerged from our data were insights about how the PLA restored its identity
following the occurrence of the three evolutionary strategic events that have seriously
affected its modus operandi.

First evolutionary strategic event: The Port of Lishon hecomes a maritime
organization

The Port of Lisbon was constituted as an autonomous organization in 1907. An
administrative council was created, headed by the president, whose responsibilities
were: (1) to supervise the port’s activities; (2) to administer the income and control the
expenses of the port (docks, quays, and terminals); and (3) to develop the plans for the
port’s improvement (Law of 18 February of 1907). The Port of Lisbon was perceived as
a distinctive ‘organization’, and organizational members cognitively defined themselves
as members of the organization ‘Port of Lisbon’ (e.g. Santos and Eisenhardt 2003):
‘before [the port being constituted as an autonomous organization] we felt that a sense
of unity was missing’ (Annual Report 1909).

The organizational mission was to operate the port, and about two-thirds of the
employees worked solely in the operational structure, showing the centrality of the
operation activity (1907—33 Annual Reports). As suggested by Albert and Whetten
(1985), when the organizational mission is clear, an organizational identity is
developed, representing the central, distinctive, and enduring properties of the
organization. The Port of Lisbon developed its organizational identity — a maritime
one — which was connected with technical exploitation of the port itself: “The Port of
Lisbon attends to the most conspicuous needs of the port itself, in order to promote its
quick development’ (Annual Report 1911).

The operational structure, that is, docks, quays, and terminals, were the essence, the
self-defining properties, of the Port of Lisbon. At that time the Port of Lisbon was one
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of the most important seaports in the world, benefiting from its unique geographical
position (PLA 1987). The Port of Lisbon was indeed an influential port during World
War [

Second evolutionary strategic event: The Port of Lishon is a maritime and an
administrative organization

After the implementation of a totalitarian political regime in Portugal in 1932, several
policies were introduced to bring economic prosperity and security to the country. In
1934, the Port Director (PD) position in the Port of Lisbon was created. The
supervision of the entire operational structure, which had been the responsibility of the
general administrator (GA), was now part of the PD’s position. The PD was in charge
of finance (e.g. management of both income and expenses), logistics (e.g. definition of
port improvement plans and decisions about equipment acquisitions) and human
resources (e.g. decisions about recruiting and downsizing) of the port structure. The
GA was responsible for the financial, logistics, and human resources management of the
administrative structure.

A bifurcation of activities and responsibilities was implicit in this change: port
administration was overseen by the GA, while port operation was conducted by the
PD. Even the name of the organization was changed to Port of Lisbon General
Administration (PLGA). The organizational mission was also reformulated —
‘to ensure the administration and operation of the port’ — mirroring this bifurcation
of activities. This bifurcation was further reinforced in 1948, when the Port Director
was upgraded to a Port General Director (PGD) position, with even greater power and
responsibility.

The functioning of the docks, quays, and terminals remained the essence of the port:
‘Ports have a unique beauty, which comes from the stores, the terminals and the
instruments that are necessary for the Port to perform its activity, which is unique’
(1934 Annual Report).

In addition to the operational activity, the administrative function was also gaining
importance. The surplus in both the operational structure and the operational human
resources witnessed in the 1970s and 1980s strengthened this notion: ‘quays and
terminals are excessive . . ., reinforcing the idea that it is necessary to give unoccupied
quays and terminals another purpose’ (1970 Annual Report).

Meanwhile, the external environment was growing more and more complex, due to:
(1) the intense maritime traffic; (2) the greater importance that other ports were
gaining (e.g. Port of Sines); and (3) technology improvements (e.g. containerization’
and transhipment4) (e.g. PLA 1987). When both an environment and an organization
become more complex, multiple identities tend to emerge (Albert and Whetten 1985;
Hatch and Schultz 1997). On the top of a maritime identity, an administrative one
emerged, and both co-existed in the board:
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The operation of the port is an activity of remarkable importance ... for the wealth of the economy of the
Nation.
(1937 Annual Report)

The power of those who administrate the Port should be greater ... to ensure the prosperity of the
Port.
(1937 Annual Report)

While the maritime identity was rooted in the technical supervision of the seaport
itself, administrative identity was linked with the supervision of the PLGA’s services, in
financial, strategic and human resources terms. Both the operational structure and the
administration function were the self-defining properties of the PLGA.

Third evolutionary strategic event: ‘Who’ is the Port of Lishon?

Influenced by the NPM movement, new concepts were evolving throughout Europe:
Seaports had to be efficient (PLA, SA 2003a; ESPO’ 2004). Governments started to
implement a series of corporatization and privatization policies in the public sector,
including seaports (e.g. Haarmey and Yorke 1993; Simmons 1999). In 1985 the first
terminal infra-structure of the PLGA was concessioned to an external company
(Liscont, SA) (Caldeirinha 2002). Following the admission of Portugal to the European
Union, in 1986, policies defending rationalization and efficiency became even more
influential in the public sector (e.g. transports, telecommunications, and electricity). In
1987, the PLGA was transformed into a Public Institute, a government-owned
company, with administrative and financial autonomy. The administrative activity
(finance, logistics, and human resources) as well as the concessions were dependent on
the general administrator, leading to the climination of the PGD position. As expected
from the literature (e.g. Llewellyn and Tappin 2003), a split between operational and
strategic control took place following the implementation of concession policies in the
PLGA. The operational structure was outsourced to external entities. Docks, quays,
and terminals, once the self-defining properties of the Port of Lisbon, were no longer
directly administrated by the PLGA. Operational personnel were licensed. The PLGA’s
name Changed again, to Port of Lisbon Administration (PLA), and a more business-
oriented mission was introduced (e.g. Tsoukas and Papoulias 2005): ‘to administrate
concessions and to give support to the concessionaires’ (1987 Annual Report). The
administration of all docks, quays, and terminals was not a responsibility of the PLA
anymore. The central activity of the PLA was now a regulatory one: ‘To Port of Lisbon
Administration were confined the activities related with general planning, coordination
and operational inspection’ (1990 Annual Report).

After the adherence to the euro, in 1998, efficiency discourse becomes even stronger
in the Portuguese public sector. In 1998, when the Port of Lisbon was transformed into
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a public corporaltion6 with public capital exclusively (PLA, SA), a market-based
orientation was introduced. The PLA was now responsible for satisfying the customers’
needs, including the concessionaires, ensuring the efficiency and the economic
prosperity of the organization: ‘Today, the Port of Lisbon can define itself as a modern
logistical centre. It is also an important business centre that is totally oriented to
customer service. ... Our motto is ‘‘to provide a good service to customers’’ (PLA,
SA 2003Db).

‘Customer-service orientation’ was the central functionality of the PLA. As NPM
policies were spreading in Portugal, other public organizations were also being
transformed into public institutes and public corporations, in order to stimulate internal
modernization and to introduce a market-based logic. The analysis of annual reports of
other Portuguese public organizations (e.g. the central bank, the subway) also revealed
the centrality of the regulatory activity. ‘Customer-service orientation’ was specifically
emphasized by General-Administrators of other Portuguese public organizations.

The central, distinctive, and enduring properties of the PLA, were now the same as
those of the other Portuguese public organizations. The maritime identity vanished and
the administrative identity was incorporated into a public managerial identity. That is,
the organizational identity that represented the central and distinctive properties of the
PLA disappeared. In its place, a new public identity came forth, embodying the
attribute that was common to all the other public organizations: a customer-based logic.
The PLA was then supposed to do the same as other public organizations: to provide a
good service to customers.

Given Bouchikhi and Kimberly’s (2003) typology of organizational change, a
revolutionary change of the Port’s identity had occurred. Operations, board, structure,
and organizational mission were transformed at once. Changing identity represents
transforming a whole system of previously acquired meaning (e.g. Dutton and Dukerich
1991; Gioia and Thomas 1996), and, when meaning is lost, ambiguity and uncertainty
invade the organization (e.g. Rao et al. 2000; Balogun and Johnson 2004). Losing the
whole system of meaning implies that informal rules, practices, and routines that once
defined how the organization behaves and functions are taken away. In fact, the loss of
the operations activity was a painful process:

PLA had a solid financial condition throughout all these years. Since 1988, a weakness of its financial
situation had been seen. The reasons why PLA’s financial situation weakened were the loss of both the
funds from operational activity and the port personnel.

(1990 Annual Report)

In 2006, the PLA was reorganized into three different business areas: (1) commerce
(associated with the administration of concessions); (2) tourism (of recreational boating
and nautical activities); and (3) real estate (of the riverside lots). In 2002, the PLA was
the leading port on the Atlantic seaboard in terms of the number of cruise ships calling

(PLA, SA 2003b).
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The technical exploitation of the port itself, of all docks, quays, and terminals, was
definitely lost. Tourism and the administration of concessions were now the central
activities of PLA.

DISCUSSION

We explored how a public organization restored its identity after losing its self-defining
properties. To date, the literature (e.g. Skalén 2004; Berg 2006; Rondeaux 2006) has
focused on the effects of the NPM policies on the organizational identity of public
organizations only where the organizational arrangements remained very nearly the
same. In contrast, we explored a case in which the self-defining properties of the
organization were altogether lost.

The identity of the Port of Lisbon has undergone several changes over time, as
depicted in Table 3.

When the Port of Lisbon was constituted as an autonomous organization, it emerged
as the ‘Port of Lisbon’, a maritime organization, with a maritime identity. Docks,
quays, and terminals were the defining properties of this organization. The maritime
organizational identity was more salient, because these properties were perceived to be
its central and distinctive features, when compared to other organizations (e.g. Dutton
et al. 1994). Indeed, the Port of Lisbon was at that time one of the most important
seaports in the world (PLA 1987) (Table 2).

After the organizational structure had become more complex, a bifurcation of
activities emerged, reflecting a partition in the centrality and distinctiveness of the Port
of Lisbon. The seaport itself (the operational structure) and the administrative function
were perceived to be the self-defining characteristics of this organization at that time.
This duality was reflected in the organization’s mission: ‘to ensure the administration
and operation of the port’. The Port of Lisbon was responsible not only for the

Table 3: Identity dynamics throughout the lifetime of the PLA

1907-33 1934-84 1985-2005
Organizational e The port itself e The port itself e The same as those of the
self-defining e The administrative function other Portuguese public
properties organizations
Most salient o Maritime identity o Maritime identity e Managerial identity (public
identity (organizational o Administrative identity identity)
identity) (organizational identities)
‘Who are we?” e We are the Port of e We are the Port of Lisbon, e ‘Who’ is the Port of Lisbon?

Lisbon, a maritime a maritime and an administrative
organization organization
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technical supervision of the seaport itself, but also for all the administration activity.
Two organizational identities co-existed: maritime and administrative. Sharing two
different organizational identities at the same organization is not a desirable condition,
as it compromises organizational performance and cohesion among employees (e.g.
Mael and Ashforth 1992; Dutton et al. 1994). Such a case may help to explain the
performance of the Port, which for the first time in its history needed banking credit
(Table 2).

After being transformed into a public institute, the organization lost the operational
structure. All the docks, quays, and terminals were concessioned to external parties and
a more business-oriented mission was introduced: ‘to administrate concessions and give
support to the concessionaires’. The maritime organizational identity of PLA faded
away. When transformed into a public corporation, the idea of ‘providing a good
service to the client’ was emphasized. Recognizing in this motto the self-defining
attribute of many other Portuguese public organizations (e.g. transports, telecommu-
nications, energy), we may say that a public managerial identity was reinforced in the
Port of Lisbon. The same deregulation, corporatization, privatization, and business-
orientation reforms were introduced both in the Port of Lisbon and in all the other
public organizations. After being transformed into government-owned corporations,
these public organizations lost their operational structure, keeping only strategic control
over it. Public organizations were transformed into regulators, mirroring the same
efficiency and client-citizen practices. The administrative organizational identity
metamorphosed into the public managerial identity, which is common to public
organizations.

However, as revealed in our study, the operational structure was indeed the essence
of the Port, given all the painful resistance to its loss (revealed in the 1990s Annual
Reports). All the docks, quays, and terminals that were concessioned were perceived as
the most central and distinctive properties of the PLA. However, after being
reorganized into three business arcas (commerce, tourism, and real estate), those were
long established as the major activities of the PLA, given all the success achieved (the
PLA was the leading port on the Atlantic seaboard). Restructuring into these three
business areas was used by the PLA as an attempt to restore its identity.

Because public identity is a more abstract and less distinctive category (Zuckerman
2000), the construction of an organizational identity, of a self-conception, is vital to the
organization’s survival, as a way ‘to make sense of whatever happens’ (Weick 1995:
23). Organizational identity is usually clearer, because a broader-level identity
(corporate or public identity) entails a more abstract and less distinctive categorization
(individuals need to perceive similarities with a large group at a higher level of
abstraction) (e.g. Zuckerman 2000). In addition to a public identity, an organizational
identity is needed to ensure meaning and to promote cooperation among employees
(e.g. Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Rao et al. 2000).

Our study has important implications for the analysis of the consequences of
introducing NPM policies in public administration. Previous research has already
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focused on identity, evidencing that the NPM movement contributed to the emergence
of heterogencous organizational identities, rather than a uniform and stable identity.
However, we studied a public organization where the introduction of NPM policies has
resulted in a loss of all its operational structure. As revealed in our case, privatization
reforms took away the essence, the self-defining properties of the organization, which
provided meaning and guidance to employees. As a consequence, the organizational
identity dissolved into the public managerial identity.

Moreover, we offered an analysis of the consequences of reinforcing such a public
managerial identity. Our case study showed that NPM reforms may be reinforcing a
public managerial identity by removing the distinctiveness of each public organization,
while increasing what is common across public organizations. This might be considered
a positive change, promoting cohesiveness and cooperation (Zuckerman 2000) among
all the public employees. However, as evidenced by our case study, the public
managerial identity induced by the NPM movement was not able to serve as a meaning
provider to the Port of Lisbon. The strategy of reorganizing the PLA into three different
business areas (commerce, tourism, and real estate) may reveal an attempt to increase
the unique meaning that the PLA has lost, and which distinguishes this organization
from other public organizations.

We suggested that NPM reforms may be taking away what is most central and
distinctive about public organizations, without providing meaning and stability to
employees. Our study evidenced that the public identity does not ensure the centrality
and distinctiveness of public organizations. As a consequence, strategies might be
implemented to restore organizational identity, by creating unique and distinctive
services. Our study revealed how a public organization restored its identity after being
transformed into three new different business areas. New studies are needed to
understand other strategies that organizations may use to restore their identity,
especially those that maintain the meaning that used to define them for years. Given all
the benefits in terms of cohesion and cooperation among national employees that a
public identity might have, a new framework is necessary to explore how NPM reforms
might help to reinforce a public identity common to other public institutions, while
maintaining centrality and uniqueness.

Our study also has implications to the literature on identity. This literature has
focused on the business context, accentuating that the reinforcement of the corporate
identity within diversified organizations is potentially relevant to accomplish common
corporate goals (e.g. Zuckerman 2000). Besides exploring the public context, our study
exposed the negative side of reinforcing the corporate identity, showing that it may not
be a good meaning provider.

Despite these contributions, the study has limitations. Although single-case studies
are primarily generalizable to theory (Yin 1984; Miles and Huberman 1994), our
conclusions were based on a single organization. The impact we found that NPM
reforms have on both the organizational and the public managerial identity require
subsequent research with more diverse samples, in order to contribute to more
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successful NPM policies and practices in public organizations. Moreover, we have
analyzed the identity of the board of the Port of Lisbon. Other studies should address
the impact of corporatization and privatization policies on identity.

CONCLUSION

We sought to understand how public organizations restore their identity despite losing
their self-defining properties. Our study suggested that when the most central and
distinct elements of a public organization are lost, a public identity emerges. We
evidenced, however, that although representing the similarities among public
organizations, the public identity is not able to provide stability and guide behavior.
NPM policies may sometimes challenge what is the most central and distinctive in an
organization without providing meaning and security to employees. A public (sector)
identity is not a substitute for organizational identity. This analysis calls attention to the
further need to study how NPM policies can be introduced to strengthen public assets
without compromising the singularity of cach organization. More research may improve
our understanding of how the best of two worlds can be combined to make the public
sector more prosperous without ignoring the role of organizational history and identity.

NOTES

1 Official publication for legal and juridical matters.

2 A business report.

3 Container carriers were faster to load/unload than conventional cargo carriers and their stays in ports were
shorter (12 percent of its time compared to 50 percent of general cargo carrier time) (Frageda 2005).

4 Maritime traffic made by containers.

5 European Sea Port Organization.

6 Public corporation or Sociedade Anénima (SA) is a joint stock company, a Corporation, in which the capital is
dependent on the emission of shares, which are purchased by investors.

7 After being transformed into a Public Institute.
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