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ON COMPARISON AND ADMINISTRATION: A PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE

¢, West Churchman
University of Californis, Berkeley

As an "onsider" reads over the literature in comparative administration,
he is struck by a nwber of different themes. Among these recurrent
retifs are the foilowlng:

(1) the student of comparative sdministration can and should identify
roal alministrative problems;

{2) he cen and should reslize that the menver in which he formuiates
these probleme--snd hence conceptualizes an atteck upon them--depends oo
eulturel snd other social value differences;

(%) he cean and should build the capability of an iatellectusl
expertise vhich can recommend changeé‘in public administration wharever
it occurs, but most especially in developing countries;

{L) this capability is most emphatically besed on experience with
specific administrations, but is bolstered by e kind of analytic,
“"aglentific" spproach.

0f course, the lasht polnt hes raised serious questions in the minds
of those who tend to be criticel of CAG's past end have hopes for ifs
Tuture. Too much emphasis on sclence produces dehumanizatlon, evan to

the axtent of an allisnce with the evil side of technology. On the other

academic community, and leaves the student no better than any other
nenber of an edministration in evaluating its performasnce.

One more item therefore needs to be asdded to the list of CAG
characteristics:

(5) there is growing recognition that the best strategy for a student

of cemperative administration to follow is one of maintaining opposite



vorld views, both of himself snd of what he studies.

To meke this Last point clear, I'm going to develop two opposite
views of the student of comparstive administration. One arises from the
idea thet he is 3 "comparer,” and the other from the idea that what he
sompores ere "sdministrations." To arrive at such world views, one must
pursus the patiway of the generic and ask: what is the more general
intellectual task of which comparison is a special case, and what is the
nore genersl human activity of vhich administration is a special case?

To sell my wares, I need & sales pitch which convinces the resder
thet a3 journey into the more genersl (and hence more abetract) is worth
vhat 1e'll have to pay for it in reading time and puzzlement. With the

obvicous caveat emptor that sales pitches needn't be true, I'll simply say

that many of the problems one encounters at a specific level simply
digappear once one understands the more general ievel. But the polnt of
the jowrney iz not to make problems disappear, for, as we shall see, &
new sat of problems appears at the genersl level. My sales pitch is that
the rnev set is better than the old set.

I'm going to argue that "comperison” iz an aspect of the more gereric
activity called "measurement,” and that "administration” is an aspect of
the more generic activity called "design." Here again you don't have to
accept these generalizations, but if you at least hold them in imagination
for & while, then you'll see how the problem sets chanpe. I gather that
students of comparative administration have wondered whether the "case
method” is en appropriate technique for comparison. The problem, so
posed, more or less disappears in the more generic question of how one
"measares” administrative processes.

Now in introducing the concept of measurement, some caution is

needed, especially in today's enviromment when political sclentists heve



beeome fescinated by the progpests of eo@ﬁng and corrvelating. It is
true that certain messurement theorists hawe Jdefined messurvement ag the
szsigoment of numbers to objects according to rules. Thus one might feel
that he had "measured” an edministrstion if he counted the nwber of
civil servents and divided by the .country‘s popuiation. But the critical
point about wmeasurement is not its numerical quality, but rather ite
informatior countent. Measurements belong to thai set of informstion
wkich can be used in widely different contexts for widely different
purposes (for more detell see Churchmen, 1961). Thus in measurement, the
problem of comparing A with B becomes e problem of defining "with respect
+o what?" In the practice of measurement, this last question is one of
defining & standard with which both A and B can be compsered; snd The
eritical sspect of the standard 1s that it pmet have certain inveriance
charscteristies over time and space. The generic question, then, is not
whether the cese method or an slterpsiive per se provides a sultable
wesie of comparison, but rather whether a specific method can be regarded
ne one which produces measurements based on invariasnce characteristics.

4 simple illustration is needed %o élarify this point. Consider that
vary besic need we humans have to measu’ré lengths. The question is how
A comperes with B with respect to length. Yor example, how does John
compare with his father in height? This is a very speecific guestion,
which ecan be "answered" simply by having John and his father stand back
to back and placing s book over the taller one's head. But we see how
very restricted this "answer" must be in terms of its utility. If John
goes away to school, and his mother wants to send him & pair of panis,
then whaet? OShe hed betier not use lsst sumuer's father-son comparison
i John 1z a growing boy. Well then, she simply writes to John and asks

hinm %o messure his trouser length, and with the information in hand she



parchases the right size. But in this homely illustration we can sze
Thet the neasurement system has becowe guite compllceted. John's wother
mEkes some very strong assumptions. She assumes, for example, that Joha
will make his compsrisonsz correctly. Bub, more important, ghe assumes
that the yardstick he used, if compared to the c¢ne used by the stors
vhere she purchased the trousers, would turn out to be essentially alilke.
Thus we sea2 how relevant is the questior “with respset to what?” The
arewer in the illustration is: with respect to yardsticks which remsin
inverieant over a space and time intervel. We note that the time interval
azed not be very limited if, say, John is & rapldly growing boy but his
mother knows the rate of his growth; she could then adjust for the time
juterval.. Note that an invarisnce property stlll exists becsuse the
ndiustment function would have certain parsameters (e.g., rate of growth)
vaickh are invarient over some period of time.

To "compere," zeys the dicﬁionary', 1e to observe or infer similarities
and differences. Bub if compax’i{_aon is a coumponent of & measurement system,
the "differences” must be sccounted for by meems of en sdjustment process.
Tnie is done in two ways: by means of metural lews of change, and by
neans of a theory of eryors. The laws of change enable us to sdjust
otservations ﬁa’de at cne time and place to useful informstion in another
wime and place. The need for lasws of changes in meesurement is why, as
Dwight Waldo points out, modelis are essential in any comparison of
admirigtrations. It 1s importent to note that these models mmust be
cavgal; they must eneble us to determine how chenges in the enviromment
produce changes in objects. _' _

At this point I'm tempted to make en emphatic digreasion by Jjoining
the fuburiste end making twe forecasts about the study of public

adwinistretion: students of this field will waste & great deal of energy



by atbempting to infer the mwodels of sdministration from data, typleaily
by rericus kinds of regression techniques. Nothing can ssve them from
thiz hoyrror of scientific wmethodology, because Journals will be eager to
publishk the nonsense and professors will be most willing to coufer degrees
on candidotes who play it safe. The gsecond forecast ig that s number of
peonle who have burnt their fingers badly by trying to infer models from
dota will continue to shout their urheeded warnings.

The reagon why ope cannot infer models from data was long ago
denonstreted by Immenuel. Kant (1781). Hume (1739) had pointed out that
data alone never provide an epistemologicelly sound basis fue inferring
consality. Kaat wvent beyond Hume by pointing out that the ingquiring
syatem muet meke an a priori assumption sbout cauvsallty in order %o
gather deta. The laws of adjustment required by the messurenment process
are causael laws: they tell us vhat chenges of the state of affalrs must
oecur when certain aspects of the environment are changed. The inguiring
systen must mske & priori assumptions ebeout csusal laws, snd cexnot infer
such lewes from data. To be sure, the date nay suggest some caussal
linkages , bubt the Inguirer must be aware that fhese suggestions may arise
fyom his own method of inquiry: +he data he selects or the mode of
reprasenting them. Alsc to bes sure, the inguirer may be wrong in its
seunal sssumptions, but there is no "erucial test” which will tell him
gc. Deciding when to change a model is one of the most Aifficult and
ill-understood aspects of inguiring systems.

Cevesl laws are supplemented by laws of probability (chance,
randcmnmess )., Classical measurement systems ere designed to provide
comperisons within certsin limits of error; specifying the error factor
is an :lmimrte.nt component of the system. John's mother ies happy if the

arror is no greater than one gquaerter inch, ssy, while a piston manufacturer



neads it to be no greater than a thousendth of an. inch., Thus the
messurenent system requires two ki.nd;:. of theory: & theory of chenge and
s theory of errorz. 3Both theories sre bazsed op ‘nvarlances over space
gnd time.

Pirally, to complete this sketch of cleszical measurement theory.
we should emphasize a second answer %o the question "with respect to
wnat?"” ALl meesurement systems ere components of & larger system which
nrovides the dasls for evalusting the messurements and deciding on eyror
iimits. The ultimate suswer is "with respect to scme purpose.” Iu the
IXlnetration, the purpose ig to find & palr of pants which will £i%, bcr
s, plembou wihilch will work. Bven in so-cailed besic ecience, there is
wlways some more genersl purpose which the measwrement system serves:
#.g., to test a thecry. | |

Does this account of how me.@ureméﬁt systems ere designed heip us
to understend the literature of éoﬁxpara.ﬁim administrationt In keeping
with my earller remfks, the quéation.hs;s_ wo equelly plausible enswers,
"vea" and "no{._" The world view which imugines the student of ccuparative
adwinistration to be "rollowing the clessical philosophy of science of the
so-called natural sciences accepts the p.bsitive reply.

Administration, this world view says, is a set of maneged activities
which sre intended to bring ebm;i a ape_ciﬁed set of goels or states of
effairs. What is the invarient in terms of which edminietrations can be
measured? History seems to have pres_entéd us with at least one candidate:
seonorede velue. A number of techniques have been developed in order %o
make comperisons of economic value over ’time snd space: discounting, the
calowlus of uncertainty, the theory of utlility, z2nd so on. The basic
program for establishing the inv‘afiance was first set forth at the end

of “ha elghteenth century by Jeremy Bentham (1783). Of course, politicsl



selentists have often suggested that "political power” would be a more

suiteble measure for theilr purposes, but they hsve not been very succesaiul

in hendling the invariances excspt by Introducing the measwre of

distribution of economic wealth. Alternstively it has been suggested by

Bouer (1967) and others that "social indicators" sre required to supplement

econom’e messures, but here sgain %he inveriance problem has received

very little attention. However, my purpose here ls not reslly to dshate

woich measure is to be "fundamental” but rather to indicate that there is -

at least one feasible measure with the required invarlience characteristlas.
To pursue the implications, suppose we say that the meesurement

{"messure of performance”) of an adminisztrative system is the economic

cogt the system incu.ré in accomplishing its geals (or, more accurately

in this golf geme, the negative of the c_bst: tke smaller the better).

At the very simplest level, cae ’comgares two administrative systems with

ragpect to the same goazls by estimating the adjusted dollar cost of sach.

"Dollers” becomes an invarient with respect to time and place by adjustment

to stendsrd dollars for some arbitrary point in time., A good desl of

economic theory has been devoted to extending this very simplified account

to encompass comparisons when the goals are different, when cultural

norme or envirommental constreints vary., end o cn. For example, if

there 18 a cultural norm prohibiting women from performing certain teasks.

then In principle one can infer ‘a.n imputed cost (or benefit) of this

noyn. If the goals differ, then one seeks a conmon "benefit" messure.

And so on. Furthermore, the purpose of these comparisons becomes clear:

it ie to find that administrative system which, relative to a fixed

benefit, has the minimum cost, or, more generslly, that system which

mexinizes benefit-minus-cost.

There are still many unsolved problems in trying to meesure



adninistrative systems in this manner, especially as we pass from common
goals to different goals, If two adwinistretive systeme are both trying
to educate approximately the same pumber of children from kindergsrten
through grsde 12 ("K-12" in the educational jargon), then the measurement
process seems falrly straightforward. The problems seem to mount as we
try to measgure sdministrative performeance where the numbers differ, or
the curriculum differs, or when we compare educatioral administration
with transport sdministration. But "in principle" we should expect that
these problems will be solved in time; after all, every sclence faces
gimiler difficuities in trying to find more general measurement procedures.
The "successes" of operations research seem to provide evidence that we
are coming to an age when we can indeed messure administrative systems

in & maaner which will tell us how they should be yun, Furthermore, all
the old debates sbout "principles of administrstion,"” "case histories,”
and the like can be reshaped into explicit design questions, namely,
vhether a proposed measurement schems is or is not more effective in
telling us how Qrell an administrative system works.

Thus a fairly explicit methodology emerges for the studenmt of public
adninistration.

(1) He must use his ingenuity and experience to formulste the problem
or set of problems (there are no fixed rules for this step, which
essentially seperates the men from the boys--or the women from the girls):

{2) ne must formulste & causal model, which essentially has the
foliowing form: (a) the system plus its enviromment; (b) the set of
possible inputs to the system (dollars, manpower, etc.); {e¢) the components
of the system which can receive various imputs; {d) the caussl laws which
predict the total system output in terms of any given inputs to the system;

{e) the output which is measured in terms, say, of invariant econcmic



valuzs over a segmeat of time and space;

{3} he must have criteria which tell him when to chenge the modsl
op the besis of edditional information; ard finelly

(4) at some critical point he must propose a "solution" for action,
which he takes to be the best estimate of the right course of action
based on the model and the evidence.

The uwnsympathetic reader will note that this methodelogy epplies te
machines as well as men, and Indeed is @ reasonsbly sccurate descripiion
of how the parts of & machine are to be orgenized for & specific set of
purposes to be served by the whole machine. The uncertainties of human
systems really do not make tihe methodology "humenistic.” Meny large
machines, e.g., farme, also entaill large uncertainties in 't-heii' causal
modele; furthermore, there sre many formal techniques for handling the
uncertainty preblem.

At this point, the sensible and prectical reader may wish to terminate
the discussion and get %o work. But this haste makes considefg,ble waste,
25 wmany futile studies of sdministrative processes show. Suppose now we
proceed to investigate the negative *.r'ie{vpoint of the question ralsed
earlier: +there are fundamentel reasons why the classical werld view of
neazsurement does not epply to the study of comperative administration,
especially if the liast of CAG ambitions glven at the outset holds.

To this end, we can also walk the generic pathway, and note that
adrinistration is e specilal case of the human activity called design.
Degign comprises that view of the humen being ir which he is depicted to
be trying %o change himself and his world in order to bring sbout
improvement. Design is pervasive; as examples, it ineludes architecture,
public healt)}, basic research, management, psychotherapy, engineering

design, genetic design. In each of these examplesa, there is an attewpt
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%o change people as well as their enviromment, which, as we shall sea,
enteils a very important aspect of the design process.

The eriticel guestion of the design process is to determine vhose
velues the design is supposed to serve, i.e., the client of the desfan.
Everything else is subgidiary to this central question. The secondsry
question is to determine who ean bring about the design and in what way,

i.e., the decision meker. As we delve deeper and deeper intoc the desimm

process, we discover that every design process tends itself to becoms
pervasive, in the sense the: there i3 e strong social force to make
everyone the client and everyone the decisicn maker,

Congider, for example, the design process celled 2ducgtion.
Traditionslly, we have said that the client of thile process is the youth
of the nation., @.g., between the ages of Pour and twenty-oue, with a fev
atragglers on either side. The decision mekers sare of two kinds: these
vho deelde on the amownt of support and its administration, end those who
decide on the meﬁhod and content of the teaching. In this traditional
view, adminigtrator, teacher, and student ave clearly differen’ classes
of people {with oecazional overlsps here and there). If we used the
clsesical approsch to the study of aducational systems, we would try to
bulld en input, output model (as has been done in several instances),
where the input is measured in terma of funds, and the cutput in terms
of student graduations translated into socic-economic benefits, But sny
elleestion of funds which this type of emalysis might produce could very
well be precisely the right answer to the vrong problem, becasuse it is
bssed on the essumption that the traditionel orgenizational divisions
{ aduinistrator, teacher, student) are correct. YPf there iz s strong
tendency et work for everyone tc be the client and deeision meker of the

educationel system, then a model which allocates by ignoring this tendenay



mugt surely be unrealistic and indeed "impracticei.” There seems %o be
strong evidence that this pervesive tendency is real. Eduecation is a
wonb-to-tonb endeevor: stadente wish to decide what they should be
saught; faculty wish to decide how much funding is needed, and so on.

In order to understand the point about pervesiveness more sharply.
conaider the often-mentioned need to include second,; third, and nth order
effects of proposed social policies. This kind of consideration belongs
o the class:l.ca.l, machine-like analysis discussed at the beginning of
this paper. Every engineering designer knows that in designing & mschine
t0 move s large maseg of dirt, one has to consider the second order affects
of the tempersture of the motor and the danger of explosion. _

But pervasiveness 1s a diffevent kind of comeideration. e engineer
can get the boundaries of his machine and talk reallgtically sbout the
machine and its envi‘:ronment. He is not .-a.pt to be concerned with the
tendency of & Cradall to become e‘imrytiody {slthough at times computer
snthusiests do get to talking this way.)f._ It is not merely the second end
nth order consequences that concern us in desigr, but rather the spread
of the design scross. humanity.

To return to public edministration, the imylication is that there
is & tendency for it t¢ become pemﬁaive, s0 thet the distinection between
the public administrator's functions and the citizen's functlons becomes
blurrier. But the exaxple mekes us realize that a classical lew opsrates
in this as in any désign process: for every force there is an opposite
force. There is also a strong tendency to distinguish between the duly
delegated authority of the public administrator and the public. The
elaah between lew-end-order snd dissent-revolution is en obvious exawple.
The student of administration, who is a designer, must design administrative

change with this clash of forces in mind.



But, does the tendency of design processes tc hecome pervesive, 17
it exists, reslly matter very much? There is at least one way to view
the world which ssys that it does, and that we need to lnvent a new kind
of "science" which might be called the science of the art of designing.

It is far more flexible and revolutionary than the clasaical procese of
megsurement. The earlier list of "eclassical" requiremenits of the student
of adwinistration needs to be eltered as follows:

1) he must use his ingenuity and experience to formulate aa image of
‘the gystem, or rather, alternative images; he must be sble tc imagine the
process of public administration in terms of political power, the Llmpacth
on the human being and the self, anthropologicelly., economically,
religiously, and so on. Central to this asct of imagination is the
speculation "what 1f the pervasive tendency were to be fostered?” Compers
what public administretion would be like if every citizen becomes an
administrator with wvublic administration where only en elite sre
afminigtrators. In the classical mode of study, there wag & stroong
tendency to find one mode of representing the problem; in the suggesied
mode of study. there is e strong tendency to keep the mode of representation
open;

2} he must continucusly bound and unbound the gsystem from its
envirorment because he realiges that in reslity this is whet is happening.
The university is tending to go outside its traditional wallz ilato many
phages of human existence; to bound it at the wells is unreslistic. He
mgt also realize that the components of the system-—the individusis—-are
also purposive entities, each with its owm rights and velues. Hence he
mist be sble to hold in mind two conflicting wvalue schemes, the systenm
values end the individual values. He may choose to messure system values

in socio~economic terms; he cannot "measure” individual weluves in this



13

nanner. Nor is the theme & "compromise” of the two, since in compromise
the system always wins oub. Rather, the theme is "synthesis," primarily
based on what Jung calls the "feeling" function;

3) "changing the model” is not the basic consideration, because it
is secondary to the capsbility of holding radically different wmodels in
mind.

Fipally, and this is the crux of the matter, i) he must propose
"solutions" for action, but not in the same spirit as the classical
anglyst did. Solutions are now primarily meens to the larger design
effort, They serve two very lmportant functions. Firast, they sweep avay
what we don't want ¢o belsbor oo long, so that we can work on the waina,
exciting, dremstic, importent sspects of social design (e.g., inveatory
control, production and distribution scheduling, and the like provide
such solutions). DBut second, and more important, solutions ensble us to
take design into the reel world and to cbserve what becomes of it; of
course, the idea that we can observe what "works out" in an unbiased
manner iz out of the question. Implementation of design provides still
another basis for exercising our ebility to create imegery.

As an ending, we need to note that we belong to an age of change and
complexity, of danger and gloom, of hopes and felth, with an occasional
seasoning of love. In fact, we are vevry much like any other age. A= a
friend of mine once put it, "Everyone suffers equally, that is., more than
anyone else.”" The theme of pervasivencss may evenitually help us realizs

that we are historical and not temporary; we are, like all times, busily

at work creating the pest's future.
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