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Between democracy and management:
local government and the dilemma of spoils system.

An analysis of the UK model.

Alessandro Sancino

Abstract

The article analyzes the status quo of the useaifsssystem in local government and highlightheotetical
model for the application of spoils system, lalgklleompetitive spoils system”. This model - baseduk ex-
perience - mixed up democratic, meritocratic anchagerial concerns and is characterized by extensigabn-
sibility for appointments, independent regulatiopen competition and an appointment process clearlthe
public agenda and on civic accountability.

Keywords: spoils system, politics, administration, publiamagement, local government

For example, with the aim of introducing spoils

1 — Introduction systemt mechanisms, in Italy some regulatory initia-
tives were driven by the desire to reformulatertia-

The relationship between elected officials and unlionship between politics and administration.
elected officials is the cornerstone for undersitagd These reforms have broadened the autonomy of
the governance process in public administratiofocal government in fiduciary appointments, cregtin
(Hansen and Ejersbo, 2002). As Pollitt and Boudkaerew positions (e.g. the role of City Manager) ard e
wrote (2002: 183), public administration cannot beplicitly granting the political body the option atting
properly understood without making reference to theon the organization by means of fiduciary appoint-
vital relationships that exist between politics amti ~ ments for some managerial roles. As a result, a dis
ministration. tinct type of spoils system has emerged, which some
Thus, the relationship between politics and ad-authors have labelled an Italian spoils system fode
ministration has been highly debated in literature(Vandelli, 2000: 1211; D’Alessio, 2007).
since Wilson (1887) and Weber (1922). As Dunn and

Legge Jr. pointed out (2002: 402), practitionerd an 4 ,, . . . .
scholars continue to puzzle about this relation be- With the term spoils system we intend the practice

cause they have not reached consensus about wtfa]:t political appointments, consisting in assigning

Aberbach and Rockman (1988: 606) call the properemporary pqsitipns in the administrative str_u_ctufe
“meshing” of elected and unelected officials inam public organizations. These temporary positions are

timal mix in democratic governance. usually related to the political mandate (five yaltt

However, differing analysis of the relationship should be pointed out that we refer only to maniager

o ;) . roles by which spoils system may be applied. There-
between politics and administration have not repre; : o

. fore, we excluded from our argumentations the polit
sented  theoretical thought alone, as they haVecal roles (Members of the Cabinet, the so cdled
prompted the development of diverse institutionmal a '

rangements (e.g., Hutchcroft, 2001: 39; Mouritzengntal_) where_lthe spoils systgn: s also aEplled. idered
and Svara, 2002: 55-56). Italian spoils system model cannot be considere

comparable to the American spoils system model (see
Peters, 2004) because it has several differentsface
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The spoils system is a “hot topic” in public ad- regulating and reporting on the way in which ap-
ministration and it recalls issues that deal witle t pointments in public organizations are made isla re
foundations of the public administration. tively neglected area of public management

As Plato already wrote in “The Republic”, there (McTavish and Piper, 2007: 146).
are many dilemmas in preserving an effective func-  Therefore, the need arises to study effective and
tion of governing; in particular, spoils system ldea flexible organizational mechanisms able of regofgti
with the democracy vs. bureaucracy dilemma (e.gthe application of the spoils system in order ttesa
Pasini, 2007) of the main “Founding Fathers” of pub guard democratic, meritocratic and managerial con-
lic management: as a matter of fact, “on the omalha cerns.
we want democratic control of the bureaucracy, but  Accordingly, the paper has two aims: a) to dis-
on the other hand we want the bureaucracy to be incuss the status quo of the use of the spoils system

partial” (Weber, 1922; Wilson, 1887). ~local governmerd b) to present - in a lesson drawing
The use of spoils system has recently receivegherspective (Rose, 1991) - a theoretical modetter
growing attention for different reasons: spoils system application based from the UK experi-

- the diffusion of New Public Management ideasence (e.g. Denton, 2006; Flinders, 2009).
and practices has prompted towards some organ-  The paper is divided into four paragraphs: in the
izational trends that have widened the opportusecond one it is presented a theoretical background
nity for political appointments (Peters and Pierre,about the relationship between politics and admini-
2004; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2002); stration in public organizations; in the third pgnaph

- the centrifugal processes of “hollowing out” it is highlighted the empirical background of spoil
(Rhodes, 1994), agentification (Verhoest et al.,system application in Italian local government, hwit
2004; Egeberg and Trondal, 2009), “unbundling” some limited comparisons with other European Coun-
(Pollitt and Talbot, 2004) and “unravelling” tries; in the fourth paragraph it is presented thé
(Hooghe and Marks, 2003) of the State have incase of the “Commissioner for public appointments”,
creased considerably the places where spoils syshat has been selected according to its relevance,
tem is exercised (Skelcher, 1998; Vibert, 2007),uniqueness and data and information richness (Yin,
like for example: municipal corporation (Grossi 1999); finally, in the fifth paragraph some issuaes
and Reichard, 2008), local quarigind other lo-  discussed and the model labelled “competitive spoil
cal spending bodies (Payne and Skelcher, 19975ystem” is presented.
executive agencies, public corporations, inde-

pendent regulators, National Health Service2 - The relationship between politics and

(NHS) bodies. . ,Administration: theoretical background
However, the rise in many European countries o

these new forms of organizations in the pubhq 99V"As mentioned above, the relationship between psliti

like for example the increased opportunities farypa fpoliticians) and administration (bureaucrats omma
agers) may be considered one of the most critical i

patronage (Manzetti and Wilson, 2007) in this “twi- : . . g . )
light zone” of government (Seidman, 1999), the rep_zleél)ectual issues in public administration (Svaes:

resentative aspects of the public appointment syste In particular, scholars and practitioners have de-

(McTawsh_anq Plpe_r, 2907.: 147) and the managerl%ated so long on some theoretical schemes and roles
and organizational implications embedded in the us%leveloped by the literature (e.g. Liguori, Sicifad

of spso ”3'Eysstesrpeﬁnsin;;no;ozsog?ﬂj. cons. but is visibl Steccolini, 2009). Here, we report the most relévan
POIS Sy b QUL IS VISIDY b jtnam (1975) identified two possible logical

one organizational link between politics and admini categories to describe the role and standpointuef b

stration that need to be managed. However, deSpiﬁ%aucratS' the “classical bureaucrat” and the tioali
the relevance of this issue, the system for manigor : :
4 L bureaucra®. “Classical bureaucrats” focus on proce-

the spoils system in Italian local government is ap4 We have chosen the local government level because
plied in a variety of organizational contexts (vith it provides a useful setting for examining politica
the local authorities and outside the local auttesi administrative relations, rendering this phenomenon
in municipal corporations), for different roles,twi more accessible and visible than other levels of go
dissimilar criteria depending on the role it applie. ernment (Svara, 2006: 1065). At the same time, ac-
3 With the term local quango we intendguasi au-  cording to the literature (e.g. Amado, 2001; Carbon
tonomous non governmental organizatiotw’ which ~ 2008; Van Thiel, 2008) there is a lack of studies o
local government has devolved power and financiathe spoils system at this level.

resources in order to pursuit a public purpose ffay > With regard to the European Chief Executive Offi-
and Skelcher, 1997). cers (CEOs) of local government, Klausen and Mag-
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dures and rules. They are generally hostile totipoli Summing up, every models, images and roles
cians and believe that administrative activities ba  above described may be located — although in differ
interpreted and conducted with purely technicalski ent positions — in a continuum grounded over the di
and objective criteria based on the principle glle  chotomy model from one side, and the complementar-
ity. “Political bureaucrats” tend to preserve theiles ity model from the other side (Svara, 1999; 2001).
as experts with policy input, they are more open to  The dichotomy model (e.g. Weber, 1922; Wil-
contributions from politicians in the policy making son, 1887) is based on a clear distinction andahier
process and have greater awareness of the politicahy of labour between politicians and managers. The
repercussions of many administrative decisions. politician acts as a sovereign representative difipo
Aberbach, Putnam and Rockman (1981) carriectal values and interests, while the manager is asen
out empirical research in six Countries and pickatl  the subordinate ‘expert advisor and policy executor
four images to represent the relationship betweemvhose major concern is efficiency.
politicians and bureaucrats. The first is basedlear Politics and administration, in the dichotomy
separation between the two. The second is based aonodel, serve distinct purposes. As Demir and Nyhan
polarization of the neutral competence and teclhnicanrote (2008: 82), politics is a process by which-di
skills of bureaucrats and the interests, sengitigitd  agreements and conflicts are worked out; this m®ce
values of politicians. This image portrays bureatgr of politics ends with laws and policies throughiséar
bringing facts to the policy making process, wiiile  tion. In this perspective, the purpose of politi€go
politicians bring society’s expectations and vallas provide political guidance through the “mission”dan
the third image, the politicians seek visibilitydan “policy” dimensions of the governmental process(se
look to embark on and deal with innovative matters.Svara, 1985: 228).
Their behaviour energizes the administrative struc- On the other side of the governmental process,
ture. The bureaucrats, meanwhile, tend to favouthere are the last two dimensions: “administration”
gradual adjustments and aim to give balance to thand “management”, whose principal responsibility
policy making process. In this image, the politiga lies in translating value choices into concretailtes
act as “energizers” and the bureaucrats as “eqailib Specifically, in the “administration” and “manage-
tors”. In the fourth image (pure hybrid), the rolels ment” spheres, managers are called to apply special
politicians and bureaucrats are completely interknowledge and skills in order to provide neutraineo
changeable: a shared approach is taken over poligyetence to the policy process. In this understandfn
decisions and implementations. the dichotomy, “administration lies outside the geo
Peters (1987) used a continuum to describe thephere of politics” (Wilson 1887: 210 ).
various possible configurations for the relatiopshi Going from the dichotomy model to the comple-
between politics and administration, identifyingefi mentarity model, Svara (1998; 2001) has described
models: a) “formal model”: the bureaucrats are seeithe complementary nature of politics and administra
as subordinates of the politicians; b) “villageelif tion in the governance of public organizations,othe
model”: co-partnership between politicians and bu-retically systematizing the interaction betweenitpol
reaucrats. They act with separate roles that ane-no cians and administrators in an intertwined way, nehe
theless joined together by strong cohesion andcebje two distinct and partially separated sets of offiei
tives regarding administrative matters; c) “funoib  come together to shape the all governmental process
model”: co-partnership between politicians and bu- He argued that recognizing the interdependent re-
reaucrats based on specific administrative matthrs; lationship between elected officials and admintsitsa
“adversarial model”: the bureaucrats and politisian should lead to a model of complementarity rathanth
are in competition and are rivals due to theirad#ht  dichotomy (Svara, 1998). In particular, he discdrne
competences; e) “administrative state”. the bureautwo dimensions: political control and professioimal
crats dominate the decision making process and théependence. The control dimension refers to the ca-
role of the politicians tends to be limited to gigi pacity of politicians to set directions and maintai
their approval. oversight, while the independence dimension focuses
on the opportunities that bureaucratic profess®nal

nier (1998: 274) used Putnam’s (1975) taxonomy tdwave to assert their pgrspective_s in policy for“““'_‘ﬂ .
investigate the perceptions of the various roles o Ind to ta(g_here to their professional standards i im
CEOQ's in 15 Western Countries based on the emphaf2 ementation.

sis they themselves put on the various issuesein th In _th|s perspective, un_derstgndmg the CO”_‘P'e'
day to day professional life. According to theindi mentarity view of the relationship between politics

ings, Southern European CEO's identify more Withand administration is useful in order to concepyual

the role of the classical bureaucrat, whereas Slrcand|C)C""te the role of spails system.

navian CEOs, notably the Danes, identify with theth '?'SI? mtatter ct).f fac:j,_as befc()jrg Tfm'?n&g’ ?ne of
role of the political bureaucrat. e stickiest questions discussed in literatuteois to

guarantee that democratic preferences can be dligne
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with administrative action, preventing power ovpr a The growth of local public enterprises or local
pointments from becoming an instrument for submit-quango is a general trend around Eufofier exam-
ting the administrative structure to political agre ple, in Germany there are 12.432 local public enter
ment according to loyalty rather than the selectiorprises out of a number of about 12.300 municipali-
criteria based on merit (Carboni, 2008: 1). ties; in Norway there are 2.552 local public enter-
Spoils system is indeed a contested device ifyrises out of a number of about 450 municipalities
democratic societies. To this regard, some aUthOf?Statistics Norway, 2039; in UK, Wilson and Game
have pointed out that almost all civil service sys$  (2006: 17) have estimated a number of about 5.000
have some level of political involvement in person-|ocal quangos out of a number of about 480 local au
nel-related issues that is considered appropriaée ( thorities. Again, considering not only the localesn
ters and Pierre, 2004: 2), also because greatéf pol pyt all the quango, according to Massey and Pyper
cal commitment may energize the civil service in 8(2005), in UK around 30,000 people serve on these

way that may not be possible with a more neutrahoards, with responsibility for substantial amouoits
public service (Peters and Pierre, 2004: 11). public expenditure.

From the same perspective, other authors have |n terms of “inside local government”, in Italy
emphasized that although politically-based appointseveral managerial roles may also be activated by
ments may undermine impartiality, it does not necesspoils system.
sarily lead to partisanship or clientelism (Van &hi Indeed, according to T.U.E.L (The Italian Local
2008), and argue that political control over burau Government Act), every local authority may introduc
racy may strengthen the trust between the politicagxternal and “highly specialized” managers (ar0)11
and administrative sphere and increase managerighd external collaborators hired with fixed-ternn€o
accountability and responsiveness via the power ofracts to support political governance bodies @0).
political appointment (Carboni, 2008). , The last surveyt (2009) conducted in all Italian local

Conversely, some authors have written alsQyoyernment by the Italian Minister of Interior has
about the problematic side of spoils system, hightounted a number of 1823 external highly specidlize

lighting: &) how appointments may be used to rewargnanagers and a number of 1537 external collabarator
certain groups or individuals, to gain public suppo ;, 2007.

and stay in power (Manzetti and Wilson, 2007) and Another managerial role that falls into spoils
lead to old and new forms of patronage or cliesteli  gystem application is the role of Chief Executivii-O
practices (Maller, 2006). ceft2. The Chief Executive Officer may be appointed

] . o by the Mayor; now, in Italy, 352 Municipalities and
3- The relationship between “politics and

administration” and the use of spoils sys- g We report only data from Countries where we have

tem: empirical background been able to gain data with reliable source. Indeed

mapping local quangos and local public enterprises
In the Italian context spoils system is applieddcal  around Europe is very difficult due to the differen
government for different managerial roles. In teofis  juridical forms they assumed.

“outside local government”, spoil systems may bes goyrce : European Local Public Enterprises Baro-
applied for board members of municipal corporationmpeter, 2008.

and local quangos. The most recent survey of &le It hp://ceep.eu/index.php?view=details&id=5%3A11th
ian Court of Auditor8 found a number of 5860 or- -european-conference-of-the-public-
ganizations that are participated by Italian logaV-  |ocalenterprises&option=com_eventlist&Itemid=63

ernment. On average, municipalities under 5,000 in4Q Source:  http:/Awww.ssb.no/stoff_en/tab-2009-03-
habitants participate in 4 municipal corporations o 19-07-en hfml ' T -

local quangos; this value goes up until 21 for rani 7, )
oy X - . Source:

palites over 100,000 inhabitants. Unioncamere =~ o . . .

(2008) has estimated a number of 22.809 board menJ;_ttp.//autonomle.mterno.|t/cens|mento/doc:umenp/ce

. . €l2009/pubblicazione.cepel2009.pdf
bers appointed by Italian local government 12 The role of Chief Executive Officer (also called,

City Manager) was introduced in 1997, allowing
6 Source: Resolution no. 14/ AUT/2010/FRG “Sur- Provinces and Cities with more than 15.000 resilent
vey on the organizations that are participatedtly | to appoint a manager “who enacts the aims and objec
lian local government{“Indagine sul fenomeno delle tives set down by the local government’s governing
partecipazioni in societa ed altri organismi da par body” and “who supervises the managerial activjties
di Comuni e Province. striving for optimal levels of effectiveness andi-ef

7 Actually they are appointed by the Mayor, eitherciency’. Now, the law no. 42/2010 allows this cheic
directly or indirectly by the Shareholders’ Assemnbl only for Provinces and Cities with more than 100.00
of the municipal corporation or local quango. residents.
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53 Provinces have introduced the role of Chief Ex-These Assessors must obtain an accreditation éy th
ecutive Officer. CPA and their work is to scrutinize each stagehef t
Spoils system in Italian local government appointments process; 4) Equal opportunities: de-
concerns also the “Committee for Performance Aspartments should sustain programs to promote and
sessment”. As a matter of fact, Italian local gover deliver equal opportunities principles; 5) Probity:
ment may introduce committees composed by exterboard members must be committed to the principles
nal experts for assessing performance of managkr arand values of public service and perform their ekiti
employees, usually three members: in Italy, theee a with integrity; 6) Openness and transparency: the
6.552 “Committee for Performance Assessment”. principles of open government must be applied & th
These data demonstrates the empirical relevancappointment process, its workings must be made
of spoils system application. Nonetheless, theee artransparent, and information must be provided about
no many studies in the literature about spoilsesyst appointments made; 7) Proportionality: the appoint-
application at the local level. Main results highlied  ments procedures need to be subject to the prencipl
(Amado, 2001; Sancino, 2009): the low level ofof “proportionality”; that is, they should be appre
openness and competitiveness in the appointmerte for the nature of the post and the size angiwei
process; political parties considerations oftervgite  of its responsibilities.
over meritocratic principles in the appointment@ro According to CPA’s guidelines, the appointments
ess; the executive political bodies appeared géwera process is run by a government department on behalf
incapable of using the spoils system as an organizaf Ministers. In every appointment process, theeban
tional and managerial tool; finally, elected bodiesof examiners must produce a list of at least two- "a
have difficulty to guarantee an effective oversight pointable candidate”, possibly in a hierarchicalesr
appointments. of preference. The CPA plays also an overall anilit
the work of the "Independent Public Appointments
4 — The UK experience: towards a new Assessors” and on the compliance of every appoint-
model of spoils system? ment process with the Code of Pra_cuce. The Code of
Practice is a summary of best practices and sewves
The role of “Commissioner for Public Appointments” _reference fqr the principles and actions to bQMd
(CPA) has been introduced in UK since 1995. Thig? the appointment process. The audit functionhef t

body regulates the processes by which MinistersCPA is implemented by investigative actions (the so

make appointments to the boards of national and r called “mystery shopping”) and by a meticulous col-

gional public bodi€$. The CPA is appointed by the qr?:;llorréggrl[nformat|on which come together in ar an

Queen and is independent by the Government. The . . .
role of the CPA is to monitor, regulate and report . My§tery shopplng_actlons are based on surprise
. : - inspections, where an inspector of the CPA askiseo
public appointments. However, it should be noted th anel members to report how thev handled the ap-
the task of the CPA is not to make the appointmentsD . P they P
but to ensure that the relevant Ministers appoin ointment process and to provide ‘.”‘” the docume_nta—

ion produced. Anyone can complain about a particu-

people on the basis of merit, after a fair, oped an ! e
transparent selection process and also considéreng lar appointment process: in this case, the manageme
of the complaint is returned by the CPA to the de-

g;gg‘rﬁtﬁt;]‘ effectiveness, efficiency and eqyadit partment which has run the practice, with the ablig
The CF"A’s work is based on seven principles: 1)tiqn to respond promptly. If th? CPA is not sagsi

Ministerial responsibility: the ultimate responéityi W'th tne ;’:\nS\c/jver, Hé(she) m;yhmte_rveneh by request-

for appointments rests with Ministers; 2) Meritl al ing all the documents and hearing the parties in-

public appointments should be governed by the overvolved. If a failure occurs, the CPA cannot change

riding principle of selection based on merit, b th tCI;SA(?utcome_ of the _appointment p;_rocessb; iESt?m :_)h
well-informed choice of individuals, who through $ sancfion against non-compliance behaviour by

their abilities, experience, and qualities, matble t 9ePartments is_essentially negative publicity and

needs of the public body in question; 3) Independen_moral suasion. The CPA can use ‘naming and sham-

scrutiny: no appointment shall take place witharstf N9" POWers through naming specific departments in

being scrutinized by a panel that must includeast the annual report and going before select comnsittee

on “Independent Public Appointment Assessor".and the media. According to the early results,a$ h
served as a ‘culture shock’ to departments thaewer

13 The CPA'’s remit covers over 10,000 appointmentst4 Now the CPA is Sir David John Normington. He
to health bodies and executive non departmental pulpreviously served in the British Civil Service d®t

lic bodies (NDPBs), advisory NDPBs, public corpo- Permanent Secretary of Department for Education and
rations, nationalised industries and the utilitgula-  Skills from 2001 to 2005, and then the Home Office
tors. until 2011.
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used to anonymity, providing an incentive for offen pendent regulation based on different processes and
ing departments to ensure that the Code of Praigtice actors involved, avoiding some distortions of tradi
adhered to for future appointments (Denton, 2009tional spoils system model as partitocracy, closed
499). To this regard, considering the number afico competition and low accountability.

plaints received in 2009 (1.9 % of the appointment  Competitive spoils system limits the party’s dis-
process), the system seems to work. cretion, starts from values embedded in a meritmcra
culture and from a diffused conception of the pgwer
as well as it handles spoils system as a managerial
process and not only as a pure political process.

The paper has described the growing relevance and = Moreover, competitive spoils system is charac-
centrality that spoils system has in the governaiice terized by extended responsibility for appointments
public organizations. In this perspective, the U e and an appointment process clearly on the public
perience demonstrates how spoils system may be efgenda and on civic accountability, as well as ase
fectively managed and re-interpreted in order tmco ©n individual presentations, review and the opputu
bine meritocratic, organizational and democratic is Y for public scrutiny of the applicants’ backgraisn
Sues. and qualifications.

As a matter of fact, the CPA goes beyond the  However, from the implementation side, some
traditional spoils system and moves towards a com@SPects should be pointed out in order to facditet
petitive way of using spoils system, outlining amne €ffectiveness: a) the time for managing the appoint

5 — Conclusion

model, very different from the traditional one.

Table 1. Alternative models of s

poils system”

Models of spoils

Traditional

Competitive

system spoils system spoils system
Party’s discre- High/pure Low/constrain-
tion ed
Political discre- High High
tion
Values Partitocracy Meritocracy
Relationships Informal Institutionalized
Nature of com- Closed Open
petition
Independent No Yes
regulation

Organizational

Spoils system as

Spoils system as

implications political process managerial
proces

Nature of Cooptation Competition

process

Power Focused Diffused

In the table 1 we have summarized the main(
characteristics of the two models. The competitiv
spoils system model guarantees the political chivice
appointing people, but it institutionalized an inde

e

ment process should be defined ex-ante in order to
prevent delays and waste of time; b) there must be
clear distinction between i) who has the powerpe a
point someone, ii) who manages the appointment
process and iii) who oversights to the processtand
the appointees’ work; c) the main stakeholders,ianed
and public opinion should be adequately informed
about the steps of the appointment process in doder
promote accountability and civic auditing; d) filyal
accountability should be provided by people ap-
pointed also about their work and their results ob-
tained.

In this perspective, according to the aim of theo-
retical models in management studies, the competiti
spoils system model and the UK experience may con-
stitute an useful theoretical framework for theqpia
al application of spoils system in other Countriest
example, in Italy the adoption of practices basad o
competitive spoils system model seems important,
since it may allow to reduce party's discretion and
political patronage, that are typical featurestafian
local government system (Goldsmith, 1992: 35).

However, in order to evaluate the effectiveness
of the competitive spoils system, it will be needed
consider also the different administrative cultuaesl
organizational values that exist across the Europe.

Future studies, also in comparative perspective,
may investigate more deeply if the implementatién o
competitive spoils system model can really help to
find an effective balance in the dilemma between de
mocracy and management in public organizations.
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