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Governments are going to change drastically in the next few decades, yet many of the components of future government are operating today.

For 11 years, I have worked with information technology officials in more than two dozens national governments as well as many U.S. state and local officials. From my vantage point I have observed a convergence of direction among many governments as they move into the future.

Many nations have aggressive reinvention programs to downsize government and redistribute the balance of power. Leaders of most nations conclude that information technology can increase national wealth and improve the standard of living for citizens. As a result, heads of countries are active in the decision process when information technology investments are on the table.

My colleagues and I in the Office of Intergovernmental Solutions in the U.S. General Services Administration in Washington, D.C., can observe the priorities of many governments and see which approaches work and which do not. By noting common themes across governments, we can develop a picture of the government of the future. Regardless of what else happens in the next decade, 10 items will be part of future public administration. Most governments are active in these areas already.

Integrate Services

Governments of the future will offer integrated services to the public, unlike past industrial-age governments that provided individual services through separate government organizations. Need a passport? Go to the Passport Office. Need housing assistance? Go to the Housing Department.

We see governments providing a single window through which public services can be obtained. The INFO-CID system in Portugal provides access to 15 social service programs through a single window. The public need go to only one electronic location to access the 15 programs.

Ireland and Australia have ambitious programs under way to provide multiple, integrated services to the public. The SMART system in San Mateo, California, is and award-winning example.
Create a Self-Service Government

Governments are working hard to become self-service organizations, just as one industry after another is eliminating the go-between person. Through Touch-Tone telephones, kiosks, and the Internet, customers access databases directly to find answers to their questions or execute a transaction. Customers today routinely access their bank accounts and investment accounts to transfer money or to execute trades.

It all began with ATMs in banks, where the concept of self-service is a win-win situation for the bank and its customers. The bank eliminates tellers while meeting the needs of its customers at a cost of pennies per transaction. The customer can do business with the bank more easily; standing in line is a thing of the past.

Governments are fully aware that self-service delivery is the wave of the future. Initially, they provided information to the public directly through the telephone network, kiosks, and the Internet. However, they are now beginning to allow citizens/customers to execute transaction themselves. In the United Kingdom, for example, citizens apply for housing benefits from home, executing the request from a box on top of the television set.

Deliver Services Electronically

The Internet is the gateway to self-service government. With easy-to-use browser software, the Internet enables any organization to establish a low-cost international network overnight. Ten years ago, when IBM and Fortune 100 companies built international networks, such systems cost billions of dollars and took years to develop.

Today, companies such as Information Builders are creating software to allow legacy systems to become Web-enabled. When coupled with user-friendly browser technology, a government’s databases can be made accessible, as appropriate, to other governments, industry partners, and the public – easily, quickly, and at low cost.

Tap into the Private Sector

Massive outsourcing will become increasingly important. Governments usually outsource because they think they will save money, because they want to get the government out of a particular business, or because they want to build a new industry in the private sector.

The English-speaking countries have the most outsourcing experience, led by the United Kingdom. Dated back to the early days of former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s tenure in the 1980s, the United Kingdom has outsourced to “get the government out of that business”.

Outsourcing discussions often lead to the concept of “inherently governmental” functions, the idea that certain functions must be performed within governments. Some officials believe that setting policy, writing regulations, and performing some legal functions are examples of inherently governmental functions. However, others conclude that there are very few functions that must be performed within a government. For example, the United Kingdom outsourced tax-processing operations to the private sector; in the United States, many think that tax processing is an inherently governmental function.

Culture and economic conditions in each nation will influence outsourcing decisions. However, the long-term trend throughout the world is to get governments out of businesses that can be performed by the private sector.

Create Imaginative Partnerships

We see some very new and different partnerships evolving compared with those in traditional contractual relationships. Our Office of Intergovernmental Solutions has documented 32 case studies of innovative partnerships between industry and different levels of the U.S. government in the area of information technology.

State and local governments in the United States are engaging in profit-sharing partnerships with industry. In one example, the Texas Workforce Commission needed a statewide network of multimedia kiosks to provide service outside of regular business hours and in remote locations not normally served. Using their own funds, an organization called Info/Texas build the network for the state. The Texas Workforce Commission pays monthly fees for the use of the network, but because these payments do not cover the company’s costs, Info/Texas is allowed to sell advertising on the network to make up the difference.

In Detroit, Chicago, and Washington, D.C., the local governments were unable to collect certain parking and traffic fines. Although the normal alternative is to write off the fines as bad debts, each of these city governments entered into contracts with private companies instead. The companies built collection systems with their own resources; they are paid from the fines collected through the new systems.

Variations on these arrangements are spreading to state and local governments throughout the United States. Governments prefer this type of innovation because it reduces risk to the government and eliminates the need for up-front funding.

Most companies prefer the new opportunities because they allow the use of highly skilled people when required rather than the use of low-price, entry-lever people they normally must bid to win government contracts. Also, there is the potential to recive additional money if their system is more successful than planned. Of course, there is the risk that the company will not be paid as planned if the system does not perform as promised.

The General Services Administration is initiating a new business line called “Sharing in Savings” to encourage innovative partnerships. Launched recently by congressional officials, high-level federal managers, and procurement officials, the project will deliver a “schedule” with predetermined prices, terms, and conditions. This will allow federal agencies to easily book a contractor. Cost saving are shared between the government and its industry partner.

Put a New Face on Government Reinvention

“Reinvention” will take on a new look in the government of the future. The Clinton administration program to reinvent government focused on downsizing government. It also empowered workers with good ideas to share them.

Reinvention has been a great success in the U.S. federal government: Downsizing the work force has helped to balance the budget, and agencies have voluntarily undertaken 1,200 initiatives. 

At a global forum on reinventing government in January 1999 in Washington, D.C., ministers of 38 nations discussed their programs to reinvent their respective governments. The initiatives were impressive and ranged widely.

Jenny Shipley, prime minister of New Zealand, indicated that 85,000 people worked for her government before reinvention; now there are 32,000 government employees. The nation’s debt was reduced from 15.3 % to 4.3 % of the government’s budget. Unemployment was reduced from 10 % to 7 % of the labor force, while the number of workers in the labor market grew substantially.

Poland’s secretary of state reported that the government is decentralizing authority and responsibility, establishing new bodies of government at the regional and county levels. The central government, formerly a micro decision maker, is being reinvented to work in a national leadership role. Poland is also building new government organizations to work with the European Commission and NATO.

At the global forum, it was evident that government leaders believe that reinvention activities are moving to a new plateau. Future reinvention activities will center on the role of government in the delivery of social services and the use of information technology.

For example, Australia has transferred 25,000 government workers from eight social service delivery programs into a program called the Centrelink System. The new system will provide a single window and integrated services delivery to the citizens of Australia. Later, the entire program may be outsourced. Governments around the world are watching the Australian Centrelink program. It offers great potential for consolidation of functions, efficiency, and better service to citizens.

Offer Around-the-Clock Service

Governments of the future will provide services anywhere, anytime – including service to those with disabilities or without access to the Internet. The time is coming when it will be unnecessary to take a day of vacation to go to a government office to obtain a driver’s license. Governments have been talking about “better service to the citizens” for 11 years. Apparently, we are in the eleventh year of what will be a 20- to 25-year transition.

Progress is visible. All governments are rapidly adopting the Internet to interface with their employees and the public. The top priority for spending in many governments is Web-enabled systems. As wireless Internet access becomes available, demand for anywhere, anytime service delivery by governments will greatly accelerate.

Many countries have programs to give the public access to the government electronically. Access Canada is one example, and, in the United States, Vice president Gore has launched Access America, whose goals include offering electronic transfer for all federal payments and benefits. Such access will prepare the public to function in the emerging society and to interface with the government.

Get More Feedback

More governments will aggressively seek feedback from the public. In the long run of history, governments and influential individuals determined what was best for the public. In some countries, the ability to “vote the jackals out” served as a counterbalance.

The United Kingdom has developed the “people’s panel” to track the experience of the public with government services. With a pool of 15,000 people in the program, the government is finding reasonable numbers of people who will “tell it like it is”.

In the United States, the General Services Administration served as the executive agent for the vice president in the organizing the first ever customer survey conducted by the government. The survey results, based on responses from 7,500 people, provide a baseline for tracking public opinion as the government continues to foster full-scale electronic government. The University of Michigan methodology that was used will allow comparison with other national governments as well.

Today, some governments are experiencing a decline in the percentage of the population who vote. In the self-service government, it will be important for administrators to stay in touch with public feeling toward a government’s services and to develop novel ways to maintain connectedness.

Manage in All Directions

Intergovernmental management will arrive slowly over the next two decades. Intergovernmental management exists on the horizontal and vertical planes. Managing horizontally means managing across the agencies or ministries in a government; it can also mean managing across nations. On the vertical plane, intergovernmental management means the relationships among federal, state, local, and tribal governments where they exist in each nation.

Intergovernmental management may be the key issue in public administration for the next 10 years. Citizens, the public, and partners of governments want seamless, integrated services; it simply makes good sense to provide an integrated solution for common functions.

In Montgomery County, Maryland, obtaining a building permit once required approval by six independent offices located in different building. The various offices were open for business during different hours and used different forms and procedures. It was a discouraging process.

The county government combined offices at a single location and streamlined the permitting processes. Today, a developer goes to one location and serially obtains the approvals needed in a fraction of the time it used to take.

All governments use global information systems to work on the complex issue of land management. When the U.S. federal, state, county, municipal, and tribal governments realized the importance of cooperation, they established a national land management task force with 22 subcommittees. Volunteers from each level of administration are developing standards that will enable governments to better share their land management work.

Intergovernmental management is difficult, and not all managers are able to function at this higher level of complexity. Our office of Intergovernmental Solutions published two reports in 1998 to guide managers. “The Challenging Road to the Government of the Future” and “Foundations for Successful Intergovernmental Management” contain 21 case studies that represent experiences from the federal, state, and local levels of government. They provide lessons learned for all of the managers who will grapple with the complexities of intergovernmental management in the future.

Our office identified a series of factors that make intergovernmental management more difficult than lower-level management challenges. The risks of failure are greater, and turf issues can be horrendous. The incentive system to encourage collaboration does not exist. Most governments do not have budget processes to allow funding for cross-governmental programs.

On the other hand, some gifted leaders have succeeded in the intergovernmental world. In the future, governments will require more of these special individuals. While there is a debate on whether training can produce effective intergovernmental managers, it is clear that hey need to have a broad perspective. Governments can begin now to provide key employees with exposure to a variety of government programs and organizations. This experience should include exposure to state and local government environments to help prepare managers for intergovernmental responsibilities.

Anticipate Technology’s Potentials and Pitfalls

Future governments will understand the social and political effects of the Internet and technology.

Today, the ability of governments to manage may be two to three years behind the rush of technology. Better wireless technology in the United States will result in increased connectedness, as it has in Europe. What is the effect of continuous connectedness? While we may want some personal “space” from time to time, is may become socially unacceptable to turn the cell phone off.

Today, the privacy rights of the American public are being taken away by large corporations, government, and law enforcement agencies. At some point the balance of power must be restored or the government of the future will be rejected or thwarted.

State governments need to tax the Internet and national governments want to manage it, but neither has succeeded. Because of global connectedness, each of us is active in the global society a part of each day. What could this mean over time to national patriotism?

Momentum for Reinvention

It is not entirely a smooth road to the government of the future. Each society will need to adjust to emerging issues according to its culture and national needs. It will be important to develop new methods for government to obtain feedback and to remain connected with the public. Nationwide surveys are one possibility. We should consider public administration initiatives as a closed loop in which one item enables or causes the next item to occur. For example:

· The ability to integrate services to the public enables self-service governments.

· The Internet itself is the major gateway to self-service government. 

· As governments continue to downsize, the result must be massive outsourcing within the next decade for most governments.

· Outsourcing leads to the potential for innovative partnerships that share risks and returns between governments and their industry partners.

· As reinvention moves to a new plateau, renewed outsourcing may occur. Governments exploring their role in delivering social services may turn to the private sector to provide and deliver services needed by the public.

Taken together, the previous five items will allow governments to provide citizens with anywhere, anytime services. But while the government of the future looks exciting, there are two troublesome questions:

Where will we find the skilled and special individuals to manage at the high level of complexity in intergovernmental management?

What are the emerging social and political effects of the government of the future?

Perhaps we can derive some lessons from the past while hoping that these will prove to be valid predictors for the future. Technology brings excitement initially. Later, we learn about the dark side. Normally, we learn to control it before it permanently huts us. To do so is future government’s primary challenge.
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