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PRODUCTI VI TY I N THE URBAN PUBLI C SECTOR

A critical issue in conparative urban policy research pertains
to the productivity of agencies supplying urban public services. Many
probl enms associated with the urban crisis relate to the failure of
such urban public services as police, education, welfare, waste collection
and di sposal, and transportation. Productivity is defined here as the
di fference between: (1) the value of the output of urban delivery systens
and (2) the value of the inputs used by such systems, while (3) controlling
for the costs of production under different service conditions.! Produc-
tivity is a nmore conpl ex phenonenon than many subjects of conparative
urban research since it is not an attribute of any specific actor. W
cannot sinply agree upon a definition and apply a measurenent instrument
to a single source of data as we can with attributes of citizens, street-
| evel bureaucrats, and public officials-or other actors. (Even this
process is difficult as witnessed by the extended debates over such
nmeasures as 1 Q) Productivity is neasured by conputing the relationship
anong three quite conplicated concepts: (1) the inputs for an urban
delivery system (2) the outputs produced by that system and (3) the
rel evant service conditions.

Bef ore meani ngful neasurenment of these three concepts can be
undertaken, an earlier question nmust be addressed: Wy woul d we expect
sone types of urban service delivery systens to be nore productive than
others? Wthout this prior question, we cannot expect to devel op cunul a-
tive know edge about productivity in the urban public sector. Specific
i nformati on about particul ar systens does not provide us with any know edge
about why one systemis nore productive than another. |f public decision
makers want to know how to inprove productivity, we need a well-devel oped
and tested theory for why we find differences in productivity.

In this brief essay | intend first to discuss our need for nore
explicit theory. Since productivity is the result of a conplex process
i nvol ving many different actors, we need to address theoretically rel evant

guesti ons about the nature of this process. These questions include:



(1) Who are the producers, what do they produce, and how are they

organi zed?; (2) Who are consumers, what do they consune, and how are

t hey organi zed?; (3) What are the relevant service conditions for
studyi ng productivity?; and (4) What are the incentive systens for
different actors in different systens? Having briefly addressed these

t heoretical questions, | then exam ne sone of the key probl enms associ at ed
wi th the nmeasurenent of inputs, of benefits, of service delivery systens,
and of relevant service conditions. The final question addressed in

this paper is whether it is possible to study productivity in the urban
public sector.

The Need for Explicit Theory Devel oprment

VWho Are the Producers and What Do They Produce?

This may seem|like a strange question to those who assune that |oca
governments are the producers of local public services. Wiile this nay
be true for sone services, the problemis to determ ne exactly which
services a particular |ocal governnent produces. Further, is the genera
city government a producer of |ocal urban services, or is the genera
government better characterized as the organi zed purchasing unit for the
citizens it serves? Let us answer that question by exanining the activities
of general city governnents. A |large proportion of the activities of
the city nanager, mayor, nenbers of the city council, and others
associated with the general city government are related to: (1) specify-
ing the types of services desired by their citizens, (2) providing the
funds to obtain these services, (3) obtaining the funds so provided from
the citizens thenselves or fromother governnental units, and (4) nonitor-
ing the performance of those who produce the services. These activities
are better conceptualized as pertaining to organi zed consunpti on of urban
services than pertaining to their production

If the general city governnent is not the producer of nost urban
public services, who is? The answer depends upon the particular type
of service one wants to exam ne and the circunstances in a specific



location. In order to gain genuine conmparability in our research, we
need to define carefully the specific types of goods or services of
interest in any study of productivity. Then, we need to specify the
types of activities involved in the production of that type of good

or service. Then, and only then, can we begin to | ocate the actors who
are the producers of that service. In nbpst cases we cannot rely upon
data coll ected by the Census Bureau, |ICMA and the FBI.

For exanple, in our police studies we have found the concept of
police services to be too broad and anbi guous for careful conparative
urban research (Gstrom Parks, and Whitaker, 1977a and 1977b). To do
eval uative research, we first defined 10 different types of policing
and carefully specified the types of activities involved in each of
t hese types. Having defined each production activity, we then did
fieldwork in 80 netropolitan areas and searched for the entities
undert aki ng these activities. In our search for police patrol agencies
we found school district police, park district police, township constables,
bri dge and harbor police, college canpus police, mlitary police,
private firns, reservation police, and nany other entities supplying
patrol services, as well as city and county police agencies. |If we
had assunmed that all city and county governnments produce patrol and
that they were the only producers of patrol, the producer list for
each SMSA woul d have | ooked entirely different than our final inventor-
ies. This difference is crucial when one wants to exam ne both the
i nputs and the outputs of this production process. The list of enter-
prises producing | aboratory anal yses was dranatically different than
the one for general area patrol. Wile we |ocated over 1,400 producers
of patrol services in the 80 SM5As, we |ocated only 82 producers of
| aboratory anal yses. Many of these were state agencies that served
entire netropolitan areas. Qthers were private |aboratories; a few
were |located in large city police departnments.

Citizens as Coproducers of Public Services

For many urban services, citizens nay be inportant coproducers of
the service itself. In the case of nental health, it is inmpossible for



a psychiatrist to help a patient w thout the active cooperation of the
patient. Both students and their parents are necessary coproducers of
education. If citizens do not call upon the police when sonething
suspi ci ous happens in their neighborhood, or if they do not lock their
own honmes and take ot her precautions, the load on police is nmuch heavier
than when citizens actively pursue their own safety. Qur inplicit

t heoretical nodel s have been influenced by the inage of the factory
where a good is produced w thout any special involvenent of the consuner.
However, when we turn to the urban public sector, we need to devel op
theories that specifically include the activities that citizens take

i n produci ng urban public services.

How i s the Production System O gani zed?

Wil e many decry the degree of overlap and duplication in service
production in urban areas, nost scholars have assuned that there is a
singl e producer for each service for each jurisdiction. However,
dependi ng upon the service being considered, a wide diversity of different
producers nay exist serving the sane area. Ternms such as coordination
duplication, nmultiplicity, overlap, specialization, and dom nance are
frequently used without specific theoretical definitions. In our own
study of police organization in 80 netropolitan areas we devel oped
guantitative nmeasures of these and other structural attributes of the
producti on system (as well as other neasures of the consunption side).
However, considerably nore work needs to be done in devel opi ng these
concepts as they relate to differing theoretical formulations concerning
their consequences. Wthout explicit theories and enpirical testing of
t hose theories, we cannot know whet her production systens characterized
by a I arge nunber of producers are nore or less efficient in producing
particul ar types of services than systens characterized by the dom nance
of one large producer. Wth such theories and appropriate enpirica
research we should be able to offer generalizations about the effects of

structure upon productivity.



Who Are the Consuners and What Do They Consune?

In addition to better theoretical specification of production
activities and the consequent ability to |ocate a set of producers for
each type of service, a parallel effort is necessary for consunption.
Further work is needed on the theory of public goods to identify those
urban public goods and services that are consuned prinmarily by individua
fam |y units, those goods consuned prinmarily by relatively small nei ghbor-
hood units, and those goods consuned by all citizens living in a |arge
territory whether they are conscious of such consunption or not. Solid
wast e col |l ection services would usually be classified as consuned
primarily by the individual househol ds receiving the service (with snal
externalities for those in the nei ghborhood enjoying public health and
anenity values). General area patrol is of benefit to relatively smal
nei ghbor hoods in which a patrol unit is located. Air pollution contro
usual ly benefits a very broad area dependi ng upon the characteristics of
specific air sheds.

In addition to thinking nore about the set of consuners for various
types of urban services, we also need to pay nore attention to units of
consunption. |In such packageabl e services as solid waste collection
this is a relatively easy question. Individual famly units can be
t hought of consuming a "pickup" unit averagi ng so nuch weight at a
particular tine interval and | ocation. In sone cases, the unit m ght
be a once-a-week, curbside pickup averaging a certain weight, and in
other cases the unit might be a tw ce-a-week pickup averaging in an alley
a certain weight. However, as soon as one noves to | ess packageabl e
services, the probl em of conceptualizing the appropriate unit becones
far nmore difficult. In education, do students consune a "year of
education,” or is it better to conceptualize the unit consuned as the
attainment of a particular skill level? If we think of the unit in
the first manner, then it is not too different from sinple custodial
care. In this view, school districts that increase the nunber of
students in a classroomincrease their productivity. If we think of
education as the attai nnent of skills, however, crowding nore students

into the same space may seriously inmpair |earning and reduce productivity.



How i s Provision of Consunption O ganized?

Paral l el questions to those rai sed concerning the effect of alternative
ways of organi zing the production side of urban service delivery can be
rai sed concerning the consunption side. Wthin any particul ar govern-
mental jurisdiction, we should be devel oping nore explicit theories
of how citizen preferences are articulated and aggregated within
differently structured cities. It would appear that when a city counci
is divided into relatively small wards and that each council nan nust
reside in and be elected for the ward, greater attention will be given
to the diversity in preferences than when a city council is elected at
large. W al so need to specul ate about the effects of different ways of
assessing taxes on the information that citizens receive about the costs
of different nixes of urban services and on their capacity to articulate
their demands for such services. Size of jurisdictions can also be
expected to have an effect upon the way that demands are articul ated
for different types of urban public goods and services.

We need further theoretical and enpirical exanination of questions
concerning the fragnmentation of political authority within |arger
geogr aphi c areas such as netropolitan areas. Many of the articles that
have been witten on fragnmentation do not exami ne the question of the
i nteraction between fragnmentation and overlap. It seens obvious that
a netropolitan area characterized both by a | arge nunber of independent
smal ler units operating at one |evel and by overlapping units of govern-
ments is quite a different structure than one characterized only by a
| arge nunmber of independent smaller units. In our own studies we have
begun to define such concepts as fragnmentation, independence, and
aut onony as quantitative neasures of the structure of consuming units
in nmetropolitan areas. However, considerably nore theoretical work is

needed in this area.

What Are the Rel evant Service Conditions?

When one wants to conpare the productivity of one type of service
delivery systemwith another, it is essential to control for relevant



service conditions. Because of weather conditions, it costs nore to

mai ntain streets in the northeastern than it does in the southwestern
United States. Because of higher crine incidence it costs nore to

reduce crine in neighborhoods with shopping centers than in nei ghborhoods
wi t hout shopping centers. Conparative urban scholars who study produc-
tivity need to learn a great deal about the technol ogy of specific urban
services in order to specify the theoretical relationshi ps between service
conditions and productivity. W cannot sinply draw a random sanpl e of
cities, conpute population density and raci al change, and satisfy ourselves
that we have either controlled for relative service conditions or that

the service condition differences in our sanple are random W need to
rely nore on quasi-experinmental designs or on very |large sanples where

data on rel evant service conditions have been coll ected.

What Are the Incentive Systens for Different Actors in Different Systens?

In addition to defining the production process for specific services
in such a way as to better identify producers, consuners, and rel evant
service conditions, we also need to undertake theoretical work On the
types of incentive systens that operate in differently organi zed delivery
systens. W can build on the work of Downs (1967), Al chian and Densetz
(1972), N skanen (1975), Savas (1977), and many ot hers who have attenpted
to specify the types of incentives likely to operate in differently
structured systens.

Downs, for exanple, stresses that in a conpetitive private goods
mar ket, the producer is faced with conpetitors wanting to buy the sane
factors of production and with conpetitors wanting to sell the sane
product. In such a double bind, any one producer faces much the sane
conpetitive pressures as any other producer in a given market. The
i ncentives created by this double bind | eads a private entrepreneur
to search for solutions which increase productivity. Producers of sone
urban public services face neither a conpetitive market for factors of
production nor for their product. Savas has described the counter-
productive tendencies of municipal nonopolies and docunented the effects

of such incentive systens in the area of solid-waste collection and di sposal



Ni skanen (1975) has begun to devel op a general theory of manageri al
behavi or by assum ng that nanagers of organizations naxim ze a function
that includes the manager's nonetary as well as the nonnonetary incone
i ncludi ng such perquisites as leisure time, the social and physica
anenities of a position, and prestige in the community. He denobnstrates
theoretically that the incentives present in nost urban public agencies
will lead to budgets that are usually too |arge. The excess budget will
be used to oversupply services and thereby increase the size of the agency
or to produce perquisites for agency personnel or both. Variables that
m ght affect this process in N skanen's nodel are the presence of alterna-
tive producers, the extent of civil service control, unionization, the
extent of |legislative oversight, the size of city councils, and their
ward structures.

Whi |l e Ni skanen's theoretical work focuses on the behavi or of nanagers
under different incentive systens, Lipsky (1976) has focused attention
on street-level bureaucrats and the inmportance of their discretion in
the delivery of many urban services. Under many circunstances street-
| evel bureaucrats are notivated to shirk rather than to increase
productivity. Manning has described the process in the area of policing
in the foll owi ng manner:

O her than pronotion, with its vagaries and nultiple
nmeani ngs, officers seek a nunber of day-to-day conpensa-
tions called in slang ternms "fiddles,” "skiving," '"perks,"
"munps, " "ginmcks," and "gifts." Since they create a
basis for incentives and norale and are quite unofficial
they can be treated as conpensations for being a | ower
participant. On a day-to-day basis, policenmen attenpt

to line up "easy nenbers," jobs that allow themto take
it easy, to be out of sight, to enjoy the confort of

the station, or to follow a regular nine-to-five schedul e
(Manni ng, 1977: 151).

Recent enphasis on productivity in the public sector may have made it

even easier for street-level bureaucrats to shirk. Any time that enpl oyees
are judged by their own statistics on activities rather than externa

eval uation of results, we can expect that such recorded activities will
rise. It is easy to find some tinme for oneself if it is possible to

pl ease one's superior by turning in statistics about activities under



one's own control. When traffic ticket quotas are in force, nobst police
officers can go out and fill their quota in the first few hours of work
and relax for the rest of the shift. Gouldner (1954) |ong ago descri bed
the vicious circles that resulted fromincreased demands within a

bureaucratic setting for "working within the rules.” Blau provided
enpirical evidence of vicious circles when perfornance evaluation in a
state enpl oynent agency was based on a new record system designed to
keep track of the nunber of referrals of clients to prospective enpl oyers
(Blau, 1955). Referral rates went up, but the proportion of successful
referrals declined. Hatry (1978) has pointed to other anonalies where
i ncreasing the amount of mail processed by each postal enpl oyee has been
acconpani ed by an increase in the average tinme it takes for nmail to be
delivered. Different internal incentive systems can be expected to have
i mportant effects upon productivity.

It is also inportant to do theoretical work on the incentives or
di sincentives for citizens to becone active coproducers of urban public
services. Qpportunities for coproduction probably vary with the type
of service. When the results are largely felt by an individual famly
unit (such as the increased security resulting frombetter |ocks on
doors and wi ndows, the purchase of a watch dog, marking val uabl e
property with an I D nunber, etc) and general service |levels decline,
one woul d expect that nopst citizens will increase investnents in their
own security. Coproduction of individual safety neasures should rise
i n nei ghborhoods with increasing crine. W al so need to specul ate
about the types of incentives that mght lead citizens to undertake
activities that benefit their neighbors as nmuch or nore than their own

famly units.

Devel oprment of Better Measures

Rel i abl e nmeasures that are closely related to theoretical concepts
are needed. In particular, we require better neasures of inputs and

out puts of the structure of urban delivery systens, and of service conditions.
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Measurenent of | nput

Bef ore we can neasure the input side of a productivity equation
we nust identify the relevant set of producers involved in a particular
process. Then, and only then, can we begin to ascertain the anmount and
type of inputs involved. Once the set of producers is identified, we
face a variety of difficult problenms in determ ning what i nputs are
i nvol ved and how to arrive at a reliable and valid cost estimte for
these inputs. In this short concept paper | can only nention sone of
t he decisions that have to be made to estimte the costs of producing
a particul ar urban service.

Let us exam ne the process of determ ning the costs of all direct
police services such as patrol, traffic control and investigation, and
crimnal investigation in a city with the follow ng producers: (1) a
city police department, (2) a county sheriff, (3) a college canpus
police departnent, (4) a military base with its own security force,
and (5) a state highway patrolled by the state police. This is not an
unusual | y conplex situation. For each of the producers, one needs first
to get an accurate accounting of their expenditures (assum ng that one
iswilling to use expenditures as proxy neasures for costs). Each of
t he above producers will use different accounting procedures. btaining
equi val ent costs figures fromeach of themw || require considerable
persistence in the field and cooperati on by the agenci es.

Sonme of these agencies do not have an annual budget as such and
do not prepare their own expenditure totals for the year. Neither the
commandi ng of ficer of the base security force nor the commandi ng of ficer
of the nilitary base has a budget or expenditure record in the traditiona
sense. To estimate costs one has to obtain information about the specific
nunbers of personnel involved and their pay rates including benefits.
Expendi tures for vehicles and other equiprment are al so not recorded at
a local base. Gaining reliable nmeasures of input for the mlitary base
(or any other federal establishnent) will probably be the nost difficult
task. However, a simlar range of problens exist for computation of
expenditures for the state police. Here, it nmay be possible to dig through
a state budget and final expenditure report to begin to get estimtes for

expenditures at the local |evel.



11

Whil e records for the city, county, and university police are
probably maintained in the area, getting equivalent figures fromthese
sources is still extrenely difficult. In sone cases the expenditure
records for sone enpl oyees and even sone equi pnent are in entirely
different record systens. G ven the | arge nunber of police personne
who have been hired under Revenue Sharing funds, LEAA funds, and even
the CETA program trying sinply to conpute total personnel costs is
a difficult task.

Once total cost estinates are nade, then the probl em becones one
of assigning themto a particular jurisdiction. The state police and
the county sheriff both patrol locally in areas outside a particular
jurisdiction. Some formula rmust be devel oped for assigning costs to
t he production of services inside one area as conpared to anot her
Few exi sting records hel p the anal yst make such deci si ons.

The difficulty of determ ning the costs of urban service production
are very great and cannot be undertaken on a routine basis unless uniform
accounting systens exist. The state of Wsconsin has for sone tine used
a highly detail ed expenditure reporting formfor all types of |oca
governnments. Detail about the specific services provided and expenditures
for each service recorded is provided. Sonme effort is nmade to determ ne the
accuracy of the specific service estimates as well as the totals. It
is probably nore cost effective to undertake sone types of productivity
studies in Wsconsin because of the nature of the data sources. However,
even this systemhelps to solve only a subset of the problens all uded

to above.

Measurement of Qutputs

Whil e the problens of neasuring inputs are considerable, the problens
associ ated with nmeasuring outputs are equally difficult or worse. The
first steps are related back to the definition of who the consuners are
of a particular service and what unit of service they consune or use.
When the unit being consuned is a relatively discrete "product,” it is
much easier to conmpute benefits than when residents jointly consune a

"state of affairs."” For discrete products such as solid waste delivery,
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one can frequently use shadow prices derived fromthose exchanges where
prices are used to assign value to a particular unit. Computing the
nunber of users is usually not as difficult either. Consequently, one
can estimate total outputs for discrete products easier than one can
estimate outputs or the production of a general state of affairs.
However, when one turns to services such as education and poli ce,
the problenms of conputing the value of outputs multiply. If one assumes
that the value of education is the attainnent of skills, then it is
necessary to develop valid and reliable instrunents to neasure the
skills attained. Little agreenent exists on what outputs police
produce. Should the output be conceptualized as a reduction of
recorded crime (or of "real" victinization rates) as a result of police
activity? O, should the real benefit be thought of as a reduction in
the potential fear that citizens have about crinme in their neighborhood?
Because of the difficulty in solving the problens of neasuring
benefits, many productivity studi es have exam ned the relative costs of
produci ng activities. It is frequently easier to get reliable neasures
of activities than to obtain neasures of benefits. However, given that
our know edge of the relationship of activities to benefits is limted,
reliance on activity nmeasures alone can lead to harnful consequences.
If social scientists report that particular ways of organizing service
delivery systens are a nore productive way of producing activities
wi t hout knowi ng whet her those activities are beneficial, public decision
makers nmay adopt reforms to encourage those activities. If the activities
turn out to be ineffective or counter-productive, public decisions are
made t hat reduce rather than increase benefits. A recent exanple of
this process may have been the large sums invested to decrease police
response tinme on the assunption that such a decrease produced benefits.
A recent study in Kansas City has not found much evidence to support
i ncreased expenditures to reduce police response tinme since the tine
it takes citizens to report nost crines far exceeds the tinme it takes
police to respond. It may be that the nmost productive way of spending
future resources related to response tinme is to encourage citizens as
coproducers to report crine incidents nore rapidly.
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To the extent that we wi sh to neasure the benefits of production
processes that affect general states of affairs, we will need to rely
upon surveys of those who are affected. Considerable effort needs to
be devoted to the devel opment of valid and reliable questions and
scal es for the neasurenent of benefit levels. Wiile it is sonmetines
possi ble to use survey data collected for other purposes, unless the
sanmple frame is closely related to the universe of consuners, we may
i ncl ude consuners of different production processes in the same group
In order to use survey data, we need to ensure that small area geo-
coding is attached to each individual case and that relatively |arge
sanples are collected. herwi se, there is no way of aggregating
i ndi vi dual assessments of benefits into a neani ngful score at a higher

| evel of analysis.

Measurenment of the Structure of Urban Service Delivery Systens

I f one addresses the question of what difference the structure of
urban service delivery systens nakes on productivity, it is necessary
to devel op neasures of such structure. Qur own efforts to do so have
utilized a service structure matrix with the producers of a particul ar
service in a netropolitan area arrayed as the rows and the consuning
units arrayed as the colums. A conplex coding scheme has been devel oped
to represent the rel ationshi ps between producers and consuners. Once
the various dyadic rel ati onshi ps have been deternined, the structure of
the system can be nmeasured using different neasures conputed fromthe
matrix for a netropolitan area. W would |ike to see further devel opnment
and refinement of this nmethod for neasuring the structure of urban service
delivery systens as well as further efforts to exam ne various perfornance

characteristics of differently structured systens.

Measur enent of Service Conditions

In order to assune that the cost estimates for different service
arrangenents are conparabl e, one needs either to assunme that the service

conditions facing production systens are simlar or to control statistically
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for variation in service conditions. Again, this presents a difficult
task to specify theoretically relevant service conditions and to exam ne
the empirical effect of different service conditions on the costs of
providing simlar levels of service. The problens here are relatively
obvious and I will not expand upon themin this paper

Is it Possible to Study Urban Public Sector Productivity?

A consi stent thene throughout this concept paper has been the
difficulty of studying the productivity of different urban service
delivery systens. | think that is an inportant thene, but | do not want
to end on this note. The theme has |led nme and other scholars to be
critical of nany past studies conducted by conparative urban schol ars
who have relied alnost entirely on data sets that were not collected to
exam ne the costs and benefits of particular types of urban production
processes.

The various difficulties pointed out in this essay will, | hope
convi nce anyone who was not already convinced that future studies of
urban service delivery systenms and their productivity should not rely
excl usi vely on machi ne-readabl e data obtai ned fromthe Bureau of the
Census or other sources when the data are not related to theoretically
meani ngf ul concepts. Unless we devel op our theories of urban service
delivery nore explicitly and base future studies on theoretically
speci fied nodel s, we cannot hope to reach informed concl usions.

But | amoptimstic about the feasibility of undertaking well -
grounded enpirical studies in this area. Wth an investment both in
sel f-consci ous theory specification and the devel opnent of enpirica
measures closely tied to theoretically concepts, we can address the
guestion of what types of urban service delivery systens are nore
productive. This is an inmportant question. Data collection in this
area will be nore expensive than past studies that have relied upon
fam | iar sources of data. Wiere existing data bases are organized in
a theoretically neaningful manner, it is inportant to inprove and
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update them They can be utilized to test the inplications derived
fromdifferent theories concerning the variables that affect public

sector productivity in urban areas. It nmay be possible to reduce the

cost of future research in this area by building on existing theoretically
organi zed data bases. If we can do so, we can be nore productive in

our study of urban, public sector productivity.
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Foot not es

' am purposeful Iy using the term"difference" rather than the
term"ratio" to describe the relationship between inputs and out puts.
For a discussion of why it is inportant to think about productivity

or efficiency as a difference relationship rather than a ratio relation-
ship, see Percy and Parks (1977). See also Sinobn (1961), Hitch (1958),

and Ni skanen (1975).
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