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IMPACT

Universities and public sector organizations need to work together to develop a civil service fit for the
future. This article highlights several challenges associated with the development, design, and
delivery of public administration (PA) programmes, such as university structures, the elevation of
business management programmes, higher education’s focus on international markets and a
disconnect between sectoral requirements and PA programme provision. Findings point to a
strong demand for specialized public sector education. Yet, they also suggest that public
administration academics should do more to promote their programmes and work more closely
with professionals, so that a greater understanding of demand and supply can be achieved. To
shape the future of the UK civil service, the authors recommend that universities should consider
developing more bespoke programmes that better meet the needs of the UK public sector.

ABSTRACT

This research explores the teaching of public administration (PA) in UK universities. Drawing on
evidence from three academic and practitioner focus groups, the authors explore debates over
PA’s status and identify barriers to PA teaching. Proposed actions to address these barriers include
co-design of programmes, greater engagement with accreditation bodies and locally based
programmes that support public engagement and impact. The authors demonstrate that a strong
demand for PA education still exists, and nuanced forces influence programme location, design,
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and delivery.

Introduction

Significant moves are being made, particularly in the aftermath
of the Covid 19 pandemic, to develop the skills and
competence of public servants. For example, the UK
government created the Leadership College for Government
in April 2022. First announced in the levelling-up white paper
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-
the-united-kingdom), it brought together the Civil Service
Leadership Academy and the National Leadership Centre.
The OECD has published several reports related to the skills
and competencies of civil servants (OECD, 2016; 2017; 2019;
2021). The United Nations have developed a curriculum on
governance for the Sustainable Development Goals
(UNDESA, 2021) and a set of standards for public admin
istration (PA) education and training in association with the
International Association of Schools and Institutes of Admin
istration (UN IASIA, 2008). While several of these initiatives
pre-date the Covid 19 pandemic, this public health crisis
served to highlight the importance of effective government
and, at the same time, raised questions about the role of
universities in society. For example, the European University
Association has called on universities to be ‘united in their
missions of learning and teaching, research, innovation and
culture in service to society’ (EUA, 2023, p. 5).

Recent research has highlighted a lack of PA teaching in
UK universities, and ongoing debates over the status of the
subject (Elliott et al., 2023). This is in stark contrast to the
practice and policy drives for more professional
development of public servants seen, for example, in

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

France (Ecole Nationale d'Administration), Canada (the
Canada School of Public Service) and Australia and New
Zealand (Australia and New Zealand School of Government
[ANZSOG]). The lack of UK university involvement (with a
small number of exceptions) in supporting the professional
development and education of public servants has also
been articulated by the Joint University Council (JUC): ‘the
State of Minnesota has 8 universities offering MPA
programmes, while Scotland (with a similar population size)
has only 1 MPA programme’ (JUC, 2022, p. 2). Yet the
recent development of the UK Association for Public
Administration (UKAPA: a new learned society that replaces
the JUC's Public Administration Committee [PAC] that was
created in 1918) may offer an opportunity for UK
universities to collaborate more closely with each other and
with associated international bodies such as the UN Public
Administration Network through links with the International
Institute of Administrative Sciences (IIAS).

This research explores why there is an apparent lack of
teaching PA in the UK and why debates over the status of
PA continue. In addressing these questions, we identify
barriers to the teaching of PA and propose several actions
on how they can be addressed. Our research comprised
three focus groups of scholars who taught PA programmes
or articulated an interest in PA education in the UK:
academics who teach PA; academics who research PA but do
not teach the subject; and, finally, practitioners who have an
interest in the professional development of public servants.
Our conclusions point to important areas that will interest
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scholars and practitioners who want to see the development of
a public service fit for purpose.

The status of public administration education in
the UK

PA education continues to innovate and adapt in the UK
despite existing in a challenging environment (Bottom
et al., 2022). The development of the National Leadership
Centre, the introduction of degree apprenticeships and a
burgeoning  postgraduate  market, particularly in
international students (ibid.; see also Fenwick & Macmillan,
2014) have all been highlighted as playing a part in
subject’s continued development (Bottom et al, 2022).
While anecdotal evidence suggests that the apprenticeship
levy generated more demand for the teaching of public
sector managers, this has largely benefited intakes on
generalist as opposed to specialist programmes.
Additionally, the levy no longer funds full degrees at Level
7 and this has seen a decline in provision and recruitment.
Specifically, in relation to postgraduate provision, a recent
assessment of PA and public management (PM) programmes
determined that 30 programmes were taught across 16
higher education institutions (ibid.). These numbers contrast
with those seen in the 1980s when taught PA reached its
zenith (Jones, 2012). This decline, though arguably over
exaggerated (Bottom et al, 2022), has been attributed to
several factors. The rise of business schools and concomitantly
MBAs was critical (Liddle, 2017), as was the advent of New
Public Management (NPM) (Chandler, 1991). In turn, New
Public Governance (NPG) amplified existing uncertainty
regarding the identity of PA (see Rhodes, 1995) and facilitated
the introduction of new programmes—for example public
policy—which further fragmented the market (Jones, 2012).
MPAs continue to dominate the UK market and only one
undergraduate degree exists, although a wide variety of
public sector focused programmes are delivered by further
education institutions (ibid.). The majority of university
programmes are campus based and commensurate with PA’s
vocational nature and over two thirds offer part-time study. A
sizable minority are taught via digital or blended platforms,
while a handful provide micro credit, capstone, placement or
apprenticeship provision (ibid.). It is notable that PA, unlike
other social science subjects is taught across several
disciplines. Naturally, this influences the epistemology and
content of programmes (Elliott et al., 2023; see also Liddle, 2017)
Programmes remain largely traditional in focus, though
the integration of more progressive content is noticeable
(Bottom et al., 2022; Johnston Miller & McTavish, 2011), as
are general social science options. Arguably, this eclecticism
results in no small part from a lack of guidance on the
discipline’s parameters. While the majority of UK degrees
can be designed and evaluated against subject benchmark
statements, this has not been the case for PA. At the time
of writing, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher
Education’s (QAA) first subject benchmark statement on
public policy and public administration is in development.
Its publication has the potential to reinvigorate debate on
PA’s identity, programme content and discipline boundaries.
PA has been taught at the higher education level in the UK
since the start of the 20th century (Chapman, 2007). Unlike in
the USA, and several other European countries, it has never
attained the standing of other taught subjects in the social

sciences. PA has traditionally been considered an
unattractive career option (Ritz & Waldner, 2011; Shand &
Howell, 2015) and, perhaps surprisingly, the subject is not
part of the secondary level school curricula (Jones, 2012). As
a result, the potential to attract undergraduates is
constrained and the subject is largely confined to
postgraduate education, at comparatively few universities.
Further, a lack of commitment to education and CPD in
public sector practice and government has prevented
higher education from establishing strong and durable
educational links with the sector.

Despite its apparent resilience and adaptability, it is argued
that PA suffers from a combination of disinterest from
government and practitioner organizations, disregard from
universities and disaffection from many academics (Elliott
et al, 2023). A reading of the UK PA literature confirms that
this status is not new but a long-standing source of
frustration for those who believe it warrants greater attention.
As discussed above, the internal dynamics of PA education
offer some explanation for this situation but the long held
‘uneasy tension’ between universities and the state (Drewry,
2024, p. 326) and the legacy of generalism—not specialism—
in the UK civil service are particularly instructive (ibid.).

Recently it has been argued that, despite a need for reform
and significant change to the environment within which
government operates, the development of civil servants has
become ‘a forgotten subject’ (Bichard, 2020, p. 541). The
Covid 19 pandemic, and fears of poly-crises or a perma-
crisis, have led many to argue for greater efforts to be
made in reconnecting (particularly young) people with
public institutions (Eymeri-Douzans, 2022). Further, there
have been calls for more agile, proactive and resilient
policy-making (Bourdin et al., 2023). While the Covid 19
pandemic may have accelerated technological innovation
across our public services, evidence suggests that, for it to
be effective, other aspects of organizational change are
necessary (Spacek et al, 2023). In addition, it has been
suggested that in an increasingly turbulent world
characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and
ambiguity (VUCA), there is a need for humility and empathy
in how we develop a more inclusive PA (O'Flynn, 2022).

Such calls are by no means new: there is a long track record of
institutes and national associations of PA across the world
arguing for change. The UK government, UK universities, think
tanks and others (particularly from the USA) have been
instrumental in the establishment of many of these schools
and associations. In the UK, efforts to professionalize the civil
service through training, organization and career
management have been traced back to the Fulton Report
(Walker, 2018). It was this report that led to the establishment
of the Civil Service College (CSC) in 1970 (Connolly & Pyper,
2020). Many of these schools and associations have published
academic journals, such as Public Administration first published
in 1923 by the Royal Institute of Public Administration (RIPA)
(Aoki et al, 2022) and the International Review of
Administrative Sciences, which was first published in 1928 by
the IIAS. While the IIAS continues to operate, RIPA was
allowed to dissolve (Chapman, 1992). Similarly, the CSC, later
rebranded as the National School of Government, was
abolished in 2012 (NAO, 2022). More recently a Government
Skills and Curriculum Unit was established by the UK Cabinet
Office to provide training through a new Government
Campus (ibid.) (see Figure 1). Today it is argued that themes
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Launch of the Civil
Service Leadership
Academy (CSLA) after
the Civil Service
Workforce Plan of 2016

Creation of the
Government Skills &
Curriculum Unit
(GSCU); Leadership in
Action was established

Launch of Civil Service
Learning (CSL)
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|

Launch of Centre for
Management and
Policy Studies (CMPS),
CSC absorbed into
CMPS

Closure of the NSG
under the Coalition
Government’s Public
Bodies Reform
Programme

Launch of GSCU’s new
curriculum and
Government Campus

Closure of CMPS and
launch of the National
School of Government
(NSG)

Launch of National
Leadership Centre
following the
Leadership Taskforce

of 2017

Figure 1. Civil service leadership development activities.Source: NAO (2022), p. 15.

relating to civil service recruitment training and retention have
increasingly been neglected in academic research (Bichard,
2020), even as the organizational context becomes more
complex and fragmented.

The introduction of the UN Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) highlights the transnational responsibilities that cut
across public, private and third sector organizations and the
boundary-spanning, network governance and leadership
required by the future public service workforce (Buick et al,
2019). Internationally, calls for developing the capability and
capacity of public services in response to associated poly-
crises point to the need for leadership capabilities (Gerson,
2020), training and capacity building (European Commission,
2023), and the need for practitioners to ‘develop the
mindsets, competencies and skills needed to leverage data
and tools that can support innovation’ (UN, 2023, p. xviii).
The UK workforce is fragmented and operates in a
decentralized and disaggregated environment (Elliott et al,
2022) that has prioritized private sector skills and
managerialism (Hood, 1991; Chapman, 1994; 1998) often at
the expense of the administrative traditions of probity and
equity (Blick & Hennessy, 2019; Elcock, 2000; Elliott et al,
2023; Grimshaw et al,, 2002; Richards & Smith, 2016).

Such an environment limits the ability of the sector to
build the capacity and skills necessary to effectively work
across public, private and third sector boundaries.
Additionally, the public sector workforce has changed.
Significant recruitment in recent years has increased its
workforce to 5.9 million employees as of September 2023
(ONS, 2023a); this comprised 17.8% of the national
workforce (ONS, 2023b). How do these public servants
develop the competence and agility to meet future
challenges, particularly in the context of budgetary cuts
which have been noted for their deleterious effect on
innovation and strategic change (Elliott, 2020)? Importantly,
the inadequacy of in-house training is well recognized
(Needham & Mangan, 2016). Recently, the Department for
Education drew attention to how recruitment for the newly
developed ‘Unit for Future Skills’ was experiencing

recruitment challenges due to a shortage of analytical skills
in the public sector (Department for Education, 2020).

To successfully negotiate, manage and exert effect in public
sector environments, officials require higher-level abilities that
extend beyond basic role requirements (Adam, 2011).
Needham and Mangan (2016) refer to the need for relational
skills and the ability to negotiate and traverse new dilemmas,
while Ongaro emphasises the value of critical thinking (2011;
see also Raadschelders, 2005). Quinn (2013) draws attention
to the importance of reflexive skills and Fuertes highlights
the need for expertise and knowledge that ‘could protect
against administrative evil and facilitate professionals’ agency
against external pressures’ (2021, p. 264). For decades, the
UK has steadily reduced the amount of training and
development for public service professionals and, where this
has taken place, it has increasingly been in professional silos
rather than collaborative, generalist subject areas such as PA.
While examples of good practice exist, links between the
public sector and higher education in the UK are generally
precarious and poorly institutionalized.

Three questions remain:

e Why do academia-practice links seemingly face such
obstacles in the UK?

o Despite facing such obstacles, what is it that has enabled
PA education to survive?

¢ What else can be done to nurture PA education?

Methodology

The previous section has explained that PA education in the
UK operates in a challenging environment. We have also
highlighted that this environment appears to be at odds
with the position of PA in other countries where its value
for supporting a highly functioning public sector is more
widely recognized. We now proceed to explore the views
and experiences of academics and practitioners around
how best to support the professional development of
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public servants. The study has been approved by university
research ethics committees.

Our research has taken a thematic analysis approach.
Through its theoretical freedom, thematic analysis provides
a flexible and useful research tool, which can potentially
provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78). Interpretivism is central in this
approach to thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006)
stress that themes do not simply emerge from the data but
from our perceptions of the data. Interpretivism is therefore
a key component of our thematic analysis. An interpretivist
approach helps make sense of the subjective viewpoints of
participants (Bonache & Festing, 2020) and brings ‘an
appreciation that there are multiple perspectives and voices
to be found in relation to a setting’ (Orr & Bennett, 2010,
p. 200). To recognize human experiences, we must
understand the surrounding social milieu (Reissman, 1949)
and environment within which these experiences take
place. For this reason, we employed Braun and Clarke’s six-
step approach (2006, p. 87) to explore the perceptions and
work-life experiences of PA academics and practitioners
engaging with the academic discipline.

Our data is drawn from three separate focus groups: those
currently teaching PA; those researching PA, but not teaching
it; and practitioners of PA with an interest in education and
professional development. In total, we collected 43,433
words of data from 266 minutes of recorded online focus
groups with 15 key stakeholders across academia and practice.

Data group one: those teaching PA

Based on recent research (Bottom et al, 2022), and
knowledge from our professional body (the JUC's PAC—
now UKAPA) we identified every university master of public
administration/master of public management programme
taught throughout the UK. An email was sent to each
course director (N=32) and 28 responded. We asked
programme directors to either attend the focus group or
nominate an experienced colleague. This was a purposive
sample with participants chosen because of their
involvement in running and delivering PA courses. The
focus group was conducted online via Zoom in June 2023
and comprised six people. The focus group lasted for 99
minutes and participants were from a range of faculties and
schools including politics and social science.

Data group two: those researching PA, but not
teaching it

We identified, through our professional networks and Google
Scholar searches, UK-based academics who were actively
engaged in PA scholarship, held journal editorial board
positions and published in the top five PA journals
(according to the CABS Academic Journal Guide). In total,
seven were contacted and four agreed to participate in a
focus group. The focus group lasted for 94 minutes, and all
participants were from business schools.

Data group three: practitioners of PA with an interest
in education and professional development

Our final focus group was derived through snowball sampling.
Existing relationships between the PAC (now UKAPA) and

practice ensured those responding had an active interest in
PA education, as well as practice. This focus group lasted for
73 minutes and involved five participants from local and
national government and a major local authority.

We attempted to reach a broad range of participants
based on gender, ethnicity, and type of university.
However, given the small number of participants, and the
relatively small size of the discipline, this information is not
provided to maintain anonymity. As is usual, particularly
with small target populations, conclusions can only draw
upon data from those who chose to participate.

Following Braun and Clarke (2006), themes were identified
from the literature and previous research by the authors
(Elliott et al., 2023): identity issues; the nature of business
schools; and perceptions of demand. In addition, emergent
themes were identified through the focus group research:
the role of equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) in PA
teaching; and the structure and flexibility of formal degree
programmes.

It is important to recognize several limitations of this
research. It includes findings from only three small focus
groups. As such, we do not claim it to be reflective of the
experiences of all UK PA academics. Our research was
designed in the immediate aftermath of the Covid 19
pandemic. Future research tracking the trajectory of PA
education in the UK would be advised to gather data from
colleagues at national and international conferences where
UK public administration comprise a critical mass (for
example PSA, UKAPA and EGPA). It is important that future
research examines the perspectives of public sector
employers in each devolved region of the UK. These
practitioners will often be the funders of such programmes
and almost certainly the final beneficiaries. Furthermore, it
is essential that the preferences and requirements of past
and future students working in practice are ascertained.
This research has surfaced the preferences of those
commissioning education programmes, not those likely to
be studying them.

Findings

Data demonstrated how the three focus groups perceived
and discussed the education of pre- and post-experience
public servants in the UK. All five themes focused on
opportunities and barriers associated with PA education in
higher education.

Identity issues

Focus Groups 1 and 2 (FG1 and FG2) recognized a
fragmentation of PA and how a lack of understanding of
the subject, combined with organizational politics, often
pushed PA to the margins:

| am being moved from the politics department, where I've sat for
the last 10 years into [a humanities department], which is going
to be extremely confusing for my applicants, and will probably put
them off in all honesty. And the argument has been that it doesn’t
matter where this degree sits. Nobody will care. (FG1, P1.)

FG1 participants reported being moved during organizational
restructures. For some, the decision as to where PA sat was
based on the location of programmes’ initial development,
while for others, decisions had been strategic and based on



the potential harnessing of academic collaborations.
Nevertheless, FG1 broadly agreed that university managers
failed to sufficiently understand the nature of PA:

... they don't really know where to put us. (P5, FG1.)

This sentiment was not exclusive to managers, equally there
was a sense that fellow academics did not understand or
value PA:

I think ... there are people within politics who look down on it [PA]
... that’s colleagues who come from the American system...in
which public administration is an applied, very separate sort of
discipline, they very rarely would share a department. (P4, FG1.)

What is striking about many of these examples, particularly
from FG1, is that this sense of feeling undervalued and
marginalized came from programme leaders on highly
successful programmes. FG2 discussed the perceived
inferiority of the public sector and the associated impact on
PA education and perceptions of the discipline. Referring
specifically to the context of business schools one
participant stated:

Wherever | worked, | have felt this ... pressure ... coming from the
rankings of universities ... that there are some élite universities
trying to shape what the world should look like and | have
observed this directly when | was...in [country] when that
university decided to strongly internationalise. It became more and
more difficult to keep public sector management [subject]
whatever teaching there, because they felt that in order to
conform with this ideal.... Well, we should do more [private
sector focused teaching]. (P10, FG2.)

Here, it was evident that, within business schools, private
sector enterprise always took precedence over public
service. This feeling was not exclusive to those based in
business schools. Even within politics departments there
was a sense that a hierarchy of deserving and undeserving
disciplines operates, and PA is often located towards the
bottom, despite generating significant surpluses:

... what makes me particularly resentful is that ... there’s also a sort

of disdain for the research ... it’s sort of like ‘I do interesting things
with high-powered stats and, or, or very esoteric theory over here,
and that’s real political science, and you do this really boring
mundane thing that no one cares about, but you make some
money teaching so that | can have time off to do my important
research’... I'm laying it on thick, but that is the perception that |
feel. (P4, FG1.)

A sense of isolation was articulated by academics teaching PA:

Soin in my school ... it's always like teaching will, will be the priority
... we have found it quite difficult to build up a research critical mass
because everybody is doing different things because of the teaching
requirement. (P5, FG1.)

This perception was echoed by FG2, where several
participants framed isolation in terms of liminality. One
participant saw the public sector as more of a context in
which teaching could take place, rather than a subject or
discipline:

I've always felt that I've sat at the interface between the more
traditional business management studies and then the, the, PAM
[public administration and management] fields as well as the
third sector ... I'll teach a subject like [subject] but will weave in
all those sectoral elements across the three sectors. (P8, FG2.)

FG1 and FG2 also saw the REF (the Research Excellence
Framework—the measurement exercise for academic
research in the UK) as a challenge for PA. FG1 explained
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how recruitment decisions were often based on potential
REF contributions and, like FG2, highlighted the challenges
arising from PA's lack of linkage to a dedicated Unit of
Assessment (UoA). One participant drew attention to
analysis from the Chartered Association of Business Schools
(CABS) which identified that the majority of impact case
studies submitted by business schools for REF 2014 were
public sector focused. They went on to state:

... with impact case studies, you need to have underpinning
research, which means there’s quite a lot of academics in business
schools, one could argue then doing public management public
sector research. (P9, FG2.)

Thus, while identity issues were significant, there was also a
sense that much could be done promote the subject given
the extent of its impact on society and the economy.

The nature of business schools

All three focus groups recognized the impact of New Public
Management and the dominance of the MBA in business
schools. Participants in FG2 discussed the traction of
MBAs for public sector professionals. One referred to how
a large number of public sector professionals often chose
to study an MBA but write a public sector focused
dissertation:

They study an MBA and they do their research on a public sector
issue. (P9, FG2.)

One participant in FG3 made reference to the MBA being a
more transferable qualification because of its relevance for
both the public and private sector. This conversation
recognized the increasing ‘fluidity of people’s careers’ (P13,
FG3) which appeared to resonate with the rest of the focus
group. The same practitioner also explained how they had
to fund two MBAs within the public sector as retention
measures.

A sense of ‘institutional jealousy’ was recognized in FG2.
One participant referred to how endeavours to develop an
MPA had been suppressed, seemingly in efforts to protect
existing MBAs.

Another academic from the same focus group referred to
an MPA programme being withdrawn before it had been
allowed to launch:

| mean we even launched it. | think we even got a couple of
applications, but then the university decided to pull it out because
we weren't really following the trends in the industry. (P7, FG2.)

This also related to concerns around demand and how PA
programmes would be compared against other business
programmes (particularly MBAs). One participant in FG1
referred to their institution’s preoccupation with student
numbers:

I'm working on opening an MPA ... All the discussion is about how
many is it going to be? 100 plus: are you sure about it? I'm sure
you will meet the demand and and so on. (P2, FG1.)

Discussion in FG2 also addressed the deprioritization of MPAs,
from the perspective of resource constraint:

Call it part of a larger neoliberal agenda, etcetera, etcetera. But we
are all sort of dancing on the same kind of tunes. So if you want to be
an élite business school, you will need to have the following
programmes and that’s, that’s it. That pretty much takes all of the
resources that business schools have, if they have a bit more and
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they wish to improvise and experiment with a public sector focus,
they, they could. But you know, they don't. (P7, FG2.)

Referring to an approach of ‘isomorphism’ they also stated:

So it’s, it's amazing how uniform things are and very disappointing
too. But, but yeah, we, we strive towards uniformity rather than
actually doing what our consciousness as public sector, public
management scholars asked us to do. (P7, FG2.)

An institutional lack of understanding has been referred to
elsewhere in these findings and a participant in FG1
referred to how university recruitment officers can
automatically direct applicants to business instead of PA
programmes:

I think that one of the difficulties that I've faced over the last eight
years is that my students, who are all public sector, have been
misdirected towards an MBA ... So that’s policing and nursing,
hospital administration, social services. People have been directed
towards an MBA and it's wrong of course. So I'm now seeing
those students reapply a year later and coming to me. (P1, FG1.)

So again, across the academic focus groups, there was a sense
of business taking precedence and MPAs being benchmarked
against MBA programmes, or even actively blocked.

The relevance of business programmes integrating
relevant public sector content was discussed in FG 2:

... it would be very useful even for people who are working in the
private sector to realize that after all [the] private sector, let’s say
organizations are part of something that is much bigger than this
and sometimes we forget about this. (P8, FG2.)

They went on to state:

I think it [public sector content] should be more explicit. Absolutely. |
think [it] should be more visible. I'm not sure necessarily what form
that visibility should take, but certainly it needs to be more visible.
(P8, FG2.)

Several participants referred to how they did integrate public
sector content into their lectures. One comment exemplified
this point:

I'm not there to teach [subject] to people just because | want them
to focus on increasing profits. | want them to focus on [how] to ... so
that they can make informed decisions about [a] number of things,
for example, decisions which may have an impact ... on [a] social
kind of variable. (P10, FG2.)

Nevertheless, it was recognized that individual choice drove
this activity and another participant suggested it would be
interesting to see how prevalent this integration of public
sector content was:

So for me the the question really is if we're having this body of
academics ... academics doing research in public policy and public
management. Does that [research] enter into their teaching? Is
there research informed teaching [taking place] or is it people
doing public management, public policy research and then their
teaching is general management? (P9, FG2.)

FG2 participants also commented how the sense of (financial)
value that specific degrees in PA represent is difficult to
identify in the context of private sector management
orthodoxies, where private sector managerialism runs
dominant. However, one participant was more optimistic
about the prognosis for the discipline, and specifically
where the focus was on public management:

Business schools have awoken to the value of public administration
and public management... They're different and public
management is sort of the compromise they’re willing to to take

on. And so, | actually see quite a lot of appetite now just this year,
a lot of appetite, jobs are coming out again and public
management, public administration, public policy, a lot of public
policy lingo in those job descriptions. And perhaps this is what the
leaders understand to be the value of public sector focus. (P7, FG2.)

It was then argued that this might, in part, be due to
management not being sector-specific and the integration
of more mainstream management (i.e. New Public
Management) ideas was desirable. Thus, approaches that
felt cognizant with a private sector, managerial language
might be more palatable to a broader audience. Another
participant in FG2 agreed in part with this, and we can read
the shift towards the primacy of MBAs in the job market as
a part of this phenomenon. Thus, for PA to exist, it must
demonstrate why it continues to be relevant and of value
to the education and development of public servants.

Perceptions of demand

Each focus group recognized the need for pre-and post-
experience education of public servants. Despite ongoing
austerity measures and calls from the government to
reduce the size of the workforce, there was a sense
amongst academics teaching PA that demand for
programmes was growing:

Lots of people were concerned that we will lose our client and our
contract will not be renewed because they say, well, government
hasnt got money and they don't need to invest in skills... So
what, what we actually saw is exactly the opposite of it. (P2, FG1.)

Practitioners also agreed that austerity had not dampened
the sector's commitment to investing in its staff:

... it is spending to save, isn't it? (P11, FG3.)

Speaking about the local government sector, one participant
stated:

We, we've sort of taken an ethos that local government has a family
and ... you know if we invest in somebody here and they happen to
progress and they go to another organization, well that's still [good].
(P15, FG3.)

Despite clear evidence of a need and demand for PA
education in the UK, there remains a lack of supply. FGs 1
and 2 discussed the relative lack programmes. Both were
disappointed by limited opportunities and the paucity of
institutional support:

| think principally they [university management] don’t necessarily
connect it [public administration] to student demand, certainly at
... undergrad. (P9, FG2.)

For one participant it was felt that a lack of PA experts limited
opportunities for the development and delivery of PA
education. Another went on to suggest that:

... they [university management] do not see the demand for this
type of programme and it's up to say an individual academic to
push. (P9, FG2.)

One point that appeared to resonate across FG2 was how the
generalist nature of the PA profession meant that it had
always sat apart from other public sector professions:

... you look at people who entered civil service they had classic
degrees, analytical skills and then they would go to Sunningdale,
the National School of Government as it was, to kind of get honed
in on specific sector specific skills and training. (P9, FG2.)



The... issue | think is that because over the years, new public
management has eroded the idea that public administration is a
specialist skill. (P9, FG2.)

Discussion in FG3 echoed this point from the perspective of
the local public sector. Drawing attention to how local
authority chief executives are drawn from a diversity of
professional backgrounds, one participant stated:

The best thing about working in local government [in the UK] is like
the infinite variety of roles that are available. There are so many
different professions ... so the role of chief of staff itself is very
broad and doesn’t have a specific profession attached to it. (P14,
FG3)

Broader concerns about how careers in the public sector were
not deemed attractive also fed into discussion, one
participant noting a decline in appetite for undergraduate
level programmes. P9 (FG2) drew attention to a publication
that had explored this area:

And there is an article that appeared in Public Money &
Management a few years ago, British students were less likely ...
to pursue a career in the public sector than Italian students and
the authors argued that this had to do with the UK experiencing
New Public Management reforms.

This may help explain the lack of undergraduate PA
programmes, while postgraduate programmes remain. It
also suggests a further need for promotion of the discipline
to a broader public — including secondary school pupils.

P9 (FG2) then drew attention to how millennials tend to
exhibit ‘pro-social’ (P9, FG2) behaviours and therefore
should be attracted to public sector careers:

And and | think despite what | said, you know that young people
may not necessarily be attracted to a career in the public service.
They are quite active and vocal. The millennial generation in
particular, environmental sustainability, poverty, social issues, all
this ... But maybe something we need to [do is] tap into [this] and
go if you want to make a difference, we can give you the skills to
do it... And maybe it's perhaps reaching out to ... PAC [now the
UKAPA] or the Academy of Social Sciences, it's like this this is
something we need to do ... The Academy of Social Sciences has
what’s the campaign for social sciences? ... Maybe there should be
a campaign for public service.

Referring to recent events, FG2 also surfaced the reputational
crisis of PA. One participant referred to the transnational
impact of the George Floyd and Sarah Everhard cases,
another connected government rhetoric to the elevation of
the private sector:

When you see someone who is heading the government, which is
also supposed to be managing and leading on the public sector
public services, saying that the private sector is superior and the
public sector people should learn from the private sector. That’s it.
(P10, FG2)

In other words, while academics and learned societies have a
role to play in promoting the value of PA, more needs to be
done by professional organizations and employers to
enhance the reputation and standing of public service
professions.

The role of equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) in
public administration teaching

Participants from the third focus group stood out by
articulating a concern that universities often failed fully
meet the sector’s needs. One participant pointed to how
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the appetite for professional development had become
more nuanced:

So I'd say we're [now] being a bit more intelligent and that’s part of
being part of a ... department that that has been created around
skills. (P11, FG3.)

Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) were important to FG3
and there was a general consensus that academics who
teach PA should reflect the nature of PA students and the
local communities they serve. While one participant
explained that while they had ultimately chosen to partner
with a very prestigious university, they expressed
disappointment that they had been unable to find a
partner university within their locality:

So, so for example ... we would [be] asking what's your demographic
makeup ... what are the characteristics of your staff at different levels
[they were] not always able to give us that [answer]. (P11, FG3.)

Another participant extended EDI to taught content, stating
that universities can deliver out of date material that is
lacking in diversity of origin. They went on to explain how
teaching needs to be situated in contemporary challenges
and able to pass ‘the cultural competence text’ (P14, FG3).
Therefore, while it has previously been found that PA
programmes have adapted and innovated (Bottom et al.,
2022) more needs to be done to ensure their continued
practical relevance.

The structure and flexibility of formal degree
programmes

A lack of flexibility in higher education seemed to resonate
across FG3 and several participants agreed that sustained
learning over a period was too great a commitment. As
stated by P14 (FG3):

... people just don’t have the time to do everything that is needed.

One participant suggested that universities should consider
the provision of modular learning:

I would probably put the challenge back out ... How can we get ...
universities potentially, to offer accredited programmes that aren’t
two or three years [long]? (P13, FG3.)

There was a broad consensus that participants had no
preference on the discipline in which programmes were
located:

| am not necessarily looking for an individual qualification ... it's
about the product more than the placement. (P13, FG3.)

In identifying programme credentials, FG3 drew attention to
the importance of departments being connected to relevant
authorities and organizations. In addition, it is suggested that
programmes should be delivered by people doing relevant
research with relevant connections:

So | think there’s two things in particular we are adfter...
independently derived evidence and [the ability to] respond to
that [challenges] and take it a little further to be honest. (P12, FG3.)

Aligned to this was concern over content. Specifically, there
was a shared perception that university programmes place
too great a focus on academic topics at the exclusion of
practical content:

[We need the] sort of hard-wired learning like risk management,
governance, performance management, budget management, and
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then there’s that softer piece around how do you build resilience?
(P15, FG3.)

The same participant went on to suggest there was a need for
external learning:

And | think we need to be thinking creatively around how we partner
with the private sector so that people can really understand how,
you know, the benefits of ... real business understanding.

In this sense, the needs of public service employees may be
quite distinct from other employees and, again, this poses a
difficult challenge to academics and universities in how
they can design flexible, practically relevant programmes
that are also academically rigorous.

Discussion and conclusions
Clear need for investment

Without sustained long-term investment in education, training
and continuous professional development, there is a risk that
government becomes increasingly inefficient, ineffective, and
that corruption increases. The CSC, established following
publication of the Fulton Report, brought together
academics (particularly through the PAC) and civil servants to
enhance the teaching of PA and generate research
(Chapman and Monroe, 1979; Chapman, 2007). Its demise,
and that of the National School of Government and RIPA in
1992 and 2012 respectively, have been huge losses with
significant consequences. Many of these consequences came
to light during the Covid 19 pandemic and resultant inquiry
and, while moves are being made to address this, there
continues to be a lack of understanding and recognition of
PA as the key subject area for public servants.

University barriers to engagement

Universities clearly have a role to play here, but our focus
groups suggest that often they are either unwilling and/or
unable to do so. Business schools seem at times to be
actively resistant to the development of public sector
relevant education, instead often offering generic business
programmes that lack public sector context and basic PA
content. The continued pursuit of international students and
internationally significant impact feeds into this lack of
willingness to invest in supporting the development of
public servants at a local or even national level. The failure
to recognize EDI and short, flexible course design also makes
them unattractive to practitioners. Finally, a failure to
recognize both international standards for the education and
training of PA, and its professional standards creates further
barriers. But, despite these challenges, we also recognize
some significant successes that offer important insights on
how PA programmes may be developed in future.

The role of learned societies

There are some examples of excellent practice, and many
scholars remain committed, often despite institutional
challenges, to excellence and impact in PA teaching and
research. There is a clear role here for learned societies
concerned with PA (such as the International Institute of
Administrative Sciences) as well as UKAPA. Such platforms
have the capacity to bring together academics and those
with an interest in PA to share good practice and develop

stronger links with practitioners. Through these networks,
academics can work with key stakeholders to ensure that
appropriate professional standards are designed into
programmes. UKAPA will continue and extend the work of
the PAC in helping to restore the voice of PA in the
academy and public life, from teaching to government
consultations, educational standards and engagement with
practice.

Assuring quality of public administration education

Currently only two UK universities (Ulster and Edinburgh) are
members of the European Master of Public Administration
(EMPA) exchange network and accreditation from
professional bodies such as NASPAA (the Network of
Schools of Public Policy, Affairs and Administration); the
European  Association  for  Public  Administration
Accreditation (EAPAA); and the International Commission
on the Accreditation of Public Administration and Training
Programs (ICAPA) remains absent from UK MPA
programmes. But the development of a new QAA subject
benchmark statement for public policy and public
administration offers the potential to start developing PA
programmes that are more closely aligned with
international standards and the needs of practitioners.

Final thoughts

Overall, this research indicates that current university
programmes do not fully align with the needs of
practitioners responsible for commissioning professional
development in the UK public sector. The evidence
presented leads us to conclude that PA scholars and
universities would benefit from a greater understanding of
what practice requires, while practitioners would benefit
from a greater understanding of what MPA programmes
can, and should, offer in terms of workforce development.
We therefore see significant value in learning and
development directorates within national, regional and
local government working more closely with PA academics
to codesign modules and programmes that maintain
academic standards but are practically relevant.

Second, our focus groups revealed that the apparent
prestige of MBA programmes (perhaps linked to business
school accreditation requirements) comes at the expense of
the MPA. In part, this obstacle could be compounded by
practitioner indifference to the disciplinary origin of
programmes. We assert that the disciplinary home of an
MPA programme is a crucial aspect of its focus and content.
It is the responsibility of PA academics to do more to
convey the merits of the social science origins of their
programmes and to emphasise the key public sector
relevant skills and concepts conveyed in PA programmes
taught by PA scholars. Having more PA programmes that
are internationally accredited could be one way to both
ensure appropriate content is included and that PA
programmes are perceived with the prestige that they
deserve. As outlined in the PA literature, and demonstrated
in all three focus groups, public sector employees often
have different motivation bases, operate in different
contexts (with particular political and social challenges), and
have different learning needs. This must be taken account
of when designing and delivering PA programmes.



Third, MPAs remain attractive in universities that seek to
develop in the international market and are designed
accordingly. Our research shows that several PA academics
perceive universities to be focused on the benefits accrued
from international fees, while not recognizing the need for
reinvestment from this financial intake. This is resulting in
academics’ feelings of isolation and a sense of being
misunderstood and undervalued. Correspondingly, very few
programmes are designed exclusively with the local/
national market in mind. As changes to the REF increase
the importance of the research environment, and
simultaneously identify engagement as part of the ‘impact’
portfolio, MPA programmes offer a key conjugate for
practitioner-academic interaction. The development of such
relationships can serve the public sector through providing
it with the necessary skills for a modern public sector
workforce, but also increase the attractiveness of such
organizations as places to work. Public service is an exciting
career opportunity; however, the lack of relevant
undergraduate and bespoke domestic-market oriented
programmes remains a cause for concern and severely
limits the opportunity for the academy to influence the
skills and behaviours of the civil service over time; given the
increasing politicization of the civil service, this may prove
to be a significant problem.

To conclude, this initial fieldwork has demonstrated a clear
appetite for bespoke public sector education and a
willingness of PA researchers and educators to provide this
education. Perhaps now is an opportune time for UK
practitioners and academics to put into practice the co-
design principles they often espouse.
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