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“Based on high-level theory and research, Public Policy in the ‘Asian Century’ is 
essential reading for everyone interested in the implications of the contemporary 
rise of China and modernization of other Asian nations for public policy, gov-
ernance, globalization, and western approaches to political, economic, and social 
organization. The editors and contributors have fashioned an outstanding vol-
ume that provides a deep understanding of what the ‘Asian Century’ might be 
and why it potentially may open a new chapter in human civilization. If one had 
the opportunity to read only a single book on how China and Asia more gener-
ally might change the world by mid-century, this would be an excellent choice.”

—David H. Rosenbloom, Distinguished Professor of Public Administration,  
American University, USA

“If we view the globe as a planetary palimpsest, we see the traces of deep-rooted, 
ancient and atavistic systems nudge through both the historic detritus and more 
recent approaches to governance that overwrite them. As this book explains, the 
concept of an Asian Century is not so much a reflection of the impending real-
ity, as a completion of the circle; before the rise of the oceanic empires, China 
remained re-eminent for millennia. And in order to understand that, alongside 
the rise of other Asian powers, the book skilfully juxtaposes the impact of history, 
ideology and culture together with the technical and economic innovations har-
nessed by the huge Asian markets whilst the world tilts eastwards. Asia is dispa-
rate, compare China and India to The Maldives and Myanmar to understand the 
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differences, but this book is an excellent guide to the way in which Asian powers 
are asserting themselves and what this may mean for understanding public policy 
in the Asian Century.”

—Andrew Massey, Professor of Politics, University of Exeter, UK

“This book provides an important and distinctive contribution to the study of 
public policy and public administration. It does so in multiple ways. First, by 
effectively combining both Asian and ‘Western’ intellectual lenses in studying 
policy and administration in Asia, hence speaking to diverse audiences in a most 
effective way. Second, by examining in an integrated way policy and adminis-
tration, as any in-depth knowledge and understanding of one presupposes the 
other. Third, by looking both to the past, in search of the long-term explanations 
of distinctive reform trajectories, and to the future, putting in context the ‘Asian 
Century’ argument. A must read.”

—Edoardo Ongaro, Professor of Public Management, The Open University, UK

The International Series on Public Policy - the official series of the Inter
national Public Policy Association, which organizes the International 
Conference on Public Policy - identifies major contributions to the field of 
public policy, dealing with analytical and substantive policy and governance 
issues across a variety of academic disciplines. A comparative and inter-
disciplinary venture, it examines questions of policy process and analysis, 
policymaking and implementation, policy instruments, policy change and 
reforms, politics and policy, encompassing a range of approaches, theoreti-
cal, methodological, and/or empirical. Relevant across the various fields of 
political science, sociology, anthropology, geography, history, and econom-
ics, this cutting edge series welcomes contributions from academics from 
across disciplines and career stages, and constitutes a unique resource for 
public policy scholars and those teaching public policy worldwide.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Sara Bice, Avery Poole and Helen Sullivan

The rise of Asia will be a defining feature of the twenty-first century. For 
certain countries, most notably China, this ascendance will confirm the 
re-emergence of a dormant global power. For others, like Indonesia, 
the twenty-first century will mark their entry onto the global stage as 
influential actors. Over the coming decades the policy and governance 
decisions taken by non-Western nations will have greater impact and 
influence beyond their borders. Likewise, Western policy decisions will 
have unprecedented reach into other nations and cultures. These devel-
opments are facilitated by increasingly joined-up transnational govern-
ance networks, tightly linked economic markets and progressively fluid 
cultural exchanges. Cross-border, cross-cultural and cross-political policy 
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pollination will also occur through international efforts to address glob-
ally relevant ‘wicked problems’, including climate change, international 
market regulation, migration, food and energy security, and health epi-
demics. This dynamic situation prompts this book to ask: What are the 
defining features, critical approaches, challenges and opportunities for 
public policy in the Asian Century?

Public Policy for a Rapidly Changing World

By 2050 China is likely to achieve a global economic dominance reflec-
tive of its world status more than 300 years ago (Asian Development 
Bank 2011). In that same year, India is tipped to become the world’s 
fifth largest consumer economy (Ablett et al. 2007). Indonesia’s stock 
exchange has more than doubled in value since 2008, making it the 
third largest in Southeast Asia (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
2012). An estimated 60 per cent of the global population now resides in 
‘Asia’, geographically defined here as the region bounded by Mongolia 
in the north, Indonesia in the south, Korea in the east, and Afghanistan 
in the west (following the definition of the Journal of Asian Public 
Policy). By 2030, 66 per cent of the global middle class will live in this 
Asian region, accounting for 59 per cent of total global consumption, 
up from 28 per cent and 23 per cent, respectively, since 2009 (Pezzini 
2012). Not only will consumption increase, so too will levels of human 
development and mobility and access to healthcare, social services and 
education. In China, for instance, five percent of 18–22 year-olds had 
access to higher education as of 1995. By 2007, that figure had almost 
quintupled to 23 percent (Mahbubani 2013). These figures clearly signal 
a global shift in economic, political and even socio-cultural power that 
suggests the twenty-first century may very well be the ‘Asian Century’.

This book reflects on how we define public policy, administration, 
and governance; what public policy entails; and how it is managed, ana-
lysed and implemented, in light of the ascendance of Asia. Through it 
we explore new concepts, cases and potential futures for public policy, 
administration and governance. Our contributors initiate a much-needed 
dialogue about the changing nature of the creation, administration and 
analysis of public policy. We encourage our readers to reflect on the 
unconscious biases that may shape their approaches to public policy and 
emphasise an attitude that questions taken-for-granted concepts and 
models. It follows that the chapters in this volume aim to unsettle and, in 
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some instances, reset the way we think about what public policy is, how 
it is made and the ways it is enacted. Our contributors have been encour-
aged to consider a range of organising questions:

Why have Western models of public policy and administration domi-
nated scholarship and practice, even where non-Western countries may 
have much lengthier bureaucratic histories? What do we really mean by 
‘Western/non-Western’? And is it possible to define an ‘Asian’ approach 
to public policy and administration? If so, what would such an approach 
look like? Where are the exemplary cases and how might those working 
or studying outside of Asian countries better acquaint themselves with 
others’ values and approaches? How can consideration of non-Western 
values, approaches and cases improve understanding of others while also 
opening opportunities for improvement of Western principles and prac-
tices, and vice versa? How will public policy in the Asian Century change 
the roles, nature and remit of public administrators? To what extent does 
globalisation offer an opportunity for novel, shared approaches to pub-
lic policy concerns? And what might a future of globalised public policy 
look like?

Limited Engagement, Limited Understanding

This book is motivated in large part by our concern that public pol-
icy scholarship has either historically ignored non-Western policy and 
administration or engaged it primarily as a means of suggesting how 
Western policy values, ideas or models might be applied in a non-
Western context. Within this, we understand public policy to be gov-
ernment sponsored or sanctioned action designed to re-imagine the 
(social, economic, environmental, political and/or cultural) future by 
shaping and being shaped by the institutions, agents, resources and 
conventions of the present.

Our understanding of public administration is similarly broad and 
adopts a global focus. It is informed by Nilima Gulrajani and Kim 
Moloney’s (2012, p. 78) call for ‘public administration with a global 
perspective’, an idea which aims to bridge ‘particularism with universal-
ism’, making public administration ‘a globally inclusive endeavour’. Such 
global public administration fosters collaborative research organised 
around geographies, units of analysis, instruments, methodologies or 
substantive issues transcending vested disciplinary and national interests 
resulting in a ‘rigorous administrative science’ (Gulrajani and Moloney 
2012, p. 85).
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Although there is an increasing amount of comparative public policy 
scholarship focused on Asia, much of this work remains solely empiri-
cally based and focused on single or two-to-three country case studies. 
Moreover, Western scholars have yet to tap a growing and substantial 
corpus of public policy, public management and governance literature 
being produced by Asian colleagues (Su et al. 2013). A recent litera-
ture review that we undertook of five leading mainstream public policy 
journals published between January 2000 and January 2013, found that 
only 49 of over 2,000 research articles considered issues pertinent to 
non-Western public policy (Bice and Merriam 2016; Bice and Sullivan 
2014). A further 242 articles from the leading comparative public policy 
journals discussed non-Western public policy. While perhaps an unsur-
prising result, given the very nature of comparative policy studies, this 
finding alone suggests a dearth of attention to the existing and grow-
ing challenges that globalisation poses for public policy. These findings 
further suggest a general lack of interest or familiarity concerning Asian 
nations’ policy practices, challenges, opportunities and achievements, at 
least among many Western policy scholars.

At the same time that Western policy scholars pay scant attention to 
non-Western policy developments, public policy scholarship is on the rise 
in Asian countries. In China, for example, public administration is a rap-
idly growing field, both in size and importance. In the decade between 
1998 and 2008, the top six Chinese public administration journals pub-
lished close to 3,000 articles, more than the combined total of the top 
eight European journals during the same period (Wu et al. 2013). This 
represents a massive field of literature and pool of knowledge; one to 
which few in the West have access. These findings underline the impor-
tance of knowledge sharing, translation, and comparative policy studies 
between Asian nations and the West. It also reminds us that we have a 
long way to go in reorienting approaches to public policy scholarship and 
practice. This volume represents a first step in that direction.

So, Is This the Asian Century?
Before any of our opening questions can be addressed, it is important 
to follow our own advice and question what the terms ‘Asia’ and ‘Asian 
Century’ mean. It is also important to acknowledge that the ‘other’ we 
engage through this volume is purposefully an ‘Asian’, non-Western 
other. Yet there are many differences and dichotomies we could discuss 



1  INTRODUCTION   5

in an equally fruitful manner. For instance, there is a strong argument to 
be made for juxtaposition of Western public policy approaches alongside 
those of the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China) nations. Certainly, there 
is much to be learned by exploring what public policy in a non-demo-
cratic century might look like, privileging the approaches of China and 
Russia. Questions of how ideological underpinnings of communist think-
ing might bring together the economic and the normative in different 
ways are important and we will return to them in our conclusion.

Here, however, we concentrate on ‘Asia’, while simultaneously 
acknowledging it as a problematic concept. As an anecdotal example, 
we regularly facilitate sessions with postgraduate public policy students 
and public administrators in which we provide participants with a large 
world map and ask them to shade in the countries they believe constitute 
‘Asia’. In five years of the exercise and hundreds of maps, the diversity 
of regions shaded and variety of criteria for why countries are included 
as ‘Asia’ are sundry and fascinating. Participants have shaded countries 
according to their location along the historic Silk Route, based on par-
ticular religions or shared cultural values, dependent upon membership 
in particular international governance organisations or by dint of trade 
partnerships or governmental affinities. It is not unusual to see the 
United States, Russia, islands in the Pacific or Australia shaded as part of 
Asia in these maps. Perhaps Michael Cox sums up the difficulty of defin-
ing Asia best when he admits, “We are nowhere near arriving at an Asian 
Century, in part because the entity we call Asia hardly exists as a collec-
tive actor” (Cox 2016).

For our purposes, we explore Asia and the Asian Century as a produc-
tive means of encouraging active deliberation about the implications of 
globalisation for public policy. We also believe these concepts are helpful 
for bringing together key traditions and ideas about public policy and 
administration that have informed thinking and practice well beyond 
Asian borders. This ranges from Weber’s use of Chinese traditions for 
public administration through to particular practices and values common 
in political economy. Regardless of one’s definition of Asia, the concept 
brings together a variety of systems of governance that foreground the 
diverse range of options for future public policy and administration, a 
vision we will turn to in detail in Part III of the book, ‘Futures’.

In terms of the ‘Asian Century’, specifically, it is an idea that first 
appeared in the late 1980s and is now almost ubiquitous in public anal-
ysis of the future balance of global hard and soft power. Perhaps this 
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was most obviously visible in the United States’ Obama era focus on a 
‘pivot to Asia’. Further afield in Australia, a major government white 
paper attempted to strategically locate the island continent at the centre 
of an Asian Century (Australian Government 2012). Current Australian 
government policies prioritise sending young Australians into Asia as a 
means of building international ties. In the UK, post-Global Financial 
Crisis austerity measures fuelled public criticism about the apparent 
lack of attention and alternative analysis concerning the failure of eco-
nomics. Critics argued that an expanded consideration of options and 
debates beyond Europe’s own temporal and spatial boundaries could 
have resulted in better connections being made between the crisis and 
longer standing crises occurring elsewhere (Geddes 2014). Presumably, 
such broader considerations would have resulted in important lessons 
that could, perhaps, have achieved happier results for European nations.

Clearly, politicians, public administrators, scholars and others feel that 
there is merit to considering the implications of an Asian region that is 
more geo-politically central. But does this mean that the twenty-first 
century is the Asian Century? Perhaps surprisingly, and despite the title 
of this volume, we have come to the conclusion that this quibbling over 
nomenclature does not particularly matter. This is a position we do not 
take lightly. It is based on our having spent the past several years study-
ing, thinking about, teaching and discussing the possibility of an Asian 
Century with academic colleagues, public servants, industry representa-
tives, students and civil society, all around the world. From Melbourne 
to Milan, Hong Kong to Birmingham, we have asked, “Is this the Asian 
Century? And does it matter?”.

First, we have found that asking others, especially those from Western 
countries, to consider whether this is the Asian Century results in an 
important reflection upon their own position in the global environment. 
Like Said’s (1978) Orientalist ‘other’ the very suggestion of juxtapo-
sition against a context different to one’s own opens a door to critical 
consideration. When we ask this question, our audiences typically turn to 
discuss globalisation and related arguments concerning global divergence 
and convergence (Beck 1999). Often, these conversations raise difficult 
considerations about whether globalisation is driving cultural homo-
geneity or encouraging heterogeneity (Mahbubani 2013). Is globalisa-
tion a powerful force for ‘good’, in terms of greater contact with and 
affinity for those different to oneself? Or, as the recent rise in national-
ist populism in countries including the United States and the UK would 
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suggest, is globalisation the harbinger of the death of the nation-state 
and with it individual cultures and values?

Globalisation scholars, such as Ulrich Beck (1999), Manuel Castells 
(2000), Joseph Nye (2002), Thomas Friedman (2005), Martin Wolfe 
(2004) and Jagdish Bagwhati (2004), each put forward disparate theories 
about the drivers behind globalisation and its implications. While there is 
much disagreement among globalisation scholars, there are several core 
tenets that are agreed upon. First, the importance of science and technol-
ogy in compressing time and space presents the necessary platform for 
globalisation. Secondly, most scholars agree that the spread of knowledge 
and resources made possible by this compression consequently increases 
the availability and quality of education, furthering human develop-
ment. Thirdly, globalisation supports a capacity to bridge more diverse 
spaces and places than ever before. For example, scholars regularly cite 
the flow of technology to the developing world and the decreasing digi-
tal divide. Finally, most globalisation scholars agree that as societies are 
increasingly networked they are forming more meaningful and influential 
ties with one-another, a shift described through the analogy of moving 
from islands to archipelagos (Castells 2000). Each of these core aspects 
of globalisation holds implications for public policy, ranging from how 
we define what issues should be addressed by policy through to the daily 
performance of public administration.

Secondly, asking whether this is the Asian Century forces those con-
cerned about public policy to consider the historical nature of the task 
at hand. The history of public policy shapes it as much as the current 
compression of time and space experienced through globalisation. It is 
important that we acknowledge public policy not as an ahistorical con-
struct but instead as one that has been moulded over time by the values, 
principles and leaders responsible for its conceptualisation and delivery. 
What role has history to play in the construct, conduct, implementation 
and governance of policy and its administration? And how might this 
encourage us to attend to culture, religion, social mores and norms? In 
other words, to what extent is public policy temporally, geographically or 
culturally specific, and does this matter?

Finally, raising the idea of the Asian Century in relation to public pol-
icy encourages us to consider the ways in which what we mean by ‘public 
policy’ is changing. In our minds, this questioning is inseparable from 
the growing concern for addressing ‘wicked problems’.
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References to ‘wicked problems’ are ubiquitous amongst public policy 
makers to the extent that the term is at risk of becoming meaningless, 
or at least disconnected from the precise formulation of its originators 
(Rittel and Webber 1973). That original formulation describes a special 
kind of policy problem, one that confounds mainstream public policy 
analyses and transcends established boundaries of public policy making. 
Importantly, Rittel and Webber’s identification of this new form of policy 
problem occurred at the same time that globalisation was gathering pace. 
Rittel and Webber outline 10 primary characteristics of ‘wicked prob-
lems’ (see, Fig. 1).

The pre-eminent qualities of ‘wicked problems’—their complex-
ity, uncertainty and divergence—means that attempting to address 
them requires policy analysts to go beyond the mainstream ‘rational-
technical’ approaches to policy problems to include deliberation and 
debate amongst a range of actors, not just established experts. This is 
all the more challenging in a globalised world in which interdepend-
ency is undeniable but our institutional architecture is inadequate to the 
task. Add to this mix the diversity and difference promised by the ‘Asian 
Century’, and the need for and difficulty of developing and applying new 
understandings of how to make and implement policy are obvious.

Today’s dominant ‘wicked problem’ is arguably climate change. 
Concerns about global warming and the necessity of global action have 
led political and policy debates for decades. Globalisation, however, 
has spawned other ‘wicked problems’ that now vie for policy makers’ 
attention, including responding to the many crises of ‘security’ (e.g. 
resources, food, energy and human) and meeting the challenges of large 
scale migration.

Globalisation also brings with it debates about the existence and 
application of ‘hypernorms’. Defined as ‘consistent universal stand-
ards’, hypernorms are visible through documents like the United 
Nations Declaration of Human Rights or the OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises. As globalisation scholar Donna Wood (2006) 
explains, hypernorms play an important role in expanding the respon-
sibilities governments and corporations take on, with clear implications 
for policy makers. “As this process of identification with common stand-
ards continues, it seems inevitable that those ‘stretch goals’, such as envi-
ronmental protection, ethical conduct and human rights, will become 
expectations,” Wood writes (2006: 224). For public policy in the Asian 
Century, hypernorms illustrate our interconnectedness while reminding 



1  INTRODUCTION   9

1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem: The nature and 

scope of the problem including its root cause/s is ambiguous and contested. 

2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule: Because of interdependencies 

[endless causal chains] and the absence of a definitive formulation, there is no 

clear point at which the problem-solver can recognise that his job is done. 

3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but good-or-bad:

The presence of multiple parties with diverse interests and values means assessments 

of proposed solutions are normative (good-bad) rather than definitive (true-false).

4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked 

problem: Because of interdependencies solutions will ‘generate waves of 

consequences’ over an extended period of time, the repercussions of which are 

impossible to accurately calculate. 

5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one-shot operation”: Solutions 

leave traces that cannot be undone due to the dynamism introduced by 

interdependencies.  As a result, trial and error problem-solving techniques are not 

possible as the consequences of any action cannot be reversed to re-introduce the 

original context. 

6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively 

describable) set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described set of 

Fig. 1.1  The multiple dimensions of wicked problems. Source Alexander et al. 
2015
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permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan: The absence 

of definitive problem formulations and the dynamic nature of wicked problems 

militate against the development of a clear and finite list of solutions. 

7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique: Despite apparent similarities, 

‘…there are no classes of wicked problems in the sense that principles of solution 

can be developed to fit all members of a class’.  The specific constellation of 

problem-features and context ensures ‘every situation is likely to be one-of-a-

kind’.

8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another 

problem: According to Rittel and Webber successful attempts to resolve one 

element of a wicked problem invariably lead to the emergence of higher level 

problem, of which the initial problem was just a symptom. 

9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be 

explained in numerous ways. The choice of explanation determines the 

nature of the problem’s resolution: Wicked problems are ambiguous and there 

is no rule to determine the “correct” explanation or combination of explanations.  

Nevertheless, problem framing is crucial in determining which solutions to 

employ.

10. The planner has no right to be wrong:  Problem-solvers ‘are liable for the 

consequences of the actions they generate’ which usually have significant 

impacts on citizens.  Being ‘wrong’ therefore has significant real-world 

consequences. 

Fig. 1.1  (continued)
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us that any application of universal principles remains fraught with con-
cerns about cultural imperialism and protection of national sovereignty.

After much reflection, we have reached the more nuanced conclusion 
that, whether it comes to fruition or not, the very notion of the Asian 
Century is important because it forces us to consider three issues critical 
to contemporary public policy:

•	 First, how can we better understand what public policy is, and what 
it means to create, implement and analyse public policy, in light of 
diverse global values, approaches and models? This question is con-
cerned with establishing what it is possible for public policy to be 
about in any given context. It is a question that is not often asked 
about public policy, as it is usually assumed that we all know what 
we mean, but it is likely that the potential and limits of public policy 
will vary depending on a variety of factors, meaning that definitions 
or descriptions of public policy will likewise vary and are worth 
interrogating.

•	 Second, in light of increasingly fluid borders and fuzzy bounda-
ries of responsibility around critical issues, such as climate change, 
how is the conduct of public policy changing? What are the roles 
of policy co-creation and collaboration? How can improved under-
standing of the conduct of public policy in other spaces and places 
improve policy translation, transfer and knowledge sharing?

•	 Third, what does the contemporary and future conduct of public 
policy look like in a globalised environment? How can we open a 
stronger, meaningful dialogue between policy scholars and adminis-
trators from diverse contexts to lead public administrative practice?

Exploring Public Policy in the Asian Century

This book is an attempt to question embedded assumptions, explore 
alternative perspectives and imagine possible implications. In the pages 
that follow, we present concepts (Part I), cases (Part II) and futures (Part 
III) that interrogate what it means to develop, implement and analyse 
public policy in the globalised context of what may well be the Asian 
Century. While each part of the book is organised around a particular 
theme, attentive readers will find that each part speaks to the others, 
with ideas from the discussion of concepts reflected in empirical reports 
from cases. The concepts introduced in Part I also inform the potential 
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futures explored in Part III. We can also see glimpses of these futures 
emerging in the cases of Part II. While we have worked to offer a volume 
whose whole offers integrated thinking about our central concerns, it is 
also possible to approach the book as separate essays, dipping into the 
reader’s particular interests or country-specific focus. The following sec-
tions offer an overview of the book’s contents to assist readers’ journey 
through the book.

Part I: Concepts

Part I of the book focuses on the foundational concepts and intellec-
tual queries we believe to be critical to any study of public policy in the 
Asian Century. Here, our contributors turn their attention to the values, 
cultures and theories that shape contemporary public policy. Wolfgang 
Drechsler leads our intellectual journey in Chap. 2 by forcing us to ques-
tion our inherent position, in relation to ‘the other’ and our associated 
cultural assumptions. Drechsler questions whether traditional claims to 
global ‘best practice’ public policy and administration are not more accu-
rately understood as Western? He outlines a non-Western public admin-
istration through a close examination of Confucian systems of public 
administration. While Drechsler’s core focus is mainland China, other 
Confucian systems are considered, including Taiwan, Singapore, South 
Korea, Vietnam and the somewhat problematic case of Japan. Chapter 2 
suggests that recognising non-Western public administration provides 
an important foundation to define a best practice that is truly global in 
nature.

Shamsul Haque progresses the consideration of non-Western pub-
lic policy and administration through his focus on public governance in 
Chap. 3. Here, Haque demonstrates how comparative studies on the 
distinction between Western and Asian societies have contributed to a 
gradual, cumulative production of cross-regional (cross-civilisational) lit-
erature on the unique patterns of Asian politics, economy, and culture. 
He looks to the current surge in Asian studies as symbolic of the recent, 
unprecedented rise of Asian nations in the global economy, politics, and 
technology. The chapter engages the ‘Asian values’ debate to question 
certain normative claims, while countering this with an argument that 
current discourse on the Asian Century provides a more evidence-based 
starting point for consideration of implications for public governance. 
Ultimately, Chap. 3 argues that a grand discourse on the Asian Century 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_3
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challenges us to rearticulate public policy and public administration 
based on the narratives and imperatives of the Asian success story. But it 
remains crucial to consider the limits and hazards of such an Asian model 
with regard to its inherent authenticity, structural validity, and conse-
quential desirability.

In Chap. 4 Jill Tao engages in a deep exploration of the influence 
of Weber and Confucius in China and Korea. Through her concep-
tual study Tao weaves Confucian concepts around Weber’s bureaucracy 
in present day public administration in China and Korea. Chapter 4 
reminds us of a long but often ignored tradition of theoretical and val-
ues-exchanges between Western and non-Western societies, with the 
Weberian example revealing an instance in which a non-Western to 
Western flow is visible. Tao’s assertion that “there is far less distance 
between Confucius and Weber than one might think” is a theme that can 
be extrapolated across the volume’s chapters.

Part II: Cases

Nicholas Farrelly and Chit Win open Part II: Cases with an intimate 
portrayal of Myanmar’s first Hluttaw (democratic legislature) assembly. 
Following the assembly’s proceedings and members closely, the authors 
offer a sympathetic and remarkable record of this historic meeting. Their 
careful sociological observations capture the essence of a new democracy 
in action, showing how a Myanmar style of discipline informed the func-
tioning of the country’s first Hluttaw.

Chapter 6 takes the reader beyond a country-specific case to explore 
the implications of the Asian Century for science and technology pol-
icy. Paul Jensen and Lauren Palmer argue that there is growing under-
standing that a vibrant innovation ecosystem is an important element of 
a healthy and prosperous nation. What is less known is what the role of 
Government is in nurturing this ecosystem. Chapter 6 explores recent 
experiences in Australia and Asia with science and technology policy 
to consider how university-industry collaboration occurs across differ-
ent nations and its effect on the diffusion of technology. Ultimately, the 
authors suggest that science and technology policy offers an important 
testing grounds for the tensions between knowledge-sharing for global 
benefit and local competitiveness.

Mariana Fotaki and Rutaichanok Jingjit question whether there is 
such a thing as humanistic bureaucracy in Chap. 7, drawing upon an 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_7
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in-depth study in Thailand’s public administration. The chapter explores 
the implications of New Public Management reforms, introduced at 
the turn of the century, into diverse public organisations. The chapter 
explores whether and to what extent the introduction of a market-based 
system of public administration altered cultural values. In so doing, it 
demonstrates the failure of Western models to be influential within sys-
tems where values of seniority and relationship-based norms dominate.

In Chap. 8, Jong Youl Lee, Chad Anderson and Bo Wang explore 
the ways in which traditional measures of urban development may mask 
urbanisation and human development in contemporary China. Their 
study meticulously unpacks standard international measures of urban 
development such as GDP, population density, and average income, to 
ask whether these measures provide a relevant and true picture of urban 
development in the Chinese case. Their study demonstrates that even 
statistical practice may be culturally biased, with the Chapter demonstrat-
ing that the high population densities measurable in many Chinese cit-
ies today are not necessarily reconcilable with what one might consider 
urban development.

Part III: Futures

Part III of the book looks to the future of public policy, public admin-
istration and governance in the Asian Century. Mark Turner begins 
the discussion with an examination of public sector reform in East 
and Southeast Asia. Chapter 9 pays special attention to three areas of 
public sector reform—policy transfer, anti-corruption measures and 
decentralisation—to interrogate commonalities and divergences. The 
chapter demonstrates a complex, historically embedded pattern of 
reform activities in East and Southeast Asia, showing the prevalence of 
importation, adaptation and innovation in contributing to sustained 
development.

Chapter 10 considers the growth and adaptations necessary to sup-
port the daily work of public administrators within a globalised policy 
environment. Sara Bice draws upon global business leadership and cul-
tural intelligence literatures and research with Australia’s public service 
to suggest the skills, knowledge, capabilities and experiences necessary 
to support successful public administrative work in this joined-up future. 
The Chapter offers a global capabilities framework and discusses the ways 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_10
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in which certain skills, including relationship building, have the potential 
to be taught and cultivated within forward-thinking work environments.

Kim Moloney explores conceptualisations of public administra-
tion scholarship and related impediments to an Asian century of pub-
lic administration. As Chap. 11 looks to the future, Moloney questions 
whether the recent rise in Asian influence in global politics and markets is 
reflected in the study and practice of public administration. Her explora-
tion of ‘how we know what we know’ provides both insights into cur-
rent limitations of public administration scholarship as well as a pathway 
to opening the types of research dialogues that would facilitate a setting 
aside of assumptions and embrace of alternative perspectives.

In Chap. 12 Adrian Kay invokes recent public health epidemics to 
demonstrate the ways in which the future of international governance is 
one that will require and support greater coordination between govern-
ments. Through its careful exploration of particular non-communicable 
diseases the chapter shows that Asian nations are already showing stronger 
international policy coordination capacity than is usually assumed. The 
chapter demonstrates that a lack of strong formal, supranational institu-
tions in Asia is regularly read as a weakness, but instead shows how infor-
mal institutions are bolstering international policy coordination in Asia.

Jon Pierre concludes Part III with a vision that takes the future of 
governance beyond an East-West dichotomy. Drawing on compara-
tive cases from Japan and Europe, Chap. 13 argues that it is unlikely 
that European or Anglo-American governments will shift towards Asian 
institutional structures, even in light of shifting power regimes. Instead, 
Pierre asserts, policymaking and administration in central Europe share 
many features similar to those of certain Asian nations. Building on these 
examples Chap. 13 demonstrates how processes of institutional diffusion 
and learning and functional requirements supported such similarities to 
occur, suggesting the basis for future environments in which similarities 
might flourish.

Chapter 14 completes the volume by distilling five central themes that 
emerge from the collective work of the contributors. First, the role of 
histories, values and cultures in policy making and public administration 
are considered. Secondly, the chapter argues that these individual tenets 
of identity are increasingly overshadowed but nevertheless critical within 
an environment in which transnational governance is growing in impor-
tance. Thirdly, the role of individual cases in advancing our understand-
ing of public policy is explored, as is the notion that cases often deserve 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_12
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_13
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_13
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_14
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consideration on their own merit without the application of a compara-
tive lens. In certain instances, such cases demonstrate the fourth theme 
which reveals links between policy work, innovation and national pro-
gress. Finally, the editors suggest that all of these considerations must be 
viewed within the very real changing nature of the daily work of those 
who ideate, design and implement public policy.
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CHAPTER 2

Beyond the Western Paradigm: Confucian 
Public Administration

Wolfgang Drechsler

Non-Western Public Administration

If there are different paradigms of governance and especially pub-
lic administration (PA), rather than one global best (practice of) PA 
(Drechsler 2015, 2013), then what we refer to as “global” PA is actu-
ally Western PA. And while “the West” includes Europe, the United 
States and Canada, Australia and New Zealand (CANZ), with their 
Greco-Christian-Enlightenment-Scientism legacy plus both produc-
tion and consumer Capitalism, in PA today, “Western” means to a large 
extent Anglo-American PA, including the CANZ states (see Pollitt 2015; 
Cheung 2012; Raadschelders 2013). If PA has two dimensions—follow-
ing, if informally and without citation, Geert Bouckaert (cf. also Rose-
Ackerman 2017)—ethics (goals) and performance (delivery), linked 
though they may often be, “good PA” means both well-working and 
ethical by its own standards. Paradigms refer not only to real-existing, 
but also to potential, historical or theoretical forms of what we can call 
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Non-Western PA (NWPA; on a very similar concept in International 
Relations theory, see Acharya and Buzan 2007).

But in PA, it is generally, if tacitly, assumed that there is one good PA, 
and that this is global-Western; it is certainly so in scholarship (see only 
Public Administration Review 2010), but even more so in PA reform 
(cf. Andrews 2013). In other words, countries and places that do not 
adhere to or at least move towards the global-Western standard are seen 
as somehow remiss; they do not provide optimal PA and thus govern-
ance. The only excuse they may have is that they are laggards, that they 
are in transition, but they are expected to eventually arrive at the global-
Western goal (see Pierre 2013; cf. also Pierre in this volume).

Contrary to this, I have suggested that, while there are indeed PA 
solutions to problems that arise from the nature of PA itself, which in 
turn is based on the fact that more human beings live in society than can 
be coordinated personally and directly, we can assume that:

A. � In different contexts, there are also solutions to common problems 
that are different but not worse; very likely at least some of them 
even better;

B. � There are adequate, good, indeed excellent solutions that com-
pletely depend on context, which is neither necessarily worse than 
the one for which Western PA is made, nor moving into the lat-
ter’s direction; and

C. � The debate about whether, for all human beings in time and space, 
there is or should be one set of ethics, is not really closed and in 
fact the elephant in the room, and much depends on the answer, 
also for PA.

The two most obvious potential partners, or challengers, of global-West-
ern PA, as largely independent paradigms, are first Chinese and second 
Islamic PA (Drechsler 2015; on the latter, 2014, 2017); a third one—
which strongly catches the imagination when brought up because of its 
appeal among Western intellectuals, including PA scholars—is Buddhist PA 
(Drechsler 2016). For the few people dealing with this issue, it is conten-
tious whether there may be more paradigms, and what the other paradigms 
might be, but I would single out the first two for now because they, and I 
think only they, share a few significant advantages for such a comparison:
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•	 A large body of theoretical literature
•	 Centuries of practice
•	 Strong relevance today
•	 A convincing carrier country
•	 A largely non-derivative system.

This is most clearly the case with classical Chinese, i.e. largely Confucian, 
and classical Islamic PA. Because of the “classical” part, we will have to 
look more at history than is usual in PA—not just because of notions 
of legacy ideas and structures (Yesilkagit 2010) or context (Painter and 
Peters 2010, pp. 3–16, 237), but because our concern, as indicated, par-
tially has to be potentiality rather than current realisation and recogni-
tion in contemporary scholarship. The argument is, basically, about an 
honest basis for a convincing narrative, or convincing narratives; regard-
ing contemporary empirics, it is somewhat more of an agenda. And even 
the most fervent advocates of diverse PA will admit that, while global-
Western PA theory is on a (soft) downswing by now, the practical PA 
world is still in the process of mainstreaming.

But why would all of that be interesting to begin with? The equa-
tion global = Western = good can also be extended by the addition of 
“modern”, i.e. global = Western = good = modern. Thus, modernisa-
tion equals Westernisation, which is a “good” thing. But, first, the sug-
gestion that modernisation, i.e. any improvement, automatically means 
Westernisation actually delegitimises the former in those contexts in 
which Westernisation is at least an ambiguous concept. To show that 
the improvement of PA does not automatically mean Westernisation, in 
other words, that modernisation is not necessarily Westernisation, would 
therefore be a major accomplishment. It may then easily be that coun-
tries which do not follow the global-Western model are not laggards but 
rather pursue their own path towards good PA—perhaps by some cri-
teria even better PA than what one has in the West. In that case, policy 
recommendations (often linked to financial incentives) to move towards 
Western PA benchmarks might not only be misguided, but they may 
even turn out to be highly counterproductive (see Bouckaert 2017).

This brings us to the second point: If the large-scale global effort 
to improve the world by improving governance and PA was an over-
whelming success, one might just as well go with that. However, as 
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Matt Andrews has rightly argued, there is “mounting evidence that 
institutional reforms in developing countries do not work. Case studies 
and multi-country analyses show that many governments in developing 
nations are not becoming more functional, even after decades and hun-
dreds of millions of dollars of externally sponsored reforms” (2013, p. xi; 
see 2017, p. 4). One of the reasons, he claims, is that even if the shape of 
an institution is copied, that says very little about its actual functionality 
(“isomorphic mimicry”; 2017, p. 31).

Interest vested in the global-Western paradigm is nonetheless very 
substantial, both in policy and in scholarship, and always has been (see 
Public Administration Review 2010, notwithstanding the sophistication 
of some contributions; Gulrajani and Moloney 2012; Welch and Wong 
1998). However, during the last half decade or so, two phenomena have 
weakened the assuredness in and of the West that its solutions are the 
global ones wherever one goes, and this has slowly reached PA, as well. 
One is the global financial crisis, which has called the Western system 
into question both in regard to setup and performance, including PA 
(see Drechsler 2011). Another is the awareness, in West and East, of the 
(re-) emergence of the largely Confucian Southeast and East Asian “tiger 
states”, about which more infra (see Bice and Sullivan 2014).

Specifically for PA, third, all this occurs at a time in which it is dif-
ficult to offer a cohesive (Western-global) PA paradigm, because there 
really is none anymore. After the demise of the NPM as the ruling one 
(see Drechsler and Kattel 2009), what we are facing is a post-NPM 
Unübersichtlichkeit with several “paradigmettes”, such as the old NPM 
and the new one (a response to the global financial crisis), traditional 
Weberianism, NPM-plus concepts, such as New Public Governance and 
its varied permutations as well as Public Value, and Weberian-plus ones, 
such as the Neo-Weberian State (see Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). Some 
beliefs that were held to be true very recently have become highly vol-
atile—privatisation, say—and some others very questionable—transpar-
ency as a goal comes to mind (see Han 2012). So, what is it that the 
West can responsibly sell?

But even if there is such a thing as NWPA, and even if this can be 
good, i.e. well-working and ethical, PA, there seems to also be a core 
of good PA that all systems share, and there are plenty of grey zones in 
between (see points A. and B. supra). But first, primarily, “good” in PA 
means “fulfilling its purpose in a given context”—PA is good when it 
does what it is supposed to do; like the market in an economy, it does 
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not come prima facie with values attached. (Certain forms of PA have 
certain effects that from certain perspectives have normative connota-
tions, but not more than that).

How can we metaphorise good, i.e. primarily well-working, PA in 
context? Let us say that all paradigms as proposed contribute to solutions 
that can be said to form “good PA” in the sense that it does do its job 
in a decent, and primarily then in an effective and secondarily in a con-
textually ethical way, that it does fulfil its standard purpose on any possi-
ble level, including institutions, people and concepts, but that in general, 
these are adapted to context. That means that there may be:

(a) � a small nucleus of PA that almost always works, tiny because it 
must match all performance and all ethics—and this is a purely 
empirical, not a normative concept; then

(b) � a larger one in which such generally valid principles are adapted to 
the context and thus work; and

(c) � a third level where solutions work well within a given paradigm 
but not (necessarily) in any other:

Now, (a) is what is generally assumed to be good PA, and the contex-
tualised second nucleus (b) is what the more sophisticated PA research 
supports today, but our focus is on (c), the postulated spheres of good 
PA with(in) a certain paradigm each that does not work well, nor does it 
have to, in any other (cf. Cheung 2012, p. 214). If this is even partially 
true, then this does mean indeed that one should not judge, and try to 
improve, PA on the basis of and towards, the outer nucleus (b), let alone 
the inner one (a), but just ask whether under the given circumstances, 
PA does its job, or is or can be moving thither.

So much for the concept; how does it play out in practice? The focus 
of the present volume is Asia, especially Southeast and East Asia, and all 
four paradigms mentioned in the beginning are well-represented here, 
prima facie:

•	 Confucian: (Mainland) China, Hong Kong, (South) Korea, Japan, 
Macao, Singapore, Taiwan and Vietnam;

•	 Islamic: Brunei, Malaysia and Indonesia;
•	 Buddhist: Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand; one could also 

add Mongolia here if one counts it as East Asian;
•	 Western: Philippines and Timor Leste (which are Catholic).
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Of all NWPA systems, Confucian PA is the most powerful, most com-
plex, most sophisticated and most influential one. It is therefore, from 
today’s perspective, the ultimate challenge to the global-Western sys-
tem (Drechsler 2015; see Pollitt 2015; Frederickson 2002). Thus, as 
the potentially most convincing case study, we will look at Confucian PA 
now—both to see whether the notion of NWPA is tenable and because 
the PA of the Confucian countries is so relevant in the Asian context, 
given their relative domination, economically as well as politically, in the 
region.

Confucianism

In order to do this, a few general considerations regarding 
Confucianism, and Confucian PA, are necessary. Confucian PA (Hood 
1998, 76; Frederickson 2002) can be, prima facie, considered to be the 
PA of Confucian countries (or areas), i.e. of countries that either have a 
somewhat Confucian state doctrine or where (public) values etc. might 

Fig. 2.1  ‘Good Public Administration’: the Non-Western model
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be informed by Confucianism. Naturally, Confucian PA today is a clas-
sic “ideal type” in that any PA system in the 21st century is likely to be 
heavily global-Westernised (see Pollitt 2015).

There is the large-scale periodisation of Confucianism of which we 
need to be aware:

•	 Confucianism as such, enshrined in the writings by, or attributed 
to, Confucius (551–479 B.C.) and his immediate disciples, includ-
ing detailed referrals to earlier predecessors;

•	 Neo-Confucianism (ca. 800–1905 A.D.), largely a concrete state 
doctrine with a distinct PA element; the time between before 1000 
and after 1750 is the plateau of classical Imperial Chinese PA (the 
term Neo-Confucianism covers Buddhist and Taoist, but also 
Legalist and some other, elements and is, even though originally 
a purifying reform movement, an amalgam; Tan 2011; Drechsler 
2015); and

•	 New Confucianism (since 1905); the intellectual worldview that 
makes Confucianism applicable, and applies it, to Chinese indi-
vidual life, society and state today, and it entails a response to the 
West, with the idea that learning should go both ways (Tan 2008,  
pp. 141–153; see Bell 2010).

Institutional Confucian PA is largely Neo-Confucian, as there are no 
original or New Confucian institutions.

Another usual differentiation is that between the official (state) 
Confucianism, an intellectual/scholarly one, and/or a popular version, 
which may be either fully realised (Confucius worship) or implicit (liv-
ing Confucian traditions without calling them that or knowing this) (see 
McHale 2008, p. 67 et passim; Daiber 2010; Murray 2009). This means 
that, for the specific purpose of PA, and for governance generally, we 
can talk—following Yesilkagit (2010)—about Confucian legacies both in 
ideas and in structures, of which structures are more clearly visible and 
more interesting. But PA can also be based on Confucian beliefs or posi-
tions, or react to them in one way or another. The current chapter will 
focus on institutions, not on “Confucian values” among civil servants 
and/or citizens, which is its own, quite thriving area of scholarship. (If 
we take Confucianism merely as a general label for “Asian” inclination 
towards family and hierarchy, as e.g. Jingjit and Fotaki (2011) do, we 
lose the specific meaning and the tradition of Confucian PA altogether).
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For today’s world, we also need to add another aspect, because it 
concerns the most prominent public and ubiquitously visible form of 
Confucianism, yet it is distinct from general folk or religious beliefs. This 
is something that I will label with a Japanese term: Confucius as kami, 
as one of the spirits, saints or gods in shintō which are not so much wor-
shiped in a temple or shrine than asked for support (Ono 1962). In most 
Confucius temples in Asia, the extent of devotion is to beg Confucius—
because of his connection with learning, but also with statecraft—for 
good results in exams or admission tests, often with respective plaques 
hung by students or, as often, parents near the sanctuary. As important 
as this is, it is actually not an indication of vibrant Confucianism as such. 
But to the extent that this stretches to civil-service entrance exams, it is 
somewhat of a legacy of Confucian PA, as well.

As we saw already, China and Confucianism are not identical. There 
are six to nine systems today with a PA that one can call Confucian: 
Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, South Korea, 
Vietnam; historically also Japan; Macao and North Korea are in the same 
sphere traditionally as well (Cheung 2010, pp. 40–43; Painter and Peters 
2010, p. 26). Most of them are among the success stories of the recent 
decade or two (Drechsler and Karo 2017).

Nonetheless, Confucianism is intimately intertwined with the history 
of Imperial China. Sometimes one wonders whether “Confucianism” is 
only a label for “Chinese characteristics” in general (if in one’s discourse 
national characteristics are a legitimate concept); or is anything Chinese 
deep down just Confucian? The battle over what Confucianism means 
has therefore been—and still is—intense, and that within a culture that 
encompasses more people, and therefore opinions, than any other. Thus, 
there is almost no conceivable point on anything Confucius-related that 
has not been made.

Confucian Public Administration in China

If we look for the Confucian PA system “in itself”, we find the ideal type 
in the Imperial Chinese variant. We can say that the modern state itself 
started in China and not in the West (Fukuyama 2011, p. 18); that this is 
a state understood very differently from the Western one (Jacques 2011) 
makes it even more interesting.
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China alone created a modern state in the terms defined by Max Weber. 
That is, China succeeded in developing a centralised, uniform system of 
bureaucratic administration that was capable of governing a huge popula-
tion and territory … China had already invented a system of impersonal, 
merit-based bureaucratic recruitment that was far more systematic than 
Roman public administration. (Fukuyama 2011, p. 21)

One has to acknowledge that there was an unusually large overlap of PA 
and government however that has occasionally led observers to say that 
there was no real independent PA (e.g., Bell 2015, 224–225, N61). Yet 
one also could argue that almost the opposite was the case: It was the 
bureaucracy, under the ruler and the court, which largely governed.

And this state was enormously successful—so successful that its organ-
isation was not challenged until the mid-19th century (2011, p. 93). 
“It is safe to say that the Chinese invented modern bureaucracy, that is, 
a permanent administrative cadre selected on the basis of ability rather 
than kinship or patrimonial connection” (2011, p. 113).

Some of the most striking features or concepts of Confucian PA 
include

•	 the Imperial Civil Service Exam, which solves the problem of how 
to get the best and brightest of a country to work in PA (which is 
the core and carrier of government; there is no “political” equiva-
lent), combats nepotism without negating its existence and cre-
ates transparency at an unheard-of level (briefly Drechsler 2015,  
pp. 114–115);

•	 a perpetually reforming and adapting PA system that is often 
geared towards, or already explicitly against, modern managerial 
developments, such as performance pay and managerial autonomy 
(Drechsler 2013); and

•	 the concept of the Mandate of Heaven, which creates a strong 
performance legitimisation of government and bureaucracy—and 
even potentially a business-innovation-friendly hierarchical system 
(Drechsler and Karo 2017).

What is visible even from this short list is that Confucian PA arrived at 
key features of contemporary global-Western PA a millennium earlier; 
much of this, it appears, was a homologous development, and there was 
no borrowing either way.
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What is hard to fathom even for someone with a Weberian or French-
style étatiste background is the importance the state and thus PA had in 
the people’s mind and understanding—something that is, if in weaker 
form, still present in all Confucian countries today; “the world-ordering 
bureaucrat” is the protagonist of the entire system (Weber 2008, p. 77). 
And that even pertains to creativity in the wider sense—MacGregor, in 
the context of describing the creation of a Han Dynasty lacquer cup, 
even speaks of Chinese Imperial “bureaucracy as a guarantee of beauty” 
(2011, p. 219). Over time, the bureaucracy even shared the power of 
the land with the Emperor and the court (Cheung 2010, pp. 38–40; 
Fukuyama 2012, p. 19), and ministerial councils established themselves 
and bureaucratised decision-making (Bartlett 1991, esp. pp. 270–278).

As the Qianlong Emperor used to say, and as we now again realise, 
“There is no governing by laws; there is only governing by people” 
(Elliott 2009, p. 152). This is a Confucian point: “In Confucian political 
philosophy, it is more important to have virtuous people in government 
than to have a good system of laws” (Tan 2011, p. 470; see passim). 
This is the big difference to Legalism, which is based on hierarchy and 
coercion: Confucians believe in people doing the right thing because 
they know what the right thing is and therefore want to do it (this is a 
definition of virtue), not because they have been cajoled to do it. The 
task therefore is to educate and select or promote virtuous people (see 
Frederickson 2002).

Mainland China is what gives contemporary Confucianism its 
global eminence, not only its historical one. But how important is 
Confucianism really today in China? After the fall of the Qing, the 
question was whether Confucianism was to blame for the undera-
chievement of China, especially techno-economically. For many intel-
lectuals, it became one of the main culprits that had stood in the way 
of Modernisation and Westernisation, and that was taken up later with 
a vengeance (Louie 1980). Under Communism, Confucianism was the 
enemy, as it symbolised precisely what was wrong, and strong, in ancient 
China. This gained momentum during the Cultural Revolution, first via 
a campaign against the “Four Olds” (Old Customs, Old Culture, Old 
Habits and Old Ideas) from the mid-1960s on (Mittler 2013); the late 
Mao and the Gang of Four propagated “progressive” Legalism over 
“reactionary” Confucianism (Guo et al. 2015, 20; cf. Ma et al. 2015). 
Then, towards the end of Mao’s life, the persecution of his then most 
important inner-party antagonist broke loose in 1974 under the slogan 
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“Down with Lin Biao, down with Confucius”, continuing to Mao’s 
death in 1976 (Louie 1980; Guo et al. 2015, pp. 79–82).

But since Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, Confucianism has come back and 
is now completely established again; there is both a popular and an intel-
lectual Confucian revival (Rosemont 2013, p. 3). In that sense, it may be 
the most convincing alternative to the “consumerist patriotism” (Zarrow 
2008, p. 44) that is more or less the quasi-official line of Chinese devel-
opment today. On the truly official level, Confucianism has been pub-
licly embraced by the Chinese government more than ever in the last and 
this century, with President Xi at the forefront (Johnson 2016; Economist 
2015; Daiber 2014, pp. 106–108).

On the PA level, however, there is still little as far as institutions are 
concerned. China has more or less tapped into global-Western main-
stream PA, if not always very successfully, and recent empirical compari-
sons of civil servants’ attitudes (see e.g. Podger and Yan 2013) show 
some convergence with some Western PA. But, for instance, in today’s 
Mainland Chinese civil-service exam, as well as in a general merit-based 
competitive civil-service selection and promotion within and without 
the Party, the continuing Confucian tradition is noteworthy (Xiao and 
Li 2013, pp. 348–352). Zhang’s recent argument (2017) that contem-
porary Chinese leadership both in government and PA is in fact based 
on Confucian meritocracy (within and through the Party) and that the 
selection mechanism is an adaptation of the civil service exam is not 
insignificant either.

Confucian PA as a scholarly topic is facing opposition in Mainland 
China from several factions. As usual in NWPA, leading local scholars 
usually have Anglo-American PhD degrees and promote Western PA, as 
this is their own Unique Selling Proposition (USP) (Pollitt 2015). For 
them, even the existence of Confucian PA creates a legitimacy problem. 
Second, there are structural scholarly reasons as well: In PA, the old 
Modernist-Maoist suspicion against Confucianism is still paired with an 
approach that questions whether one really can call Imperial Chinese PA 
“Neo-Confucian” because of the many other aspects of Chinese intel-
lectual history (Xu et al. 2014; Ma et al. 2015). Since Confucian PA is 
especially promoted both by practitioners and by younger scholars (and 
students), time might easily be on its side once again, as so often during 
the past millennia.
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Other Confucian Systems

Institutionally, it is Taiwan that carries the Confucian legacy of the 
Chinese Empire in the most direct way (see Berman 2010; Jan 2010), 
although it was the Kuomintang government that originally abolished 
Confucianism on the Mainland. This includes, as proposed by Sun Yat-
sen, the organisation of the government in yuans and a civil-service 
exam with a functionality similar to the original one, administered by 
the Examination Yuan. Of course, at the same time, Taiwan also has 
very global-Western PA institutions (see So 2015; Jan 2010). In Taiwan, 
there has been Confucianism on all levels: state, popular and intellectual 
(see Huang 2009, 7–8).

Ironically, however, the Confucian nature of some Taiwanese PA 
institutions might be their undoing, as interviews in Taipei in March 
2017 showed: The Examination Yuan, for instance, seems under threat 
of being abolished by the current Democratic Progressive Party gov-
ernment, in power since 2016, which stresses Taiwanese specificity and 
arguably pursues a course of “soft de-Sinization”, not least in cultural 
and institutional matters. The Examination Yuan is seen as Confucian-
Chinese and (therefore) as not in line with mainstream global-West-
ern PA principles and thus, in spite of its great success in performance 
(Drechsler and Karo 2017, but see So 2015) and a lack of promising 
alternatives, as somewhat of an anachronism that may be discontinued.

Hong Kong was a haven for New Confucian thinking and never 
experienced the Cultural Revolution, but its scholarly PA outlook has 
always been decidedly global-Western (Lo 2014, pp. 40–42). Hong 
Kong’s administration was British-Colonial from the beginning (Lee 
2011, p. 240, who, however, confuses that with Weberianism), but it is 
often described as nonetheless strongly based on Confucian values and 
attitudes towards PA even today that are at the basis not so much of the 
PA institutions themselves, but of their adaption to the local context 
(Burns 2011, esp. pp. 319–320).

In Macao, not even this seems to be the case—if anything, it might 
have a future of Confucian PA, but no legacy except the kind of 
Confucian values that one commonly attributes to a Chinese popula-
tion. As a Portuguese colony (whose PA legacy is usually disparaged in a 
wholesale way by the standard literature; see Bolong 2011, pp. 463–465)  
which was taken over by Mainland China only in the 1960s, it seems 
to neither have had nor have Confucian institutions of any kind  
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(the standard section in Berman 2011, pp. 463–560, never mentions 
Confucianism at all).

Confucianism was part of the state ideology only in Togukawa Japan. 
But in regard to PA, even then, while there were Confucius temples 
and academies, there was no Confucian bureaucracy. The civil-service 
exam there only lasted briefly and was abolished a millennium ago (Liu 
2007, p. 494). Confucian scholars were almost free-floating intellectu-
als; they were not bureaucrats or involved formally in the conduct of the 
state (Hiroshi 2012, pp. 85–88). Just as Confucianism had been against 
Legalism in China, it was seen as too ethics-based, compassionate and 
benevolent from a samurai perspective (2012, pp. 96–98).

The question is whether Confucianism has had any significance since 
the Meiji Revolution/Restoration (see Hiroshi 2012, pp. 9, 362, 435; 
Yao 2001, pp. 136–137). It has been argued that it certainly helped to 
bring this change of systems about, as the supreme rule of the Emperor, 
and the role of the Shogun as a delegate, was the crucial concept here, 
an idea with consequences that could be traced to Confucian thinking 
(Hiroshi 2012, pp. 359–362). Today, I would say that there is no state 
Confucianism left in Japan (what seems to be that is actually Weberian 
Meiji Prussianism—but this needs further study), except the co-opta-
tion of Confucius as kami, but even for that, the Confucian statesman, 
poet and calligrapher Sugarawara no Michizane (Tenjin kami) seems 
much more powerful than the Master (Borgen 1994, pp. 307–337). 
This means that Japan may be the only place where Confucianism has 
more of a historical dimension—perhaps because it was imported with a 
purpose, rather than arising from the national context. (Interviews with 
senior civil servants and academics in Tokyo in March–April 2015 unani-
mously stressed the complete absence of any Confucianism whatsoever in 
Japanese PA today.)

Vietnam’s pre-Colonial PA and governance was Confucian (McHale 
2008, pp. 72–73); it closely resembled the Chinese system on the level 
of PA, with a very similar examination and position system that operated 
from 1075 to 1919, i.e. even a decade and a half longer than in China 
(Nguyen 2008, pp. 100–102). The Confucian legacy and indeed pres-
ence in Vietnam is well-documented and fully discussed in local schol-
arship but less so elsewhere (e.g. Confucianism 2002; Daiber 2010, 
pp. 28–139). Its centre, the Van Mieu in Hanoi, today’s Temple of 
Literature, has survived more or less intact with the steles commemorat-
ing the civil-service-exam graduates (Nguyen 2008).
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Post-French Communism partially overturned Confucianism but 
not fully, because Ho Chi Minh was to a large extent also a Confucian 
(Daiber 2010, pp. 137–139). Today, Confucianism is quite appre-
ciated even officially by Party and State, so that there is a “Confucian 
Renaissance” of sorts (McHale 2008, pp. 173, 182). Yet, we know very 
little about its influence in contemporary PA; in fact, key publications 
on Vietnamese PA reform do not even mention the Confucian legacy 
(Acuña-Alfaro 2009; but see Painter 2003). Altogether, Confucianism 
seems to be important in the North of Vietnam, but not in the South; 
in Hanoi, PA scholars and practitioners, as well as students, generally 
acknowledge a Confucian element even in PA (interviews).

Korea’s Confucian legacy is very strong (Im et al. 2013; Yao 2001, 
pp. 115–125), with a very Chinese form of Confucianism as a “state 
religion” during the Joseon Dynasty up to 1894 and then fading until 
its expiration one and a half decades later (Daiber 2010, pp. 217–231). 
Korea had a completely Confucian civil-service system including a 
Confucian academy and civil-service exam (Daiber 2014, pp. 97–99). 
(The latter was abolished in 1895: Daiber 2010, p. 234.)

Today, South Korea is dominated by global-Westernised PA academ-
ics who read the Confucian legacy from a largely Western perspective and 
who are quite critical towards the Confucian legacy. They even discour-
age investigation into Korean specificity and a “return” to Confucianism 
(Kim 2012, pp. 231, 228). In Korea, however, one also has a “mod-
ern” discourse on Confucian PA (see only Chung 2007; Kim 2012; 
Im et al. 2013), which is relatively rare even in those countries where 
Confucianism is more prominent. In regard to institutions, Daiber’s 
observation that “South Korea is the one country which shows in an 
unbroken way the strongest Confucian imprint and thus co-shapens con-
temporary Korean identity” (2014, p. 101; see pp. 108–109) goes too 
far, however, at least from the PA perspective.

It is fair to say that we know nothing about the PA of North Korea, 
let alone about putative Confucian legacies of any sort; the studies that 
we do have (such as Jordan and Ip 2013) are only based on the coun-
try’s Constitution, which is not likely to be indicative of anything.

Last but not least, the poster boy of contemporary Confucian PA is 
often Singapore, where “the debates over political meritocracy were 
revived” (Bell 2015, p. 3). Singapore is sometimes described as volun-
tarily Western and thus strong enough to take its own path, rather than 
obeying Western advice and fashion (Andrews 2013, pp. 190–191), also 
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in PA. However, institutionally, Singaporean PA, like Hong Kong’s, is 
based on British Colonial legacy (strongly along these lines Quah 2010, 
esp. pp. 18–19; Haque 2009). There never was Chinese government 
in Singapore before independence, and the Chinese elite was mercan-
tile. Nonetheless, this elite—the basis of today’s—often did espouse 
a Confucian habitus (The Scholar as Gentleman 2017). It is question-
able whether the “founding father” of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, was 
a Confucian (Lord 2003, pp. 101–105; Suleski 2008, pp. 272–275) 
rather than someone who used Confucianism as a “communication tool” 
(interviews). The Administrative Service’s policy-making role, indeed 
the concept of a country run with a long-term perspective, primarily by 
a meritocratic bureaucracy, and several institutional elements as well (if 
no civil service exam; Lim and Lim 2015, pp. 59–142), make it possi-
ble, however, to ascribe fundamental characteristics of Confucian PA to 
Singapore.

Singapore is, for instance, able to pay its civil servants—including 
the elected ones—rates competitive with the private sector (also includ-
ing downward adjustments, however), something that makes eminent 
sense but is difficult to pull off elsewhere. However, even here this had 
to be modified for political reasons in 2011 (Bell 2015, pp. 121–122). 
This opportunity-cost argument is Confucian, coming right out of the 
eminent Neo-Confucian PA thinker, the Song Dynasty Chancellor Wang 
Anshi’s 1058 Memorandum of a Myriad Words, according to which the 
salary for civil servants must be “sufficient to make up for what they 
had lost in farming by being called upon for public work” (Wang 1935,  
p. 55). Nonetheless, whether Wang or Confucian PA generally really 
were the source for this measure must, for now, remain an open question.

Coda: Back to Non-Western Public Administration

The cases discussed above show that even for a well-meaning NWPA 
protagonist, global-Western PA is extremely powerful and that there is 
not that much institutional Confucian PA left. And yet, I would argue 
that there is sufficient cause to talk about a challenging paradigm, not 
only potentiality, especially if one looks at the dynamics of Confucianism 
in Mainland China. In PA, the Confucian legacy sharpens the question 
of whether there is only one “good” PA or whether there are several—
whether, indeed, there is NWPA to begin with. That Confucian PA is 
one of the two or three main systems within human history is hardly 
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contested; to look at how well it worked, for how long, and with what 
civilisational impact still means to marvel. It seems to be unique alto-
gether that within Imperial China PA moved to the centre of the stage, 
even into the driver’s seat, determining significantly how other spheres of 
life were structured, including religion and art. Of all the systems from 
which global-Western PA can and perhaps has to learn, Confucian PA is 
the most obvious one.

This is all the more important if we look at the context of develop-
ment, as the Western countries no doubt were until very recently the 
more successful ones, and that means that the non-Western ones were, 
and to a good extent are, less successful. The fact that administrative 
capacity, institutionally as well as personally, is a condition sine qua non 
for development is clear (Nurkse 1952, 1964; see Drechsler 2009). That 
too many developing countries do not have it, yet need it—indeed that 
this could even define the euphemism of “developing” (whatever that 
means, and whither), is likewise obvious (cf. the UNPAN website).

Now, one could see it either way: Developing countries do not have 
sufficient administrative capacity and thus need to be motivated or forced 
to move towards global-Western PA, or—either for now or in general—
seeing that this ostensibly does not work (in many places at least) or that 
it may not even be necessary or desirable, they need to develop optimal 
capacity according to their own governance system and general context. 
And what speaks for the latter even if one believes in common goals is 
that the track record of globalising Westernisation, in PA and otherwise, 
has not exactly been universally excellent. As pointed out supra, in PA 
today, this is all the more so because the goals of global-Western PA are 
currently in flux.

Altogether, what speaks for going beyond the Western Paradigm of 
PA includes both the success of Confucian PA and of its carrier coun-
tries, but also the interest of and in global-Western PA itself—both for 
self-reflection and to discuss whether and in which way it is really global, 
rather than just Western. The Asian Century is pushing these questions 
to the forefront, and rightly so, for potential benefit not only for Asia, 
nor only for the West, but globally.
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Interviews

Information regarding contemporary and traditional Confucianism in PA is 
also based on fieldwork, normally including interviews with senior civil servants 
as well as academics, in all putative Confucian countries except North Korea: 
Mainland China (Beijing, September–November 2013 and March 2015), Hong 
Kong and Macao (April 2016, no interviews), Japan (Tokyo, March–April 2015), 
Singapore (January–April 2017), South Korea (Seoul, September 2013), Taiwan 
(October 2012, November 2013, April 2015 and March and May 2017) and 
Vietnam (Hanoi February 2014, Saigon March 2015).
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CHAPTER 3

Rethinking Public Governance in the Asian 
Century: Grand Discourse Vs. Actual Reality

M. Shamsul Haque

Introduction

In recent years, there has emerged an unprecedented global discourse on 
the idea of an ‘Asian Century’, following the earlier propositions of the 
Chinese Century (Rees-Mogg 2005) and the Indian Century (Halliwell 
and Morley 2008), as well as the debates on Asian Miracles and Asian 
Values (Hoon 2004; Thompson 2004). In general, the idea of Asian 
Century symbolises the re-emergence of Asia as one of the world’s 
most significant regions in terms of its impressive economic progress, 
its increased share of global GDP, and its huge productive workforce. 
In line with the forecasts that very soon Asia will be the world’s larg-
est producer and consumer of goods and services and account for nearly 
half of the world’s output, the current twenty-first century is being advo-
cated as the ‘Asian Century’ (ADB 2011a; Cheung 2012; Government 
of Australia 2012). It is claimed that “Asia’s rise is changing the world” 
(Government of Australia 2012, p. 1). Some recent reports reinforced 
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this concept of the Asian Century, which include Asia 2050: Realizing 
the Asian Century by the Asian Development Bank (2011); Imagining 
Asia 2020: Make Way for the Asia Giant by the Research Team of DBS 
Bank (2011); and Australia in the Asian Century by the Australian 
Government (2012).

With the rise of Asia’s global significance, there has also been a prolifer-
ation of research on Asian economy, society, politics, and culture in major 
disciplines, including Economics, Sociology, Political Science, History, 
and so on (Haque 2013). While, the post-War expansion of social science 
studies on Asia was largely due to the emergence of postcolonial states, 
Cold War tensions and regional conflicts, and the region’s integration 
into the world capitalist markets (Sterckx and Luca 2009), the current 
academic interest is largely because of Asia’s rising economic and politi-
cal power. In particular, there has been a significant increase in academic 
publications exploring the intellectual and policy implications of the Asian 
Century for international law (Fidler 2005), international relations (Cox 
2012), development studies (Schmitz 2007), and so on. There is also 
increasing attention paid to the idea of the changing world order caused 
by the rise or emergence (re-emergence) of the Asian powers (Brooks and 
Wohlforth 2009; Dadush and Stancil 2010; Drezner 2007). In addition, 
the significance of the Asian Century debate has also intensified due to 
growing speculations on the declining economic and political powers of 
the West (Western Europe and North America) in relation to the rise of 
Asia (see Cox 2012; Kappel 2011; Kimmage 2013; Kupchan 2012).

The role played by the state-centric public governance that spear-
headed development plans and institutions sits behind the rise of eco-
nomic development and expansion of political power in Asia, compared 
to other regions (Kurlantzick 2011; Cheung 2012). There have been 
considerable studies, debates, and publications on the role of pub-
lic sector management in accelerating economic development in many 
countries in East Asia and Southeast Asia, such as China, Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand (Doner 
et al. 2005; Cheung 2005). Many Asian leaders are “increasingly confi-
dent, no longer hesitate to advertise their interventionist [developmen-
tal] model—or to criticise the models of others” (Kurlantzick 2011,  
p. 27). More specifically, the existing literature, in general, tends to 
attribute spectacular Asian economic progress to the role of the so-called 
developmental state (explained below) characterised by a unique mode 
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of governance (politics, administration, and business) (Beeson 2001; 
Regnier 2011).

These claims of Asian progress vis-à-vis Asian governance have serious 
implications for rethinking the academic domains of public policy and 
administration, as well as for the practical policy reforms adopted by gov-
ernments worldwide, in line with the Asian success stories. With regard 
to the need for questioning the taken-for-granted Western concepts and 
theories in policy studies, Bice and Sullivan (2014, p. 539) emphasise 
that “the construct, content, and conduct of policy studies must respond 
to the challenges and opportunities of the ‘Asian Century.’” However, 
there are serious controversies over the authenticity of the grand rhetoric 
of the Asian Century itself, on the one hand, and the reality of actual 
Asian achievements (beyond economics), on the other. Questions can 
also be raised about the uniqueness of the Asian brand or model of pub-
lic governance attributed to such achievements. This chapter uses a criti-
cal approach in attempting to address these controversies or puzzles.

Emergence of the Asian Century: Advocacy and the 
Reality

Historically, Asia has always received global intellectual attention as the 
region represents the birthplaces of major religions, scientific discoveries, 
economic wealth, and great civilisations (for details, see Sommer 2006). 
However, for nearly five centuries, the hegemonic Western powers domi-
nated the world economy, politics, and culture (especially Britain in the 
nineteenth century and America in the twentieth century). This led to a 
certain regional drive in Asia to reclaim its past civilisational glory in the 
current century, under the construct of the Asian Century, based on the 
region’s unprecedented economic progress (Sommer 2006; Kurlantzick 
2011). Related to this Asian reassertion, especially in the global idea-
tional or normative order, is the recent discourse on so-called “Asian 
Values”. Here, Asian Values tend to be distinguished from hegemonic 
Western political and moral values (e.g. individualism, liberalism, rights, 
and rationality) by prioritising the values of collectivism, communitarian-
ism, filial piety, and political loyalty embedded in and compatible with 
the Asian context (Campbell 2007; Hoon 2004).

However, compared to such civilisational, ideational, and normative 
claims of Asian power and uniqueness, the contemporary debates have 



44   M. Shamsul Haque

been largely guided by evidence-based economic and political considera-
tions. For instance, recent claim to the Chinese Century highlights the 
rising economic and geo-political dominance of China in the twenty-
first century (Rees-Mogg 2005; Elliot 2007). Similarly, the rhetoric of 
the Indian Century refers to India’s potential for global economic domi-
nance in the current century (Halliwell and Morley 2008). On the other 
hand, the idea of America’s Pacific Century, touted by Hillary Clinton 
(2011), emphasised the global rise of Asia as led by the US through 
economic and strategic investment. Such economic and strategic bench-
marks of global dominance or leadership are also embedded in the Asian 
Century perspective. This section examines the validity of Asian Century 
claims based on relevant empirical indicators.

Economic Performance: Growth, Income and Markets

Asia accounted for about 58 percent of the global economy in the 
1850s, which declined to only 15 percent in the 1950s after a century 
of colonial intervention. Since then, rapid economic development has 
boosted the Asian share of global output to 27 percent in 2010 (ADB 
2011a, p. 15). With continuing economic resurgence, it is estimated that 
Asia’s share of global GDP will nearly double from 27 percent (2010) to 
51 percent by 2050, a surge that is expected to strengthen the region’s 
leading global economic position (ADB 2011a, p. 1). In comparison 
with the US economy, it was estimated that the total GDP of ten Asian 
economies (China, Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, India) would be equal to the US GDP 
of $17 trillion by 2016, and it is predicted to be 17 percent more than 
US GDP by 2020 (Research Team 2011, p. 11).

The significant increase in Asia’s share of global GDP is integral to 
the region’s unsurpassed rate of economic growth compared to other 
regions. During the period 1990–2010, the average annual growth rate 
of GDP in Asia was 7.0 percent (including 9.9 percent in China and 6.4 
percent in India), which was more than double the 3.4 percent growth 
rate in Latin America and the Caribbean (ADB 2012, p. 38). This was 
also reflected in significant increases in the levels of average income, 
which almost doubled in every decade (Research Team 2011, p. 12). 
It is estimated that with the upsurge of Asia’s total GDP to $148 tril-
lion (half of the global GDP) by 2050, the per capita income will also 
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increase to $38,000 (PPP), a figure equivalent to the current average 
income level in Europe (ADB 2011a: 2).

Such an unprecedented expansion of wealth and income in Asia will 
have profound impacts on regional and global markets. These impacts may 
include a massive expansion of foreign direct investments in Asian coun-
tries, emergence of Asian transnational firms investing in other regions, 
increased Asian needs for importing industrial raw materials and building 
urban infrastructures, and greater Asian markets for high-value consump-
tion goods demanded by its rising middle class (Government of Australia 
2012, p. 40). It is highlighted that “Asia will not only be the world’s 
largest producer of goods and services, it will also be the world’s largest 
consumer of them” (Government of Australia 2012, p. 1). For instance, 
the food market has overwhelmingly expanded: it is estimated that Asian 
food consumption will increase by 45 percent by 2020, amounting to 
a total value of nearly $3 trillion, of which China alone will account for 
$1.48 trillion (Research Team 2011, p. 4). By 2020, the housing market 
in China will expand by 2.2 times to $3.7 trillion. In the world’s largest 
automobile market in China, the number of vehicles will increase from 18 
million (2011) to 30 million units (Research Team 2011).

This expansion of markets is largely due to the rising income level in 
Asia. Between 1990 and 2010, Asia’s average per capita GDP increased 
significantly from $1,633 to $5,133. The proportion of the population 
living on or below the $1.25-a-day poverty line fell from 53.9% in 1990 
to 21.5% around 2008, as 716 million people were lifted out of poverty. 
Seventeen countries reduced poverty by more than 15 percentage points 
in the period (ADB 2012, p. 38). In particular, the expansion of con-
sumption markets in Asia is due to a drastic increase in the income of the 
middle class, which is likely to expand from 525 million (2011) to about 
1.74 billion people in the foreseeable future (Research Team 2011). It is 
highlighted that “Asia’s expanding middle class, like its Western counter-
part, will seek to enjoy a better quality of life. This will drive the sale of 
durable goods such as refrigerators, cars, televisions, and mobile phones” 
(Research Team 2011, p. 24).

Institutions, Demographics and Other Considerations

Reflecting the unparalleled expansion of Asia’s wealth, income, and con-
sumption is its assertiveness in building regional financial institutions 
often spearheaded and led by China. One such institution is the the 
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Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) proposed by China in 2013 
as a multilateral development bank to help build infrastructure in the 
Asia-Pacific region (Economist 2014). The AIIB has a capital of $100 
billion and started operation after its ratification by 10 member states in 
2015. Today, it has the memberships of 52 states. Another major multi-
lateral financial institution is the New Development Bank (NDB) which 
represents the recently established cross-regional group known as the 
BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa). The NDB has 
an initial authorised capital of $100 billion, and it aims to support both 
infrastructure and development projects through loans and guarantees, 
and to build global networks of partnerships with multilateral develop-
ment institutions and banks (Desai and Raymond 2014). It is observed 
that the AIIB and the NDB championed by leading Asian countries 
(especially China) are parallel competing international institutions such 
as the World Bank and the IMF led by the US (Cohn 2012; Desai and 
Raymond 2014). In addition, China’s President Xi Jinping launched an 
ambitious initiative in 2013, known as ‘One Belt, One Road’ (OBOR), 
which represents the new twenty-first century version of the ancient Silk 
Road trade links connecting Asia, Africa and Europe and promoting 
trade among them. The recent Belt and Road Forum for International 
Cooperation held in Beijing was attended by 28 heads of state and gov-
ernment leaders (Zhao 2017).

Another dimension of Asia’s global economic influence is its demo-
graphic figure, as it accounts for nearly 60 percent of the world popu-
lation, and has seven of the world’s most populous countries (ESCAP 
2016). This situation significantly determines the share of global labor 
supply, as well as the size of consumption markets. It is found that 
between the 1980s and early 2000s, the world’s labour supply almost 
doubled; in 2012, this labor pool included 3 billion workers; and about 
50 percent of the new labor supply came from Asia. At the same time, 
the growth rate of new workforce declined in the Western World (Torres 
2013; Freeman 2010). This demographic power of Asia is globally sig-
nificant because, as the region’s rising economic expansion absorbs its 
workforce, there is increasing global competition for human resources 
pools among non-Asian countries, especially due to the aging population 
in developed nations.

All of the above economic indicators of Asia—including its increas-
ing share of global GDP, enhancement of average per capita income, ris-
ing number of middle-class population, huge expansion of consumption 
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markets, establishment of major financial institutions, and global share 
of workforce or labor supply—demonstrate the rising economic power 
and influence of Asia with significant implications for the existing world 
economic order based on Western (especially American) dominance. 
Beyond the rising significance of Asia’s economic power, the region also 
has increasingly become highly influential in military power as it accounts 
for 3–4 nuclear powers (China, India, Pakistan, and North Korea), 
potential for more permanent memberships (beyond China) in the 
UN Security Council (India and Japan), large size of military establish-
ments, and huge arsenal of modern weapons challenging Western powers 
(Kurlantzick 2011).

While the discussion above offers credible evidence—including ris-
ing economic supremacy, demographic significance, and military/secu-
rity power—of legitimacy for claiming the Asian Century, there are many 
questions, controversies, and limitations that need to be seriously taken 
into consideration. In fact, there are scholars who question whether 
there is or will be an Asian Century after all (Sommer 2006; Groff 2012; 
Kurlantzick 2011).

Questioning the Asian Century: Origins, Challenges 
and Hazards

First, how ‘Asian’ (indigenous) is the Asian Century? In addition to the 
role played by internal stakeholders (especially the state), there are major 
exogenous factors accounting for Asian high economic performance, 
including the global capitalist integration of national economies, infiltra-
tion of transnational capital (e.g. foreign investment), and rapid expan-
sion of information technologies. The origins of most of these factors are 
Western (i.e., non-Asian). For instance, it was found in 2006 that among 
the largest 500 MNCs investing in Asia and contributing to its economic 
growth and employment, about 179 were American and 148 European, 
and they operated in all major sectors, including energy, car manufac-
turing, pharmaceuticals, banking, information technology, and so on 
(El-Ojeili and Hayden 2006, p. 65).

In China, foreign-invested enterprises account for more than 50 per-
cent of its exports and imports, 30 percent of industrial output, 22 per-
cent of industrial profits, and 10 percent of employment (World Bank 
2010). Some empirical studies demonstrate that in 2004, the exports 
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of foreign-invested enterprises in China was $339 billion, which rep-
resented 57 percent of the country’s total exports (Zhang 2005, p. 1). 
From their study on FDI, Han and Guo (2004, p. 58) conclude that 
rapid economic growth in China “is a result of both internal forces 
(continuing improvements of human capital and upward momentum 
of growth) and external forces (large foreign capital inflows)” (Han and 
Guo 2004, p. 57). This is also the case in other Asian countries with 
high growth rates. Thus, the current unprecedented rate of economic 
growth in Asia (one of the main benchmarks for claiming the Asian 
Century) could have been impossible without the massive influx of for-
eign investment and technology transfer.

In addition, the Asian model of development guiding contemporary 
economic policies, institutions and activities is largely based on a Western 
outlook of progress that prioritises utilitarian economic growth, compe-
tition, and consumerism. The benchmarks and achievements of current 
Asian development initiatives are in line with a Western-style industri-
alisation of economy, modernisation of society, and urbanisation of liv-
ing. Even consumption patterns are rapidly changing in major Asian 
cities based on a Western-centric globalised lifestyle. It is observed that 
with the rapid economic and income growth and rise of consumerism, 
there is a dramatic shift in Asian diets from traditional local foods to 
more Western-style foods (Pingali 2004; EIU 2011). By 2002, the share 
of supermarkets in processed or packaged food market reached 33 per-
cent in Southeast Asia and 63 percent in East Asia, and there has been 
a drastic increase in fast-food chains in these regions (Pingali 2004). 
Similarly, between 2000 and 2014, Asian demand (as percentage of 
global demand) drastically increased from 14 percent to 36.8 percent for 
imported telecoms and IT equipment, from 10 percent to 22 percent 
for domestic electrical appliances, from 12.5 percent to 29 percent for 
audio and video equipment, and from 8 percent to 41 percent for car 
sales (EIU 2011, pp. 8–9).

Second, how homogeneous and convergent or conflict-free are Asian 
countries to generalise them under the Asian Century banner? In real-
ity, Asian countries are extremely heterogeneous in terms of their ter-
ritorial and population size, level of economic development, political 
systems, and so on. For instance, Asia has countries with some of the 
world’s largest (e.g., China and India) and smallest (e.g., Singapore and 
Maldives) territorial size; and largest (e.g., China and India) and small-
est population size (e.g., Brunei and Maldives). With regard to the level 
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of development, there is significant diversity. While Japan, Singapore, 
and South Korea can be categorised as high-income developed nations, 
China, Malaysia, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Indonesia and the Philippines are 
considered middle-income countries, India, Vietnam, and Indonesia 
are categorized as developing countries, and Cambodia, Bangladesh, 
Myanmar, and Nepal are considered low-income countries (Regnier 
2011; Coclanis and Doshi 2000).

There are significant political differences within Asia as well. While 
there are presidential systems of democracy in South Korea, Indonesia 
and the Philippines; there are parliamentary systems in Japan, India, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Malaysia. Meanwhile, communist govern-
ments rule in China, Vietnam, and North Korea and there are absolute 
monarchies in Brunei, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia (Coclanis and Doshi 
2000; Regnier 2011).

These forms of territorial, demographic, economic, political, and ide-
ological diversities have implications for conceptualising a common Asian 
identity inherent in the idea of Asian Century. For instance, while it may 
give a greater sense of pride to economically affluent and/or territorially 
and demographically influential nations (e.g., Japan, Korea, China, and 
India), the Asian Century may not bear much meaning to economically 
poor and/or small-size powerless countries (e.g., Laos, Cambodia, and 
Maldives). There are, in fact, tendencies of exercising power and influ-
ence by regional powers, such as India and China, which are often per-
ceived by neighbors (e.g. Taiwan, Hong Kong, Bhutan, Nepal) as unjust 
or unfair, sparking intra-regional tensions. The sense of Asian solidarity 
or unity needed to claim the validity of the Asian Century is also ques-
tionable, as there are various forms of cross-national conflicts in Asia. 
Although the Cold-War hostility has subsided, there are still uneasy rela-
tionships between China, Vietnam and North Korea and non-commu-
nist countries in Asia. More importantly, there are severe deep-rooted 
and historically inherited tensions between Pakistan and India, between 
South and North Koreas, between Taiwan and China, between Japan 
and China, and among Iran, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Israel. All of these 
intra-regional tensions, conflicts, and even wars pose serious challenges 
to the realisation of the Asia Century.

Third, the model of Asian development associated with the Asian 
Century has potential adverse consequences that should be explored and 
seriously taken into consideration. For instance, in the process of achiev-
ing high economic performance, the situation worsened for many Asian 
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countries with regard to external economic dependency, financial crises, 
economic inequality, social exclusion, and environmental degradation. 
All of these adverse consequences may render the possibility of the Asian 
Century unrealisable.

During the recent decades of Asia’s spectacular economic growth 
accelerated by huge foreign direct investment, the degree of foreign 
ownership increased and the patterns of production, consumption, 
and workforce development were adjusted to facilitate such export-led 
growth. In the process of integrating national economies into the trans-
national capitalist system, external dependence and vulnerability accentu-
ated for most Asian countries. As some of these countries experienced 
severe challenges of financial crises in the late 1990s, the rescue opera-
tion through foreign loans expanded their external debt, which worsened 
their external dependency further. It is reported that the total external 
foreign debt of Indonesia is $133.8 billion, India $107.9 billion, China 
$84.2 billion, and the Philippines $54.2 billion (Worldatlas 2017).

Another concern related to economic-growth-driven Asian develop-
ment is the worsening situation of income inequality. Although most 
countries in major regions of Asia experienced a significant reduction in 
the level of poverty during 1990–2010 (United Nations 2013), by 2006, 
the number of people living in urban slums reached 550 million in Asia 
(El-Ojeili and Hayden 2006), which could be largely due to the rapid 
urbanisation and growing urban-rural disparity and economic inequal-
ity. Some recent studies on the rising inequality of per capita income 
measured by the Gini Coefficient, found that between the 1990s and 
2000s, the Asia-wide Gini coefficient increased from 39 to 46, much 
worse than the OECD countries with figures ranging between 25 and 
35 (ADB 2012, pp. 50–52). In China, in particular, the Gini coefficient 
increased from 32.4 in 1990 to 43.4 in 2008 (ADB 2012, p. 45). Thus, 
while growth-led development in Asia has drawn global attention for 
three decades, its adverse consequences for worsening inequality creates 
doubts in the actual virtue of such development.

In addition, the rapid pace of urbanisation, industrialisation, and 
hazardous production and consumption, which has been an integral 
part of high economic growth rates in Asia, has serious implications for 
the regional and global environment. As discussed above, in East and 
Southeast Asia, there has been an unprecedented expansion of consump-
tion markets for environmentally hazardous processed foods, electronic 
appliances, and automobiles. It is no surprise that between 1990 and 
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2010, the amount of CO2 emission increased from 1 billion to 3 billion 
metric tons in South Asia and 3 billion to 9 billion metric tons in East 
Asia (United Nations 2013, p. 44). It is reported by the WWF (2012, 
p. 32) that during the recent two decades (period of high economic 
growth) in the Asia-Pacific region, extensive coastal development (where 
intensive foreign investment was made) led to “the destruction of many 
major coastal habitats, including corals, mangroves, seagrasses, wetlands, 
and salt marshes”. It was also estimated that by 2015, China and India 
were likely to have the highest Ecological Footprints (indicator of eco-
logical degradation) amounting to 37 percent of the global increase, and 
that countries like Japan, Indonesia, Pakistan, and South Korea were to 
be among the world’s top 20 countries with high Ecological Footprints 
(WWF 2012, p. 25). The point here is that the environmental costs of 
Asia’s intensive economic growth based on hazardous industrialisation 
and urban development deserve serious attention, and may lead us to 
ponder whether the economistic model of Asian development associated 
with the Asian Century is unquestionably praiseworthy from an ecologi-
cal point of view.

Centrality of the State and Public Governance in Asian 
Development

This chapter has already highlighted that state-centric public govern-
ance has played a most crucial role in the rise in Asian development. In 
particular, in East Asian cases (e.g., Korea, Japan, China and Taiwan), 
the statist tradition is widely accepted due to a Confucian administra-
tive culture that prescribes a paternalist mode of governance in which 
the bureaucratic elites are encouraged to play a key role in policy-making 
role (Cheung 2012). In contrast, “free market explanations” have been 
rejected by many scholars (Petras and Hui 1991). However, it is nec-
essary to explore more diverse interpretations to deal with other Asian 
regions (especially South and Southeast Asia) and to locate (at least 
briefly) the patterns of public governance in its historical evolution and 
formation.



52   M. Shamsul Haque

Historical Formations of the State and Public Governance

First, during the colonial phase of the state and governance in different 
parts of Asia, the formation of the “colonial state” led to the replacement 
or drastic restructuring of pre-colonial governing systems characterised 
by the dominance of Europeans exercising an indirect rule, often co-
opting the native elite from local affluent families (Cooke 2003). Under 
the colonial state, the administrative system reflected certain Weberian 
bureaucratic principles (hierarchy, technical qualification, and rule of law) 
but adjusted to the local social and cultural contexts (Harris 1990). Such 
a framework of governance could be observed under the British colonial 
rule in South and Southeast Asia (Common 2001). In line with the pri-
ority of law and order and administrative discipline under the colonial 
rule, the centralised hierarchical structures also characterised the Dutch 
rule in Indonesia, the Spanish rule in the Philippines and the French rule 
in Indochina (Harris 1990; Sharp 1954).

Second, the post-colonial phase witnessed certain variations in the for-
mations of the state and governance among the Asian regions. In South 
Asia, the state was defined as a “post-colonial state” dominated by the 
bureaucratic-military oligarchy which came to exercise significant auton-
omy from dominant social forces and to mediate between diverse power 
blocs (Alavi 1972). Very similar frameworks of state governance emerged 
in countries like Thailand (and perhaps Indonesia) which was character-
ised as a “bureaucratic polity” (Riggs 1966). However, the most widely 
discussed postcolonial state formation is the so-called “developmental 
state” in East and Southeast Asia (especially Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, 
and Singapore, and Malaysia), which possesses features such as a central-
ised structure, interventionist roles, alliances with the private sector, and 
a competent bureaucracy (see, Pierre Chap. 13 of this volume; Vu 2007; 
Loh 2005). Among these major postcolonial frameworks of state gov-
ernance in South, East and Southeast Asia, the most common feature of 
the administrative system is its interventionist developmental role which 
received priority in the postcolonial context and required rapid socio-
economic development in decolonised societies lacking private entrepre-
neurs and functional market systems.

Third, in line with the contemporary globalisation of transnational 
capital, disenchantment with the state-centric model, proliferation of 
pro-market (neoliberal) ideology, and triumph of market forces, the cur-
rent phase of state formation is largely interpreted as the “neoliberal 
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state”. This neoliberal state prescribes the reduction or restructuring of 
governance in favor of a greater primary role played by business enter-
prises and other non-state actors (Robinson 2001; Liow 2011). Under 
such a neoliberal state, the domain of public governance tends to pur-
sue pro-market policies (e.g., privatisation, deregulation, liberalisation), 
facilitation of the business sector’s role, and businesslike reforms in pub-
lic management such as managerial autonomy, financial discretion, and 
performance-based management, which are encapsulated as the so-called 
New Public Management (NPM). Most countries in Asia, including the 
communist governments of China and Vietnam, have been affected by 
the global trends of such a market-centric neoliberal state formation and 
businesslike public management, and at least partially, they embraced 
some of the basic tenets of this market-led state and governance (Khoo 
2005; Common 2001).

In adopting this neoliberal mode of governance, governments in Asia 
were not only persuaded often by domestic experiences of public sector 
crises and public demands for alternatives, they were considerably pres-
sured or influenced by international agencies such as the IMF, the World 
Bank, the UNDP, the WTO, and bilateral donors (Regnier 2011; Loh 
2005; UNDP 2005). For instance, some of these agencies provided 
financial assistance to carry out reforms in public policies, organisa-
tions, finance, and management in countries such as Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand, 
and Vietnam (UNDP 2005; World Bank 2004).

In the above context, most countries in Asia embraced the market-
driven model of public governance despite their cross-national varia-
tions in the degree of adopting different dimensions of the model. For 
instance, Bangladesh, South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, and 
the Philippines introduced reforms such as privatisation, outsourcing, 
managerial autonomy result-based budgets, performance measures, and 
so on (UNDP 2005; ADB 2011b). Although Indonesia and Japan have 
been relatively slow in reforming the public sector, they adopted some 
divestment initiatives, autonomous administrative units, target-based 
budgeting, result-oriented management, and performance measurement 
(ADB 2011b). Under the communist system, China and Vietnam also 
introduced drastic market-driven reforms to downsize ministries and 
departments, privatise state enterprises, outsource services, devolve finan-
cial management, and create businesslike administrative units (Xue and 
Zhong 2012; Vasavakul 2002).
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The Developmental State and the Asian Century

The above discussion on the historical stages of evolving modes of gov-
ernance demonstrates considerable shifts in its nature and role in Asia. 
However, it is the developmental state model that has been allegedly 
central to the realisation of rapid economic development, especially in 
East and Southeast Asia. Despite the recent trend towards the neoliberal 
pro-market restructuring of the state in Asia discussed above, there is still 
a common tendency among scholars to highlight the continuing role of 
developmental states in pursuing the so-called “governed market” model 
in the region (Cheung 2012, p. 211). This section of the chapter deline-
ates the basic features of such a developmental state and its current sta-
tus within the prevalent context dominated by transnational corporations 
and global and regional markets.

In general, the features of a developmental state in Asia include: (a) 
a close intermingling between the state and the market (in a governed 
market system); (b) collaboration and interlocking between the pub-
lic and private sectors without losing each sector’s autonomy; (c) the 
state’s role to network and negotiate with diverse business groups while 
maintaining its distance from their sectional interests; (d) existence of a 
centralised but meritocratic and capable bureaucracy endowed with con-
siderable autonomy; and (e) policy priority in favor of economic growth 
and industrialisation (Painter 2005; Ahn 2004; Mabasa and Mqolomba 
2016). Under the developmental state, while the state bureaucracy is 
characterised by meritocracy, competence-based recruitment, competi-
tive remuneration, and permanent tenure, it goes “beyond the Weberian 
ideal by promoting linkages with private actors, particularly business and, 
ideally, labor as well” (Doner et al. 2005, p. 335).

Some scholars conducting studies on state bureaucracy in the 1960s 
and 1970s, highlighted the developmental role of public bureaucracy 
in developing countries like India, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, and 
Singapore, which they interpreted as “development administration” 
involved in long-term development plans related to nation-building 
and economic development through decentralisation and participation 
(Polidano 1999; Wong 2004; Hsueh 1970). The developmental state 
and development administration emerged in certain historical contexts in 
Asia, such as the ideological acceptance of state intervention, the need 
for rapid socioeconomic modernisation in the postcolonial atmosphere, 
and the established tradition of a centralised paternalistic government as 
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found in Confucian political culture (Onis 1991; Mabasa and Mqolomba 
2016; Painter 2005).

Among Asian countries, there is a greater consensus about the exist-
ence of a developmental state in Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and 
Singapore, whereas Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand 
are categorised as intermediate developmental states (Ahn 2004; Doner 
et al. 2005; Beeson 2001). More recently, communist countries, such 
as China and Vietnam, are being interpreted as developmental states 
(Regnier 2011). In communist China, in particular, there are relevant 
signs of a developmental state, including the Confucian political culture 
legitimising state control, massive pro-market reforms carried out under 
the auspices of the state, utmost priority given to rapid economic growth 
or development, state-led but pro-market industrial strategies and trade 
policies, and export-led industrialisation (Mabasa and Mqolomba 2016). 
Thus, “most scholars contend that China only became a developmental 
state after commencing its economic reforms” (Mabasa and Mqolomba 
2016, p. 78).

The limitation of the abovementioned views of the proponents of the 
developmental state and its continuing role in Asia’s economic develop-
ment is relatively insensitive to the real-life scenario of state and public 
governance that has undergone significant, market-driven reforms rein-
forcing the primacy of market forces in the region. In this regard, Beeson 
(2001, p. 490) emphasizes that even if the distinctive characteristics of 
the developmental state are less prevalent in cases like Korea and Japan, 
“it is entirely possible that they will continue because they are so deeply 
institutionalised”. Kim (2011, p. 168) also suggests that “Asian develop-
mental states have quite resiliently adapted to neoliberal globalization. . . 
Asian developmental states would never give up control of their econo-
mies for neoliberal restructuring. Works on Korea also point out that the 
developmental state in that nation has neither disappeared nor become 
weakened.”

However, such strong statements in favor of the usual continuation 
of developmental state and governance seem to overlook the reality of 
drastic market-led policy reforms (privatisation, deregulation, and liber-
alisation) and pro-business restructuring of public sector management 
(outsourcing, agencification, and managerial autonomisation) adopted 
by Asian states. Thus, there is certainly a need for more critical rigor-
ous, studies on the changing nature and role of the state and governance 
in Asia and its implications for the realisation of the Asian Century. In 
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particular, if Asia’s remarkable economic development has resulted from 
the role played by the developmental state, any significant change in such 
a state formation would be likely to affect the sustainability of economic 
development.

Indigenising Public Governance for an Authentic Asian 
Century

It has been discussed in this chapter that the rise of the Asian Century 
debate has been largely based on Asia’s spectacular economic perfor-
mance in terms of the growing regional share of global GDP, increasing 
per capita income, expansive consumption markets, comparative advan-
tage in large demographic size (human capital), and creation of multi-
lateral institutions. While all these positive economic evidences appear to 
be in favour of claiming the Asian Century, there are other major factors 
that raise questions about this claim. For instance, export-led economic 
growth tends to perpetuate Asia’s external dependency, worsened fur-
ther by external foreign debt. In the process of economic growth, most 
Asian countries have experienced increased levels of income inequality. In 
addition, growth-led development based on hazardous industrialisation 
and urbanisation has serious implications for regional and global envi-
ronmental degradation. In this regard, some scholars highlight some of 
the undesirable consequences of rapid economic development under the 
developmental state in China, such as “income inequalities, environmen-
tal degradation . . . rural poverty, massive urban migration, the repres-
sion of worker rights, and the reduction of social security nets for the 
poor” (Mabasa and Mqolomba 2016, p. 78). All of these negative conse-
quences of the Asian model of economic development deserve due atten-
tion in appraising the Asian Century.

Behind the Asian economic miracles is the leading role played by the 
state and public governance. Thus, the chapter has analysed the nature 
and role of the state and governance in Asia at three historical phases 
of state formation, including the colonial state, the postcolonial devel-
opmental state, and the incipient neoliberal state. However, as there is a 
common tendency among Asian scholars to highlight the continuing role 
of the developmental state in achieving rapid economic development, the 
chapter illustrates the main tenets of such a state, and suggests the need 
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for exploring how the developmental state may have been restructured 
by recent drastic market-oriented reforms in governance.

In order to overcome the limits of the Asian development model 
underlying the Asian Century, it is essential to transcend the narrow 
economistic view of development and redefine it as a more multidimen-
sional concept covering political, cultural and environmental concerns as 
well. It should be a development model that does not accentuate exter-
nal dependency, income inequality, and environmental degradation. 
The realisation of such development would also require an appropriate 
framework of governance that is indigenously constructed in line with 
local needs and realities of Asian countries—it should not be externally 
imposed by international actors as found in the case of colonial-bureau-
cratic, postcolonial-developmental, and current neoliberal public man-
agement models of governance discussed in this chapter.

Such externally inherited or imposed administrative models cre-
ated wide-ranging gaps between administration and society. As the bor-
rowed administrative models lacked indigenous roots, their application 
to governance often produced dysfunctional outcomes such as exces-
sive bureaucratic power and administrative elitism in many Asian coun-
tries (Cheung 2005; Abueva 1970). Similarly, the values of imposed or 
imitated Western administrative models (e.g., efficiency, specialisation, 
impartiality, and meritocracy) are compatible with Western cultural 
norms (e.g., individualism, division of labor, competition and achieve-
ment), but they mismatch with Asian cultural values, including col-
lective values, paternalism, loyalty, seniority, and reciprocity (Cheung 
2005; Sharp 1954; Harris 1990). Thus, there is a need for contextual-
ising (indigenising) public administration systems in Asia, but there are 
serious challenges or constraints in building indigenous administrative 
knowledge.

Challenges to indigenising public administration include, first, the 
continuing colonial legacy in academic research on Asian public admin-
istration that assumes the superiority of Western knowledge and back-
wardness of local knowledge (see, Moloney Chap. 11 of this volume; 
Candler et al. 2010). There is also the dominance (epistemic colonial-
ism) of the US over the public administration field which discourages 
the recognition of national and local experiences (Candler et al. 2010). 
Another barrier to indigenisation is the fact that there is inadequate rep-
resentation of Asia in knowledge production in the public administra-
tion field—comparative studies on the field’s leading journals show that 
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there are serious degrees of underrepresentation of Asia-focused articles, 
Asian scholars as authors, and Asian academics as editors and editorial 
board members (Ko and Prameswaren 2010). In addition, most of the 
premier journals and book publishers are located in Western countries, 
especially the US and the UK. Thus, in building indigenous knowledge 
and profession of public governance and administration in Asia, it is 
imperative to deconstruct Western-centric intellectual hegemony, utilise 
Asian local knowledge, and expand Asian representation in research and 
publications.

In short, while we must recognise Asia’s remarkable economic 
achievements and perhaps support the idea of the Asian Century as a fair 
ideational alternative to the past British Century and American Century, 
we should still unbundle this grand claim of the Asian Century. It is 
crucial to objectively assess the validity and consequence of its inherent 
economic development model and to explore the nature and limits of 
its supporting modes of public governance. Proceeding a step further, 
we may need to rethink the Asian development model, make it more 
context-driven and people-centered, explore a more indigenous mode of 
governance to enforce the new development model, and thus, make the 
Asian Century truly Asian.
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CHAPTER 4

Weber and Confucius in East Asia: The 
Great Experiment

Jill L. Tao

Introduction

Nations in East Asia have a long tradition of what has been referred to as 
“Confucian bureaucratic culture” (Frederickson 2002, p. 614). This has 
been both a point of pride and contention for these nations as they have 
moved from traditional societies, in a Weberian sense, to more modern, 
post-industrial economies and more democratic political regimes. China, 
however, despite its historical role as the source of Confucian thought, 
teachings and influence, has rejected the tenets of Confucian teach-
ing more severely than its neighbors, South Korea and Japan. Especially 
under former Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong, Confucian 
philosophy and the so-called ‘feudal thinking’ that it epitomised were 
rejected, and later during the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s, more 
radical rejection was associated with violence (Bianco 1971).

In Korea, in the aftermath of the Korean conflict of the early 
1950s, the government was reeling from the effects of the war, and 
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was compelled to essentially start from scratch. Building a new Korean 
national identity was both a response to the attack from the north  
(e.g. how is the South different from the North? It was previously one 
people, and is now two) and a rejection of the years of occupation by the 
Japanese and subsequent military rule by the US after the end of World 
War II (Kim 2012). The country’s most recent indigenous governing 
system had been during the late Choseon Dynasty (ending in 1897), 
which, towards its end, had seen increasing criticism of the formalism 
that had become synonymous with the behavior of the ruling elite. This 
critique was captured by Sil-hak, a Confucian reform movement that 
emphasised ‘practical learning’ and a more egalitarian approach to rule 
(see Kim 2012, pp. 219–220, on the writings of Chong Yak-yong). It is 
important to note that this critique was not a rejection of Confucianism, 
simply a shift in focus to attempt to create a more flexible system of 
governing that could adapt to the rapid changes that were occurring in 
Korea at that time. So when a new government formed in the 1950s, 
it incorporated several influences from outside of Korea, but it had an 
essential Confucian core that remained intact.

Both China and Korea have been influenced at different points in the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries by the writings of Max Weber, espe-
cially in the field of public administration. But Weber, who is often seen as 
the spokesperson for modernisation, is perceived as both a student and a 
critic of Confucianism and its ‘bureaucratising effects’ on society. As both 
China and Korea search for ways in which their provision of public service 
might be improved, each nation has expressed some ambivalence toward 
Weberian perspectives. This ambivalence can be traced to two sources: 
one, an attempt to protect what is seen as an indigenous system of gov-
erning, and therefore, one that is more culturally appropriate; and two, 
a misreading, perhaps, of what Weber’s ideal types mean for ‘Confucian 
bureaucratic culture’. However, there may be far less distance between 
Confucius and Weber than one might think. This chapter will attempt to 
examine Confucian approaches to governing within two different con-
texts: within Korea, where these approaches have never quite been fully 
rejected; and within China, where the rejection was absolute and highly 
political. These contexts will be examined through Weber’s depictions of 
modernisation, or the ‘rationalisation of value spheres’, which includes 
a depiction of bureaucracy as an ideal type. The ways in which Weber’s 
depiction of this ideal type differ from traditional authority approaches 
may offer some insight into where the mismatch between Confucian sys-
tems of thought and Weberian ideals can cause confusion. I will then use 
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the perception of corruption to illustrate how this conflict in ideals mani-
fests this confusion, and then will highlight some practical implications for 
policy.

China and the West and Confucianism

Chinese intellectuals were no strangers to the writings of German philos-
ophers at the turn of the twentieth century (Bianco 1971). But the West, 
in contrast, knew remarkably little about China, partly because of the 
isolationist stance of the country over long periods of time, including a 
ban on international trade during the Ming dynasty. Max Weber, with his 
publication of several essays on the world’s religions, was actually respon-
sible for a resurgence in interest in China and Confucianism, especially 
within Europe. But much of his writing, and indeed, the basis for his 
conclusions about modernisation and the rise of capitalism in the West, 
but not in the East, were based on very limited sources: poorly trans-
lated, and often unsubstantiated accounts of life inside China (Radkau 
2011). That said, Weber’s inductive approach to his development of the-
ories of human behavior and social structures have incorporated a per-
spective on bureaucracy that uses China as a heuristic for understanding 
traditional legitimacy. This reasoning is based on his understanding of 
Confucianism and the role it played in Chinese society and government. 
One of the key characteristics that Weber examines is the prevalence of 
bureaucratic forms and the relative importance of bureaucrats within 
Chinese society.

Weber’s conception of bureaucracy is an oft cited and as often mis-
understood notion of the social structure that exercises authority within 
a given society. The roots for this conception were developed over 
a period of many years, and mostly as commentary on the logical pro-
gression of ‘modernisation’ and the rise of capitalism. These ideas were 
most famously articulated in his seminal work The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, originally published in 1905 shortly after his 
first (and only) visit to the United States (Coser 1977, pp. 237–239). 
The theme of this work was by no means unique to Weber (see Felix 
Rachfahl’s critique for a notable list, nicely summarised by Chalcraft and 
Harrington 2001, pp. 89–90). But his reasoning was focused, as noted 
by Radkau (2011), on a moralistic core in the public sphere:
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“What was at issue was …how the connection between Protestantism and 
capitalism should be conceived. The idea suggested itself that the link 
between the two was not so direct but passed through a shared third ele-
ment. And for an educated liberal this was likely to be the Enlightenment 
and modern science, both of which had developed mainly on the ground 
of Protestantism that was also especially favourable to the advance of 
secularism. However, it is precisely vis-à-vis Rachfahl’s alternative pic-
ture of the genesis of capitalism that the distinctiveness of Weber’s thesis 
appears most sharply. For Weber sought the origins of capitalism not in 
the Enlightenment and the process of secularization, nor in the dissolution 
of religious attachments, but on the contrary in religious passion…he was 
convinced that the modern vocational ethic must have sprung from a pow-
erful instinctual force, and he located this neither in the Enlightenment 
nor in philosophical idealism but in the realm of religion. (p. 185)

For Weber, the connection between religious fervor and vocation 
remained a powerful link, one belied by later interpretations of the ‘ideal’ 
bureaucrat as ‘relentlessly objective’. The times were those of Frederick 
Taylor and the machine, the ultimate manifestation of a perfect work 
ethic for some, but not for Weber. He was, at best, ambivalent about the 
future of modern society and its embrace of capitalism, and the specter 
of the iron cage was his harbinger for the modern industrial worker. This 
is why his later work turned east, to more ‘traditional societies’ with dis-
tinct roots for bureaucratic systems.

Weber’s Ideal Manifestations of Authority

Weber’s notion of the ‘ideal type’ of legal-rational authority was bureau-
cracy, and as an ideal type, it had certain characteristics that helped 
manifest the theoretical underpinnings of this kind of legitimacy. The 
main characteristics are six, as put forward in the Gerth and Mills trans-
lation (1946) and focus on the primacy of rules, the importance of 
expertise, and the application of reason to the execution of one’s duties 
(pp. 196–198). As the name implies, the basis for authority in the modern 
state was a body of law, or rules, that carried power quite separately from 
the body or individuals who were responsible for the drafting of the law 
or rules. It is this dispossession of the law that gives it an objective nature, 
which Weber refers to as follows: “The theory of modern public admin-
istration, for instance, assumes that the authority to order certain matters 
by decree—which has been legally granted to public authorities—does 
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not entitle the bureau to regulate the matter by commands given for each 
case, but only to regulate the matter abstractly” (Gerth and Mills 1946,  
p. 198). In other words, there should be an overarching principle that can 
be applied in a general fashion to cases that are deemed similar.

Weber’s conception of the nature of this ‘modern officialdom’ dif-
fered from ‘traditional’ systems in this separation of law from its makers. 
As he explains,

Bureaucracy, thus understood, is fully developed in political and ecclesiasti-
cal communities only in the modern state, and, in the private economy, 
only in the most advanced institutions of capitalism. Permanent and public 
office authority, with fixed jurisdiction, is not the historical rule, but the 
exception. This is so even in large political structures such as those of the 
ancient Orient, the Germanic and Mongolian empires of conquest, or of 
many feudal structures of state. In all these cases, the ruler executes the 
most important measures through personal trustees, table-companions, or 
court-servants. (Gerth and Mills 1946, p. 196)

Weber saw repudiation of certain components of ‘traditional bureau-
cracy’ as necessary for true modernisation to take place. In particular, 
he saw he personal nature of law and power in traditional societies as 
being antithetical to the modern state. The modern state was, in his eyes, 
a manifestation of rationalisation, where cause and effect were linked in 
a systematic way, and this meant that the individual must be capable of 
engaging in this process in order to function properly in society.

In his study of the world’s religions, which included Taoism and 
Confucianism, he saw societies that had developed such religions as capa-
ble of becoming modern and achieving rationalisation. Eisenstadt (1986) 
called such societies ‘axial’ in reference to what Jaspers (1948) called ‘the 
Axial Age’. But, as Bellah (1999) states:

Rationalizing potentialities exist in all the axial civilizations, but, accord-
ing to Weber, it was several tendencies within Western Civilization that 
led to the decisive breakthrough into modernity, the third of his major 
evolutionary stages, one characterized by a high degree of rationaliza-
tion in every sphere and the increasing disjunction between the spheres. 
Although Weber used the term “capitalism” as his most frequent way of 
referring to modern society, he by no means considered economics the key 
to the entire complex. He attributed to the Protestant Reformation, par-
ticularly in its Calvinist and sectarian forms, a key role in the emergence 
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of modernity; especially through its relentless criticism of magic and its 
methodical organization of ethical life in an effort to transform the world. 
(Bellah 1999, p. 279)

The ‘spheres’ Bellah references here and their ‘disjunction’ are key to 
grasping how Weber sees a ‘modern’ bureaucracy as opposed to a ‘tra-
ditional’ one. There are six spheres: the kinship sphere: the economic 
sphere; the religious sphere; the erotic sphere; the political sphere; and 
the intellectual sphere (Oakes 2003, p. 29). As society evolves, these 
spheres separate and become ever more distinct, and tensions between 
them can drive an evolution to a new social form. In more traditional 
societies, such as China, Weber interpreted much of what he read as 
overlap between spheres, and the importance of the kinship sphere in all 
others was not conducive to modernisation in his eyes. This is why he 
concluded that China, while it embraced Confucian norms, would never 
become a ‘capitalist’ society, since the bonds of kinship would prohibit 
business relations with those outside one’s own circle. Kinship enables 
a given group to exercise its own authority over members, meting out 
punishment, for example, for transgressions against other members. This 
is why one only engages with others from the same group—authority 
ends at the group’s edge, and the norms and expectations of behavior are 
different beyond that boundary. Thus there is no recourse for enforcing 
an obligation beyond the limits of kinship. For Weber, modern capitalism 
required the ability to move beyond kinship boundaries by recognising 
and honoring the rules of external trade.

There are two important observations to make of Weber’s conclu-
sions. The first is his underestimation of China’s size, complexity and 
diversity. To say there is ‘one China’ or a unified ‘Chinese’ approach to 
conducting affairs of business or state is a caricature that does little jus-
tice to the China of Weber’s time or the modern version. Weber saw the 
importance of kinship ties within Chinese society as emblematic of a feu-
dal society (a view with which Mao concurred), and therefore a barrier to 
modernisation. This was only partly true, since there were places within 
China where such ties were looser than in others, the coastal regions 
and urban areas, for example, where international trade was vigorous 
and lively. But for Weber, rooted in the European transition to a more 
technologically and industrially driven society, the bonds of kinship were 
shackles rather than supports.
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The second observation is with regard to Weber’s conception of evo-
lution. He is not saying more evolved forms are more desirable than 
traditional forms. He is simply describing what he sees as a progression 
from a less fragmented and perhaps more holistic societal arrangement to 
one that is more structurally diverse, where new social forms may create 
tension with older ones. These areas of tension appear to have held some 
fascination for Weber, since he saw them both as an impetus for progress 
(modern science, technological advances) and as a source of human mis-
ery (destruction of familial ties, social alienation, industrial loneliness). It 
is, as Radkau (2011) outlines, this perception of the capitalist motivation 
to accumulate wealth as an internalised drive, not something external, 
that leads Weber to his conception of the ‘iron cage’ in which modern 
man finds himself. And as the name implies, this is not necessarily a natu-
ral or comfortable place for mankind to be.

Confucius and Chinese Bureaucrats

Confucian thinking, as outlined in the Analects and in the works of later 
Song dynasty scholars, such as Zhuxi (朱熹) is articulated as an under-
standing of how people interact with the world around them (Rarick 
2007). It is the nature of this relationship between mankind and the nat-
ural world that serves to guide the relationships between people. What 
is natural is that which does not require learning, that which is innate. 
But how this manifests itself is through thought and emotion, which can 
have both positive and negative influences on the outside world. George 
Frederickson (2002) has articulated many of the principles of Confucian 
thought that hold interest for Western students of public administration, 
but he does not address Weber’s conceptions of ideal types in this discus-
sion. It is worthwhile, however, to revisit his perceptions of the impor-
tant tenets of Confucian systems of thinking and juxtapose these with 
both the Weberian ideal and the thinking of current Chinese intellectuals 
on Confucianism and its potential role in shaping public service.

Frederickson’s account of the Confucian approach to public service 
is introductory and broad, but it serves to highlight the distinctions 
between this approach and what Frederickson characterises as a ‘Western’ 
approach in some detail. He engages in this comparison through the 
lens of ethics and the idea of bureaucratic morality. He provides a break-
down of these differences by directly comparing ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ 
approaches to the characteristics of what he calls ‘bureaucratic morality’ 
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(Frederickson 2002, p. 623). He does so to illustrate the central focus 
of his article: understanding the role of the Confucian bureaucrat and 
his internalisation of a moral code of conduct. Frederickson highlights 
the important distinctions between behavior and intent, and how these 
manifest the characteristics of virtue. The most important distinction, in 
his opinion, is between intelligence (the recognition of right and wrong) 
and righteousness, which is doing right, as distinct from doing what is 
proper. Propriety is what has been accepted by society at large as appro-
priate behavior if one is doing right. But this distinction recognises that 
society can sometimes be wrong. As Frederickson puts it, “One is intel-
ligent if one knows that murder is wrong. One is righteous if one does 
not murder. It is especially important, however, that one does righteous 
things for the right reasons. Righteousness always trumps propriety, and 
the righteous act done with a pure and unselfish heart is greater than 
mere serviceable goodness” (pp. 621–622).

Although Frederickson refers to his list of characteristics as represent-
ing an ‘ideal type’ of Confucian thought, he does not reference Weber 
or his conceptions in his comparison. If one compares the characteris-
tics of the ideal bureaucracy to the characteristics of Confucian thought 
articulated here by Frederickson, however, there is one characteristic that 
seems consistently distinct (see Table 4.1). Confucian systems focus on 
virtue and its different types, and this forms the core that helps explain 
not just how people behave but how they should behave. It is inher-
ently normative and intended to be so. This is why Frederickson refers 
to his rendition as an ideal type. Weber’s ideal bureaucracy is also nor-
mative, but the norms articulated through bureaucracy’s characteristics 
are the logical outcomes of a society based on legal-rational authority. 
Thus, Weber is describing a system that should exist if such authority 
truly holds sway. It is a predicted future, based on a distinct set of values 
important to modernisation, and the supreme value is rationalisation.

As Table 4.1 illustrates, the Weberian ideal and the general under-
standing of ‘western’ conceptions have some overlap but there are 
important distinctions, especially with regard to Confucian concepts. 
Two concepts, in particular, are worth highlighting because they play 
an important role in understanding the following discussion of how 
Confucian values can lie underneath the surface of what appears to 
be ‘Western’ or ‘Weberian’ approaches to public authority. The first is 
with respect to the instruments of governance, and is discussed by 
Frederickson in some detail: that Western and Weberian conceptions are 
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similar, and constitute the basis of the ‘rule of law’, or as John Adams 
outlined in the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 
“A government of laws, not of men” (1780). The Confucian approach, 
however, places the instruments squarely in the hands of men, and this is 
rooted in the Confucian notion that man is part of nature and therefore 
inherently good (Rarick 2007). This distinction highlights the impor-
tance of the character of those who rule in a Confucian context, where 

Table 4.1  A modified comparison of approaches to bureaucratic morality in 
Weberian, Western and Confucian thought

Adapted from Frederickson (2002), p. 623. Weber’s tenets added by author

Subject Weberian thought Modern western 
thought

Confucian or East 
Asian thought

Instruments of 
governance

Laws, rules and 
documents (files)

Constitutions, laws, 
regulations

Man, judgment

Power From the law and 
reason

From authority, from 
position

From morality; from 
position, by example

Purpose To apply expertise to 
the proper imple-
mentation of rules

Efficiency, effective-
ness, equity

Understanding, to 
do good

Rules and roles Clear and 
hierarchical

Ambiguous Clear

Processes All management 
based on written 
documents (files). 
Strict separation 
between public and 
private resources

Good manage-
ment, total quality, 
scientific, decision 
making

Moral conventions, 
intuitive, judgmen-
tal, moral action

Values Expertise and 
rationality

Neutrality, policy 
advocacy

Virtue

Education Expertise Knowledge, skills Understanding, 
virtue

Structure Hierarchy and 
jurisdiction

Fluid, loosely cou-
pled, ambiguous

Hierarchy, clear

Qualities Vocation, judgment Competence, 
judgment

Virtue, judgment

Aspirations To master and rise 
(promotion)

To serve, to lead To do good

Standards Laws, rules, clear 
delineation and 
execution of tasks

Constitutions, laws, 
regulations, codes of 
ethics

Moral conventions, 
self-cultivation, 
virtue
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a good man1 may be the source of laws. In the Weberian context, the 
law has legitimacy because it comes through a vetting process that has 
been accepted by a majority of the people under its rule with appropriate 
representation across society. Therefore, no individual is above the law 
nor can he or she unilaterally change it. In the broader Western context, 
however, constitutions outline the distribution of power and its institu-
tions in society, and governance is thereby guided by whomever drafts 
such constitutions.

The second important distinction can be found in the processes used by 
bureaucrats. Within the Weberian context, bureaucrats are bound by two 
limits: rules and the separation of public and private spheres. A bureau-
crat is a public official, and therefore his or her private affairs have no place 
inside the office that he or she occupies. In the Western context, there is 
instead a collection of practices that emphasise the particular area of exper-
tise a particular bureaucrat may hold and exercise within the confines of his 
or her position. But in the Confucian context, the discretion of the indi-
vidual official reigns supreme. This is not necessarily a contradiction with 
the Weberian ideal, but the explicit distinction between rules and person 
is not articulated. Moral convention may be the external imposition of 
societal rules and values, but the source and relative worth of those values 
are decided by the individual. Thus, for two different individuals to come 
to the same conclusion, they would have to be educated in the same way 
and to have followed similar paths to the understandings that they bring to 
bear on a particular subject.

The conclusions that we may draw from such observations are as 
follows: first, these three types of officials (Weberian, western and 
Confucian) may look and behave in similar ways at first blush—all rec-
ognise hierarchy as a means for organising complex actions; all value 
education and experience and the knowledge such things impart; and 
all are concerned with carrying out their duties in ways that are seen by 
society to have merit. However, the second conclusion renders the first 
as superficial; the source of one’s legitimacy and therefore the reach of 
one’s power in Western and Weberian systems differs substantially from 
Confucian systems, especially in the Weberian context. An official has 
no jurisdiction outside of his or her position. For example, just because 
someone is a ranking bureaucrat does not necessarily make him or her a 
good parent. Parenting falls within the private sphere, and is irrelevant to 
whether one can fulfill his or her public duties. But within a Confucian 
system, such an expectation does exist. The duties that one performs at 
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home and in public are similar, and thereby behavior should reflect that 
similarity. This means that if one scolds a child for improper behavior, 
one may also scold a junior colleague in the same way. Thus, similari-
ties in structure and appearance between Weberian and Confucian sys-
tems are not necessarily indicative of the differences that lie beneath 
the surface. This is why examining the distinct environments where 
Confucianism has been attacked and embraced can provide a better 
understanding of how it is manifested in the behavior of public officials.

Modern China, Rejection and Return to Confucian 
Values

Mao’s rejection of Confucian ideals began much earlier than the overt 
campaign during the Cultural Revolution and the rule of the Gang of 
Four. As a student in Changsha and later as an organiser of peasant gue-
rilla units in the skirmishes between the early Communist recruits and 
the Kuomintang, Mao had been highly critical of ‘feudalism’, especially 
the components that perpetuated conditions of abject poverty for the 
poorest peasants and relative comfort for those who owned the land. The 
landed class was extremely diverse in China, with some landowners in 
the Western provinces living barely better than their tenants, where oth-
ers in the east and north fared much better (Bianco 1971). But the bur-
den of relatively rigid class structures was often cited as too difficult to 
reform in a better way, especially during a time of warfare. Mao saw this 
as an excuse, which he later referred to in his rejection of the Soviet and 
Marxist models of communism, where revolution lay in the hands of the 
urban labor class. China’s urban laborers were much better off than their 
peasant counterparts and knew it. Thus, they had little incentive to pur-
sue new structures, and were far too disparate to organise in a meaning-
ful way. Mao saw revolution as only possible with the peasantry, whose 
living conditions had deteriorated over the last part of the ninteenth and 
early parts of the twentieth century (Bianco 1971). Caught between 
starvation and crushing debt, they had little to lose. So, for Mao, the 
rejection of old class structures was in part a rejection of the Confucian 
value system: to seek virtue was a lofty ambition, but it was often used 
to hide less virtuous intentions. In the public sector, this often led to 
corruption and the entrenchment of an aristocracy that helped its own 
rather than seeking broader well-being (Adler 2011).
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After the revolution and the military victories of the Communists 
were cemented with the establishment of the People’s Republic of China 
in 1949, the rule of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) depended 
greatly on its ability to show that a newly reconstructed society would 
reap benefits unknown to previous generations. This meant a strong and 
thorough rejection of ‘feudal’ ways, which included redistributing land, 
often by force, and dealing harshly with those who objected. Confucian 
ideals and values were quickly determined to be too risky for those who 
wished to live longer lives, and so the revolution attempted to undo over 
2500 years of social conditioning within a relatively short time. The fact 
that the CCP was at all successful in this endeavor speaks volumes to 
both the tenacity and the use of both force and reward of early party 
leaders. It also clearly highlights the desperation of the peasants who sup-
ported them.

Aside from class structure there were specific components of the polit-
ical aspects of Confucianism to which the CCP objected. The deference 
to elders and gender-bias were key components, since both had been 
written into law over centuries, thus making change more difficult. By 
the time the Cultural Revolution had run its course, and at the height of 
the rule of the Gang of Four, Confucius and his teachings were held in 
such low regard that they were described as follows:

Confucius was a reactionary who doggedly defended slavery and whose 
doctrines have been used by all reactionaries, whether ancient or contem-
porary, Chinese or foreign, throughout the more than 2000 years since his 
time. The bourgeois careerist, renegade and traitor, Lin Piao was a thor-
ough devotee of Confucius and, like all the reactionaries in Chinese history 
on the road to their doom, he revered Confucius, opposed the Legalist 
School and attacked Chin Shih Wang, the first emperor of the Chin 
dynasty (221–207 B.C.). He used the doctrines of Confucius and Mencius 
as a reactionary ideological weapon in his plot to usurp Party leadership, 
seize state power and restore capitalism in China. (Adler 2011, p. 7)

The understanding of capitalism here is what might be called ‘crony capi-
talism’ today. This is very much in keeping with Weber’s perspective of 
the inability of a Confucian China to engage in modern markets, where 
trade occurs between strangers and transactions are driven by profit-max-
imisation for individuals and little else. The fusion between the political 
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and economic spheres was where Weber also found China lacking in its 
ability to modernise.

But the China of today is a far cry from either the China of Weber’s 
studies or Mao’s China. How have the ‘marketisation’ policies of the last 
twenty-five years affected Weber’s predicted future? Has China’s rejec-
tion of Confucian thinking helped make the opening of markets with 
international trading easier? This is a difficult question to answer with 
a simple examination of China’s recent history, which is never really 
simple. To offer what Weber called ‘understanding through opposi-
tion’ (Radkau 2011), it is perhaps constructive to compare what is cur-
rently articulated by Chinese scholars on approaches to management in 
the public sector—which oversees the opening of trade to other coun-
tries–with scholars’ views on management from a context that is still very 
much steeped in Confucian thinking, South Korea. By examining the 
context of public bureaucracies in South Korea, where neo-Confucianism 
ensconced many of the traditions against which Mao and the CCP railed, 
it will become clearer as to what Weber meant by ‘rationalisation’ and 
modernising the state, and why he saw Confucian states as unlikely to 
modernise.

Korea and Confucianism

Anyone who has visited South Korea within the last decade would have 
difficulty concluding that it was not a ‘modern’ state. With a high degree 
of urbanisation (91.6% of the population lives in urban areas, accord-
ing to a United Nations 2011 report), a highly efficient infrastructure, 
including global shipping and transportation capacity, South Korea func-
tions at most levels as part of the developed world. Its government is 
highly centralised and unitary, so the degree of control exercised by 
the national government over affairs of state and economy is consider-
able. Yet it has done so in apparent contradiction of Weber’s predictions, 
since the public sector (and indeed much of private sector corporations 
as well) has firm roots in Confucian ideals and values. So, was Weber 
wrong?

A closer examination of the Korean system may help answer this 
question. There is remarkably little literature on Confucian influ-
ences on Korean management, either public or private, and this in itself  
may be telling. But recent attempts to chronicle the history of pub-
lic service in Korea have generated some interesting observations.  
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Kim (2012) notes that in the 1990s, a growing interest in ‘Koreanisation’ 
of public administration developed, in addition to the idea of indigeni-
sation. As he explains, “The terms Koreanization and indigenization 
sound similar, but have slightly different connotations…In general, 
Koreanization implies that the pattern of development needs to reflect 
the Korean values and behavioral factors of Korean public administra-
tion” (Kim 2012, p. 229). This does not mean a return, as he puts it, “to 
old Confucian values. Instead, it could be seen as a way to find Koreans’ 
own identity and realization of remaining relevant with a reasonable syn-
thesis between domestic and foreign ideas” (p. 228). But unfortunately, 
he does not elaborate further on what the more modern values might be.

The pervasive influence of Confucian values in East Asia was 
addressed by Frederickson, but in an overarching manner, with little 
attention paid to particular approaches within nations. More recently, 
however, Im et al. (2013) have examined how the neo-Confucian teach-
ings of the late Chosun dynasty still resonate in the current Korean civil 
service. Here, the focus is on indigenisation, but from a historical per-
spective that attempts to document where Confucian tenets may conflict 
with prescriptions from public administration theory borrowed from the 
West. The authors discover “a good deal of continuity between these 
unique features of the Chosun administration and the contemporary 
state, including the relationship between the state and society and the 
individual behavior of government officials” (p. 294). Some of the most 
important are those articulated in the moral obligations of the state. But 
the manifestations of these obligations play out in three ways:

Much like the structure of state–society relations, the organizational cul-
ture of the South Korean bureaucracy today contains many features that 
derive from the country’s Confucian heritage. In particular, the low sub-
stitutability of employees, a cultural acceptance of bureaucratic discretion, 
and a promotion-driven incentive system can be understood as key features 
of the Korean bureaucracy that distinguish it from Western models. (Im 
et al. 2013, p. 292)

Unlike Frederickson, Im and his co-authors clearly have the Weberian 
legal-rational model in mind as the epitome of ‘Western’ thinking. And 
the distinctions they articulate go a long way toward highlighting the dif-
ferent conceptions of the behavior of a public official within a Confucian 
system and one adhering to Weber’s legal-rational tenets. The insights 
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offered into why a Korean public official may behave in ways that 
would not make sense within a Weberian logic are compelling. Since a 
Confucian system internalises rules within individuals through learning 
and study, each individual in the system may have a unique set of skills 
that s/he brings to her/his organisation. This is what Im et al. mean 
when they describe ‘low substitutability of employees’. Rather than hav-
ing the position dictate the skills of the occupant, as the Weberian system 
is often interpreted as requiring, the occupant defines the position.

This articulation of the Confucian basis for public officials and their 
behavior is probably the most important because it highlights both the 
ideal of the ancient regimes and how far the current practice has both 
been adhered to and deviated from. Key to the training of public offi-
cials and their subsequent execution of duties was the idea that a proper 
education would provide them with the appropriate tools to do what was 
necessary. As Frederickson states, “In the Confucian states, it is assumed 
that both governmental and family investments in education will reap 
cultural, social, and especially economic benefits… Through education, 
one could become a good official, part of the ruling elite. In this way, 
Confucius built an enduring link between education and political power” 
(2002, p. 618).

However, this approach is prone to the same problem that Weber 
identifies in modern societies, where the means for producing something 
of value (say, capital) become ends in and of themselves. This is where 
Weber’s idea of the means becoming the ends in modern society is both 
prescient and predicted by Confucius himself. As Im et al. explain:

Just as a whole-of-the-person approach reduces substitutability in gov-
ernment organization, greater individuation of employees also makes 
any failures on the job inseparable from personal failures on the part of 
the offending employee. The emphasis in Korean culture on “saving face” 
motivates employees to avoid exposing themselves to criticism or fault 
wherever possible. As such, Korean culture tends to produce a highly 
“bureaucratic type” that relies upon the rules and regulations of the organ-
ization in the process of carrying out their duties. This reliance on rules 
reduces the chances that one would have to act in a discretionary man-
ner, thereby opening his or herself up to censure should the discretionary 
action produce negative or unintended consequences. Thus, reliance on 
the rules allows bureaucrats to preserve their honor and reputation within 
a system where personal relations go deeper than formal organizational 
ties, a behavior grounded in the deeper cultural context of the bureaucracy 
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rather than a respect for the legal–rational authority base of the organiza-
tion in the Weberian sense of term. (Im et al. 2013, p. 293)

Herein lies the heart of the distinction—the source of the laws, rules 
and regulations that Weber saw as the basis of modern society was not 
a monarch or a benevolent aristocracy, learned or otherwise. In Europe, 
the social contracts between rulers and the ruled had long since soured. 
As in China, the obligation of the ruling class to care for those less for-
tunate has been abandoned. Once that social contract was broken, and 
the bonds of noblesse oblige rent asunder, any law based on traditional 
authority would be challenged. The source of Weber’s legal-rational 
authority was not a monarchy offering decrees for the population but 
rather laws arrived at through the consultation and competition of dem-
ocratic political systems. Without this key component undergirding legal-
rational authority, it would be easy to mistake one set of laws and rules 
for another.

So, the Korean system has managed the task of producing a modern 
economy with some deference to Confucian norms (the dominance of 
chaebol, the large corporations led by powerful families, for example). 
But it has done so with a burgeoning development of its political systems 
at the same time (Kim 2012), which may mean that Weber was not too 
far off the mark. How does this help us to understand what may happen 
in the future in Korea, and what the implications are for China? Again, a 
comparison may be useful.

China and Korea: Quasi-Confucian?
China has been attempting ‘marketisation’ within a communist context, 
which may seem odd for a country that used to denounce ‘running dog 
capitalists’ and saw the accumulation of wealth as ‘spiritual pollution’ 
(Snow 1937). However, the CCP leadership after Mao’s death saw the 
need to try alternatives from state-centric models, especially to stimulate 
growth and then provide better distributions of societal resources. Both 
of these goals are very much in keeping with the CCP’s central concerns: 
address abject poverty and maintain the social contract between the 
Party and the people. The real question is whether this constitutes capi-
talism as a manifestation of Weber’s rationalisation.

In South Korea, as discussed above, there are lingering shadows of 
Confucian structures within public service, but as the nation has moved 
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towards more democratic manifestations of governing, the rules of the 
state have reflected this movement. In China, there have been calls 
to re-introduce Confucian values in public service sectors as wealth 
has increased and the privileges (and excesses) associated with politi-
cal power have become more obvious. If Weber’s conception of legal-
rational authority is correct, then we might expect to see a number of 
things develop in both countries as markets and political systems evolve. 
Before addressing where these systems may go in the future, summaris-
ing where they are now with respect to manifestations of Confucianism 
and Weberian rationalisation is a logical precursor.

Where Are We Now?
Thus far, Weber’s legal-rational authority and Confucianism have been 
presented as separate and somewhat contradictory ideals for adminis-
trative systems. They have, however, both been manifested to different 
extents in the two countries examined, and now we have a better idea 
as to what brings us to the twenty-first century and how these ideals 
might play out in the two systems. But until now, one key component 
of societal change has been left unexamined, and it seems appropriate to 
address it here, since it is pertinent to where both countries may go in 
the future. This is the question of industrialisation, and its impacts on 
social ties, especially those considered central to Confucianism, such as 
the relations between members of the family. As industrialisation has 
moved societies into the era of mass production and consumption, the 
impact on familial and social networks has been well-documented by 
sociologists (e.g. Durkheim’s anomie), as well as its impact on public 
institutions and whether or not they suffer dysfunction (Merton 1940). 
This is where the parallelism of Confucian norms in both public and pri-
vate settings runs into difficulty.

As societies industrialise, the role of government in this process can 
take many forms. In China, the communist state played the role of 
family organiser, restructuring social ties in ways that included pull-
ing women into the industrial labor force in a public and official way 
(Cooke 2001). The concerted effort to make women equal partners in 
the new state was an open rebuke of the fundamental division between 
male and female roles in Confucian society. Although this rebuke has not 
been as successful as first envisioned (Kanthor 2016), compared to the 
status of women in South Korea, Chinese women have, to date, fared  
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much better (Cooke 2010). This can be linked directly to Confucian 
norms, and their repudiation in Mao’s China.

The Confucian model of societal relations is premised on the fam-
ily and the roles played within this sphere, which Weber acknowledges 
as distinct from the public sphere. However, as Arendt (1958) argues, 
the family can never be viewed as a democratic unit, and the inherent 
conflict between an autocratic head, no matter how benevolent, and plu-
ralistic models, creates dysfunctions in the fabric of society. As Merton 
notes (1972), the opportunity for a state to rewrite social relationships 
presented by industrialisation can render very different sets of conditions 
within public organisations. And in East Asia, depending on how firmly 
the state adheres to Confucian norms, one of the clearest manifesta-
tions of such adherence presently can be found in the role women play 
in public organisations. One might argue that ‘modernisation’ in East 
Asia must face this question head on, as the state plays a mediating role 
between the increasingly separate public and private spheres Weber pre-
dicts. If Confucianism is brought back in its original form as a governing 
template, there will be a heavy cost for precisely this reason. The social 
structures that underlay relationships in Confucian times have changed 
substantially, in both overt (e.g., visible roles for women in public insti-
tutions) and covert (e.g., restructuring of generational family ties) ways. 
The fit will be a difficult match, given these changes, and may require 
substantial rethinking by states looking for a path forward.

That said, does the Weberian ideal offer a viable alternative? One 
might argue that Weber’s cautionary tale of modernisation does, at least, 
give form and name to the pitfalls that lie along the path toward greater 
reliance on law and empiricism, and an articulation of what may be lost 
when we label individual discretion as inherently undesirable. In his dis-
cussions of different systems of jurisprudence and the exercise of jus-
tice, Weber notes that the discretion exercised by judges in traditional 
systems can favour the poor in a way that brings equity to an inequi-
table system (Weber 1954). Empirical justice systems, in contrast, offer 
no such path. Thus, if society becomes less equitable, a legal-rational 
system will simply make things worse. From his nineteenth century van-
tage point, Weber was peering around the arc of history, buoyed by his 
analysis of the past to try and see what brave new world the rapid change 
of his age might bring. The modernism he saw was technological in 
form, advancing through the discoveries of science, and offering excit-
ing possibilities for what was to come. But it lacked a solid grounding in 
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human social structures, which is precisely what confounded his observa-
tions and necessitated the creation of ideal types. Weber saw mankind 
as driven, but not necessarily by the same natural benevolence presup-
posed in Confucianism. The darkness of rationality, especially in its nine-
teenth century German context, lies in its separation from compassion. 
So, while Weber’s approach may recognise the rising influence of legal 
norms that push beyond national and cultural boundaries, the key to cre-
ating an administrative apparatus that is responsive to indigenous needs 
in non-western contexts lies in being able to produce rules that have a 
feel for their local conditions. This is where Confucian norms provide 
common ground, and where the two approaches might combine to form 
a quasi-Confucian, hybrid approach.

Conclusion: Where Might Quasi-Confucianism Lead?
If the twenty-first century truly is an Asian century, then there will have 
to be a reconciling of these approaches. Fortunately, as discussed thus 
far, they are not so far apart as might be expected. However, the prob-
lems lie in their similarity of form, and the conclusions drawn by those 
who think that structure dictates function, and can lead to misinterpre-
tations of behavior. Thinking about how such differences may play out 
within the context of Chinese and South Korean administrative systems 
can be instructive in showing how the dissimilarities under the surface 
may be revealed and thus better understood, both inside and beyond the 
borders of East Asia. What might we expect as these systems move for-
ward into a more interconnected and interwoven system?

First, higher levels of transparency will become crucial to maintain-
ing public trust in both systems. Contrary to popular conceptions of the 
authoritarian state in China suppressing all dissent through force, or the 
Korean government being democratically responsive to its citizenry, both 
countries rely on the consent of the governed to maintain their rule. 
Bureaucrats play a key role in the perception citizens have of their gov-
erning classes and the relationship between those classes and the public 
at large. Expanding power, whether economic or political, may be the 
driving incentive behind the modern state, but when private interests 
violate and corrupt public trust, the law must reflect and enforce bal-
ance. This is in keeping with both a Confucian pursuit of virtue and a 
Weberian sense of vocation for public officials.
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How the state accomplishes this may be seen by examining attempts 
to combat corruption in the public sector, which for both countries is 
a perennial concern. This is perhaps the stickiest issue to address, since 
the source of authority in a Weberian system and a Confucian system are 
quite different. A hypothetical example helps to illustrate this difference. 
In both systems, let us agree that corruption occurs when a public offi-
cial uses the power of his or her office for personal gain. But how is this 
determined? From the outside, if a public official decides favorably in a 
case where a plaintiff is within the public official’s network of relations, 
has corruption taken place? Within a Weberian system, the answer to this 
question might be answered by looking at the underlying laws or rules 
that guided the decision. If it appears that the rules have been executed 
objectively, then we may draw the conclusion that corruption is not an 
issue. But within a Confucian system, such scrutiny does not yield a 
ready answer. If we trust that the official is behaving with propriety, then 
we may conclude that no corruption has taken place. But if we do not 
know whether or not the official has propriety, then no such trust can 
be assumed. This gray area, where the manifestations of both proper and 
improper behavior might be one and the same, is an unresolved problem 
for Confucian systems. Thus, higher levels of transparency, and practice 
with explaining how and why decisions were reached may become more 
common.

Second, the role of the public sector as a supporter of markets will 
shift from direct financial backing (through state banks) to research ori-
ented support. This has already begun in China, where significant por-
tions of the national budget are being poured into research and design in 
all areas of the economy. Public officials have become more specialised in 
particular areas of expertise. This is not yet the case in Korea, but there 
have been recent movements in a similar direction. This is again a fusion 
of the Confucian value of filial piety, where the state is responsible for 
leading the way to a better life for the people, and the Weberian ideal of 
specialised expertise that requires training and mastery to execute.

Third, and perhaps most important, may be a loosening of the kin-
ship ties that often drive bureaucratic behaviour. In China, the expression 
“you guanxi keyi cai hou men” (有关系可以开后门, or “if you have con-
nections, you can open the back door”) illustrates the importance of per-
sonal relations to getting government bureaucrats to respond to requests 
for assistance. In Korea, these ties are illustrated by the way in which 
information is shared within an organisation. If no formal relationship 
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exists between people, then rarely does an informal relationship develop 
to help overcome some of the structural barriers to communication. This 
can often slow down the exchange of information necessary for individ-
ual bureaucrats to complete tasks or expedite their fulfillment of duties. 
As these ties loosen and more informal ties are made that smooth com-
munication, formalism may decline (some would argue it has already 
declined too far in China). This will be the most disruptive change in 
South Korea, since many social norms are premised on the formal rela-
tions between individuals.

At the end of this examination, as indicated at the outset, there is 
far less distance between Confucius and Weber than one might think. 
However, the world that Weber foresaw is one that had been rejected 
by Confucius as unsustainable and out of sync with the natural world, 
and therefore, out of balance with heaven (tian 天). Weber would have 
agreed, since he drew small pleasure from watching the efficient exercise 
of industry in his own nation, and saw the ways in which empire could 
become little more than an instrument of war. But if Confucian values 
can inject sustainability into Weberian rationalisation, this may be a path 
worth pursuing. Weber himself might concur.

Note

1. � The use of the male term only here is intentional—Confucianism is very 
clear on distinct roles for men and women in society, and this should not 
be overlooked.
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Introduction

It is early 2014 in Nay Pyi Taw and the Director General of the 
Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (Myanmar’s Union Assembly), U Kyaw Soe, 
calls the assembly to attention. The cavernous chamber hushes. In the 
observers’ gallery a large contingent of opposition National League for 
Democracy (NLD) supporters, resplendent in matching outfits, are over-
shadowed by a slightly more numerous group from the then-governing 
Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). In Myanmar’s legis-
lature, their colours and uniforms designate belonging: black is reserved 
for the power in the parliament; white is for officials and the USDP; any 
other colour means non-USDP; and colourful costumes are worn by 
ethnic minorities. In the observers’ gallery, the NLD wear pinni jackets 
over their white shirts with dull coloured longyi (sarong). This brown-
coloured, rough cotton clothing was worn as a sign of patriotism or 
rebellion against authorities during the colonial period. Myanmar’s dem-
ocratic forces maintain this tradition as a sign of their consistent opposi-
tion to the former military regime. The USDP members, in their own 
uniforms, strike a more imposing posture. Each wears a white shirt, 
many with a party lapel pin, and a green longyi. It is a uniform that takes 
inspiration from the official culture that nurtures many USDP members: 
they tend to be teachers, local government workers and part of family 
networks with strong military ties. In this uniformed spectacle, two of 
Myanmar’s most important political lineages—one of the democratic 
movement and one of the athwinpyaung (transitional) establishment—
are fodder for the evening’s television broadcasts. They are not mobi-
lised by accident: it all takes planning, purpose and financial wherewithal. 
As preparations for the 2015 general election are beginning to build 
momentum, these different visions of Myanmar’s history will soon meet 
in direct competition. In the meantime, Myanmar’s Hluttaw in 2014 is 
contested, transitional ground.

In the Hluttaw as the hush descends, the shuffling of paper stops. 
Then, a senior clerk, standing near the over-sized main door, bows to 
the Director General, giving the signal that the Speaker’s arrival is immi-
nent. Moments later more than 1000 chairs push back as the assembled 
members of the Union Assembly (hereinafter referred to as MPs), and 
all those sitting in the observers’ gallery, stand to attention. The sound 
of the heavy wooden chairs scraping the floor is one that reverberates 
loudly: it is the sound of the legislature in motion. The Speaker follows a 
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man carrying a golden mace, as another attendant helps him to his seat. 
Wearing a black gown with gold trim, a silk longyi, and velvet slippers, 
the Speaker strides confidently to his throne on the high stage in the 
middle of the chamber. The configuration of the chamber offers an echo 
of the grandest classroom imaginable. The Speaker has unquestioned 
authority and the members address all of their remarks directly to him. 
The adversarial seating of the Westminster system is ignored in favour of 
a system where there is one saya (teacher), and many tapyit (students). 
With the greeting of “Ahlone Mingalabar” (“good morning everyone”) 
from the Speaker, the MPs respond with a rousing “Mingalabar”.

And with that procession and ritual, another ordinary day com-
menced in Myanmar’s extraordinary legislature, one of the world’s most 
surprising and exhilarating places to study the evolution of representa-
tive politics and public policy formation. The first Hluttaw, elected on 
7 November 2010 and then revitalised through by-elections on 1 April 
2012, brought together voices from across Myanmar’s geographic, cul-
tural and political spectrum until their terms ended on 29 January 2016. 
This first group of MPs was tasked with gently unraveling five decades 
of direct military control. As such, the business of the first Hluttaw was 
weighty, comprehensive and formed by what we argue became a new 
style of Myanmar policy discipline, shaped by an emerging set of legisla-
tive practices. It is notable that the very first order of business each day 
in the Hluttaw was a roll call of absentees. Those who failed to register 
for the day’s legislative debates were always mentioned by name. This 
could be more than one quarter of the legislators. The only exception 
to the trend of absenteeism was among the military, who were allocated 
25 percent of the seats under the 2008 constitution. They attended the 
Hluttaw habitually.

Under these conditions, we seek to understand how a Myanmar style 
of discipline informed the functioning of the country’s first Hluttaw. 
The core research for this chapter was undertaken from January to April 
2014, in the ninth session of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. Yet to speak of 
one Hluttaw is to miss some of the subtleties of this new institution. 
Under the 2008 constitution, it is divided, somewhat conventionally, 
into a bicameral Pyithu Hluttaw (Peoples’ Assembly or lower house) and 
Amyotha Hluttaw (Nationalities Assembly or upper house). These two 
houses sit jointly, on a regular basis, as the Pyiduangsu Hluttaw (Union 
Assembly or combined house). During the first Hluttaw, the Speakers 
of the two houses shared responsibilities as speaker/chairman of the 
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combined house. For the first 30 months this task was shouldered by U 
Khin Aung Myint, a former Minister of Culture in the State Peace and 
Development Council (SPDC) and a retired Major General in the Army, 
who enjoyed a reputation as a thoughtful, moderating influence. He was 
followed by Thura U Shwe Mann, the erstwhile Speaker of the lower 
house, who previously held more senior positions in the former military 
regime including as Chief of General Staff of the Army, Navy and Air 
Force. Thura U Shwe Mann was, for a time, considered a contender for 
the Presidency after the 2015 election. Obviously, the electoral triumph 
of the NLD at the 8 November 2015 election dampened those ambi-
tions. In the aftermath of that vote, U Khin Aung Myint and Thura U 
Shwe Mann hold much less significant positions now that the USDP is 
no longer in charge.

With the NLD government taking tentative steps towards consoli-
dating a democratic culture in Myanmar, it is easy to forget what came 
before. Helpfully, it was under the leadership of U Khin Aung Myint and 
Thura U Shwe Mann that the scholarly treatment of Myanmar’s new leg-
islative institution commenced. Most of early analytical attention focused 
on the composition of the legislature and on its formal outcomes. One 
important research paper was the International Crisis Group’s “Not a 
Rubber Stamp: Myanmar’s Legislature in a Time of Transition”, which 
acknowledged that the Hluttaw quickly became more robust and auton-
omous than expected, though there remained many problems with indi-
vidual and institutional competency (ICG 2013). The Open Myanmar 
Initiative offered a quantitative appraisal of the performance of MPs 
based on their questions and motions, and the executive government’s 
response to their requests. Furthermore, there has been inevitable inter-
est in the ways that the legislative apparatus has managed to incorporate 
different political strands (Kean 2014), from the stridently democratic, 
to former ethnic rebels, to the most rigid ideologues of the old mili-
tary dictatorship (Egreteau 2014, 2015 ). Since members of the Union 
Assembly first took their seats in January 2011, and with NLD leader 
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s participation after the by-election in 2012, 
there has been more international awareness of the legislature and its 
“proactive” role in Myanmar’s future (Fink 2015; Than Than Nu 2014).

It is clear, however, that the day-to-day rhythms of the first Hluttaw 
have yet to be fully explored, and there is a need to more effectively 
understand how this institution was constructed from the ground up. 
It evolved quickly. In this chapter we seek to analyse its development, 
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starting with the 2010 election campaign and ending with the prepara-
tions for the fresh cohort of MPs who joined the institution after the 
2015 election. In the cycle of the first Hluttaw many lessons were 
learned. We hope to provide some inside analysis of the role of the new 
legislature in an evolving set of policy practices. Given the difficult trajec-
tories of societies emerging from long periods of authoritarian rule, there 
is much to be gained from a close examination of Myanmar’s recent 
history. As we consider the big picture of public policy in the Asian 
Century, it is worth looking at the vernacular details of a political and 
legislative system that has grappled, in such a courageous way, with the 
onerous requirements of more open and democratic government.

In our research for this chapter, we were in the fortunate position of 
working and living alongside MPs in the first Hluttaw, engaging with 
Hluttaw staff on a daily basis, and enjoying the company of many other 
figures associated with the Hluttaw’s development. These interactions 
provided special opportunities to analyse the political, cultural and eco-
nomic character of the new legislature. This chapter begins by introduc-
ing a conceptual discussion of the rhythmic quality of the first Hluttaw as 
it set about disciplining Myanmar’s transition from a policy perspective. 
This is followed by an analysis of where members of the Hluttaw came 
from. This basic demographic, economic and geographical overview helps 
to explain the variety of trajectories that brought individuals to serve in 
Nay Pyi Taw. We then turn to a discussion of the elections, in 2010 and 
2012. Some MPs were elected in relatively open contests, while others 
faced no competition for their seats. Explaining these different situations 
helps to clarify the limited democratic quality of the legislative institu-
tion that existed from 2011 to 2016. The major analytical sections of 
the chapter follow with an explanation of the key groups in the Hluttaw, 
their parliamentary practices and their daily life in Nay Pyi Taw.1

Explaining the Rhythms

Myanmar’s first Hluttaw was the linchpin of an experiment in political 
change that is still underway. The Hluttaw complex, with its distinctive 
roofs and gargantuan buildings, was designed as the centerpiece of the 
new administrative capital, Nay Pyi Taw. It is impossible to ignore the 
way that this system is changing the way that people think about politics. 
To help clarify the rhythmic aspects of these changes, we suggest there 
are three key analytical categories worthy of further consideration in any 
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discussion of the changing dynamics of policy and power. We dwell on 
patience, representation and order. More generally, the development of 
this new legislature gives the people of Myanmar a chance to see how 
“Myanmar style” public politics can operate. We expect that these differ-
ent aspects of the rhythms of legislative life will change over time, espe-
cially now that the NLD commands such a strong majority in the second 
Hluttaw.

First of all, life in the first Hluttaw required patience. Nothing tended 
to happen quickly and there was a need to wait for the opportune 
moment to present itself, with MPs required to pass the time in anticipa-
tion of events and future activity. Life in Nay Pyi Taw gave MPs a chance 
to examine the country’s political, economic and cultural life from a vari-
ety of perspectives. They could sit together, talking, and taking the pulse 
of the nation. They absorbed large quantities of news media, especially 
newspapers and journals. These helped to reflect their own experiences 
of national politics, but also often challenged their views on what was 
occurring. There was sometimes great consternation when they read 
reports which suggested journalists appeared to have misunderstood a 
specific set of issues. Some MPs worked hard to get their message across 
while others were inclined to take the path of least resistance. They were 
prepared to wait for an opportune moment, or simply for the expiry of 
their term in 2016. For some, their attendance in Nay Pyi Taw was suffi-
cient: they were representing their people and providing a chance for the 
entire system to become more inclusive and democratic.

Second, the system of politics established in Nay Pyi Taw has been 
predicated on representation and participation. From 2011 to 2016, 
MPs were expected to be part of the overall process of political change 
and to work collaboratively. There was a clear structure to their partici-
pation and in many cases mere attendance was sufficient. This approach 
encouraged some to decide that their time was better spent elsewhere. 
Absenteeism among MPs became a major issue, and one that frustrated 
senior legislative leaders. Yet it was a product of the way that the the-
atrical aspects of the Hluttaw itself undermined the confidence of indi-
vidual MPs in having their voices heard. For many, there was a sense that 
nobody would miss them in Nay Pyi Taw and that they could more prof-
itably pursue political or commercial activities in Yangon, or elsewhere. 
Many MPs were also being invited to travel abroad and so they were 
given a chance to see how other legislatures work. In light of these expe-
riences, some decided that the heavily regimented Hluttaw system was 
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not in keeping with more “democratic” practices. With their relatively 
high social status, they may have often felt that sitting in the Hluttaw 
without being encouraged to actively take part in legislative debate was 
an inefficient use of their time.

Third, the Hluttaw served to order people through categories, uni-
forms and transportation. On every sitting day MPs wore, and still wear, 
their relevant attire. For an ethnic Naga MP that might, for example, be 
a tall helmet, replete with bird feathers, and a crisp black jacket. For MPs 
from the USDP it would be a silk longyi, a crisp white shirt, a coloured 
taikpone, which is a straight-cut jacket, and a silk head-piece, called a 
Gaung Paung. Almost everyone was immediately recognisable by the 
clothes they wore. Some ethnic parties wore the same interpretation of 
their traditional ethnic dress, while others gave a degree of flexibility in 
the clothing worn. In all cases their clothes helped to clarify categories of 
belonging and ownership. Even transportation, especially that which was 
reserved specifically for MPs, gave them a sense of a specific status and 
of being part of a transformative moment in the country’s political and 
policy history. With these analytical categories in mind, the rhythms of 
the first Hluttaw need to be looked at in detail.

Where Did MPs Come from?
The logic of the Hluttaw’s national representation meant that members 
of the first Hluttaw were drawn from across the country. The greatest 
concentrations of MPs came from the densely populated Bamar-majority 
Regions of Yangon, Mandalay, Ayeyarwaddy, Sagaing, Bago and Magwe. 
The ethnic-majority States, places like Kayah, Chin, Kayin and Mon 
States, are much less densely populated. High mountains and remote vil-
lage tracts characterise their terrain. In any case, all areas of the coun-
try were designated within constituencies. In the Pyithu Hluttaw these 
constituencies were based on administrative township boundaries. There 
were 330 elected constituencies in the lower house, with 110 other seats, 
25% of the total seats, reserved for military nominees. In the Amyotha 
Hluttaw there were 168 constituencies, 12 seats each for 14 States and 
Regions, and they are not based strictly on township-level boundaries. 
The military representation took 56 seats, a quarter of the total. These 
were formed by the amalgamation of different lower house units. It led 
to some overlaps between representational duties and functions. Upper 
house seats were identified by a number: Yangon Region Constituency 
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No. 7, for instance. That constituency took in the lower house constit-
uencies of Thanlyin, Kyauktan, Dala and Seikkyi Kanutto Townships, 
which were represented by 4 lower house MPs.

The MPs of the first Hluttaw came from all parts of the country mean-
ing that travel was an important part of their duties. Seventy-five percent 
of the elected representatives had their permanent address in their con-
stituency and around 15% of them had settled either in Nay Pyi Taw, 
Yangon or Mandalay. Some 10% of the MPs lived in larger towns close to 
their constituencies. Those who hailed from distant corners spent most 
of their time in Nay Pyi Taw or Yangon. It was time consuming, trouble-
some, and expensive to return home regularly. Indeed many MPs, based 
on the economic and cultural sway developed over the decades, main-
tained second residences in Yangon. They may have only returned to 
their constituencies, whether those are in Rakhine State or Tanintharyi 
Region, when they had a long break from other responsibilities.

As a political institution established under the military regime, the age 
structure of the first Hluttaw presented some interesting dynamics. The 
average age of MPs was 57 and with only 6% female representation, the 
Hluttaw could generally be regarded as an “old men’s club”. The oldest 
member was 80 and the youngest was 26.2 About 40% of the MPs were 
aged in their 60s considering the relatively low average life expectancy of 
Myanmar, many of them were not able to participate in the 2015 elec-
tion. Moreover, apart from age and health reasons, many MPs were not 
interested in running for a second term because they felt that they had 
done their duty as requested by their parties, their constituencies or their 
ethnic groups. This is partly due to the candidate selection strategies by 
the parties as detailed later in the chapter. The fact this first term would 
be the last term for most of the MPs, created an attitude of “tar won 
kyae” (“doing what is right for the country”), rather than taking popu-
list approaches in order to get re-elected. On the other hand, there were 
a sizeable number of MPs who lost interest and got frustrated confined 
in Nay Pyi Taw for five years away from their families and businesses 
(Fig. 5.1 and Table 5.1). One ethnic MP told us:

I feel lonely and uncomfortable living at the dormitory in Nay Pyi Taw. I 
am a diabetic person and the food at the guest house is oily and not suita-
ble for me. At the same time, I don’t know and don’t want to cook. I have 
my business in Yangon and being in Nay Pyi Taw during the parliamentary 
sessions that are held three times a year each lasting about two months 



5  DISCIPLINING DEMOCRACY: EXPLAINING THE RHYTHMS …   95

Business 
Sector
35%

Government 
Sector
34%

Professional 
Career
19%

Linked 
to Politics

8%

Unemployed
4%

Other
12%

Fig. 5.1  Occupational background of Hluttaw representatives

Table 5.1  Socio-economic breakdown of the MPs at the Pyidaungsu Hluttawd

aImportantly the notion of “occupation” refers to the profession that has profound influence on a MP’s 
life, not necessarily their most recent employment
bSome MPs may overlap in their political experience
cThe term “professions linked to politics” refers to professions where practitioners may gain political 
experience due to the nature of their working environment
dBased on the Hluttaw’s data on 477 elected MPs at the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw as of November 2013

Occupationa Political experienceb

Business Party cadres 14%
1. Local level 35% 24% National convention participants 12%
2. State and regional level 7% BSPP 7%
3. National level 4% Local administration 7%
Government Culture/ethnic/militia leader 5%
1. Civil servants 34% 17% SPDC leadership 4%
2. Education (teachers/university 
lecturers)

12% Civil society 4%

3. Military and police 5% Political activists 4%
Others Professions Tycoons/businessmen 2%
1. Agriculture (e.g. farmers) 19% 8% Senior government officials 2%
2. Medical/engineers 6% Senior military officials 2%
3. Lawyers 4% 1990 elected representative 2%
4. Academic 1% Academics 2%
Professions Linked to Politicsc Negligible experience 40%
1. Political appointee 8% 4%
2. Party/activist/journalist 4%
Unemployed 4%
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made me lose a lot of business opportunities. I don’t know how I’ll survive 
for another two years.

The socio-economic breakdown of the MPs and their education quali-
fications also shaped the Hluttaw and the way it ran. A sizable number 
of MPs came from local areas where their occupation was predictable 
enough: they were predominately merchants and traders, while civil serv-
ants and education personnel were the second and third largest groups, 
while as little as 4% were involved in politics or were those who gained 
political experience due to the nature of their working environment such 
as journalists and political commentators. According to the biographi-
cal information provided by the Hluttaw, MPs were engaged more in 
local administration than party politics. It is interesting to note that 
about 12% of the MPs, mostly from the USDP, attended the National 
Convention that drafted the 2008 constitution which paved the way 
for elections in 2010. However, the opposition NLD had 16% of their 
MPs who won in the 1990 General Election and 30% of them classified 
themselves, by profession, as “Nain-ghan-yay Hloat-shar-thu” (politi-
cal activists). Another notable fact is that a significant number of MPs 
were active in the Burma Socialist Programme Party during the socialist 
regime, and these experienced figures tended to chair important standing 
committees in the Hluttaw.3 One of the greatest contributions of these 
BSPP members was that they could easily conceptualise various issues as 
most of them had undertaken advanced political training courses during 
the socialist period, which ended in 1988. That background had signifi-
cant influence in shaping the Hluttaw as we saw it from 2011 to 2016 
(Fig. 5.2 and Table 5.2).

The education qualification reveals the “learning by doing” nature of 
the Hluttaw. More than half of the MPs had undergraduate degrees with 
only eight doctoral degree holders and not one held a degree in politi-
cal science, as the subject was not taught in Myanmar for many decades 
from the 1980s onwards. The ruling USDP possessed the most and the 
least educated MPs. All eight PhD holding MPs were from the USDP, 
specialising in medicine, engineering and computer science. And more 
than 10% of its MPs, or more than half of the Master’s degree holders, 
were also from the USDP. But its share of high school dropout MPs 
was quite high too. For instance, 44 USDP MPs did not have a chance 
to pursue advanced education after high school and 13 others did not 
finish high school. At the same time, ethnic parties concentrated their 
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candidate selection on undergraduate or graduate diploma holders. This 
is partly because educated ethnic elites were requested by their ethnic 
parties to present themselves at the 2010 election along ethnic lines. 
For their part, 30% of the opposition NLD MPs were Master’s degree 
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Fig. 5.2  Educational qualifications of Hluttaw representatives

Table 5.2  Education qualification of the MPs in the Pyidaungsu Hluttawb

aHe is an ethnic USDP MP from Shan State and used to be the militia leader in his area
bBased on the Hluttaw’s data on 477 MPs at the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw as of November 2013
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qualification
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477 seats 347 seats 71 45 seats 9 76 seats 16
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NLD 
(%)
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Within 
ethnic 
parties 
(%)

PhD 2 100 2 0 0 0 0
Graduate 13 67 12 3 30 6 5
Undergraduate 62 75 66 5 58 14 58
Graduate 
Diploma

6 30 3 0 5 43 17

High School 11 80 13 1 7 13 9
High School 
Dropout

5 54 4 <1 <1 29 9

Read and Write <1 <1 <1a 0 0 0 0
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holders and a about a quarter of them were medical doctors, meaning 
that it had the most educated representation. The best educated MPs 
were usually government employees at one point or were from the edu-
cation sector whereas, in general, local militia leaders, ethnic leaders and 
local businessmen were less well educated, at least in a formal sense.

Election Time

When the General Election was held in late 2010 for the first Hluttaw 
most of the opposition led by the NLD, including ethnic political elites, 
boycotted the election. But some NLD members willing to take their 
chances regardless of the credibility of the election split themselves from 
NLD and formed the National Democratic Force (NDF). Ethnic civil 
society groups from Mon, Rakhine and Shan States also felt that unless 
they seized the opportunity, the USDP would legitimise themselves 
by setting up ethnic proxies as “legitimacy gap fillers” and therefore 
decided to contest by setting up new ethnic parties. Their main strategy 
was securing votes from people who did not want to vote for USDP, or 
securing votes along ethnic lines.

The way that candidates were selected to stand for the Pyithu Hluttaw 
or the Amyotha Hluttaw showed the variety of regional and party 
approaches. In 2010, there were not many candidates willing to take a 
chance on the new legislative system. Instead they were often nominated 
by other local powerbrokers to take on the responsibility. Ethnic parties 
had a hard time finding suitable candidates, as many hopefuls were still 
afraid of being imprisoned for engaging in party politics. Some of the 
ethnic elites who were engaged in non-political areas such as promo-
tion of traditional literature and culture were asked to contest the elec-
tion.4 For its part, the USDP took experienced party cadres and senior 
members of the SPDC regime, and also recruited retired headmasters, 
teachers and public servants who were engaged in the social and reli-
gious affairs of their village or town. The fact that teachers are revered 
in Myanmar, and that they are commonly perceived as obedient to the 
administration, made them the best choice for the USDP. Next, some 
prominent business tycoons also became the favourites of the USDP 
as they could contribute to party fund-raising. To name a few: Pyithu 
Hluttaw MP U Htay Myint aka Yuzana U Htay Myint was chairman of 
Yuzana Co. Ltd and was one of the wealthiest property developers in 
Myanmar; Pyithu Hluttaw MP U Aung Zaw Win was chairman of Shine 
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Construction Company, a leading property developer in Yangon; and 
Amyotha Hluttaw MP U Khin Shwe aka Zaygabar U Khin Shwe was 
chairman of Zaygabar Group of Companies and owned the Mingalardon 
industrial zone. All of them were close to the former military regime.

In contrast, the NLD candidates for the 2012 By-Election tended 
to be loyal members of the party who had provided years of service to 
Daw Aung San Suu Skyi and the democratic activist effort. The selection 
of candidates by the NLD in preparation for the 2012 vote happened 
very quickly. While the party leadership prevaricated about whether to 
endorse the political system by offering candidates for election they 
needed to find compelling individuals, steeped in the history and hard-
ship of the NLD, to take on these positions. Some emerged from the 
ranks of former political prisoners, while others were life-long activ-
ists, blooded in the underground politics of the past quarter century. 
Looking at their backgrounds, in all cases they must have received Daw 
Aung San Suu Kyi’s personal imprimatur.

More generally, in conversations with MPs, what emerged was pro-
found arbitrariness about their nomination to take on particular roles. 
In 2010, the USDP was seeking to consolidate its control but it was 
starting from a modest base of experience in terms of its formal party 
history. In many respects the filling of elected positions took a similar 
character to how the SPDC government, and its civilian wing, the Union 
Solidarity and Development Association (USDA), had mobilised per-
sonnel during earlier phases of political development. Local community 
leaders, public servants and teachers who were directed to take part in 
public rallies of the USDA in supporting government policies such as the 
Seven Stage Road Map and the constitution were carefully observed and 
potential hopefuls were selected. Those USDP candidates who failed to 
win seats in 2010 disappeared from the scene.5

In the 2010 election, campaign strategies were different from one 
party to another and from one candidate to another depending on the 
constituency. For example, a USDP candidate who was of a senior mili-
tary or civilian administrative background may have used his incumbent 
power to influence the constituency. The USDP was heavily involved in 
setting up low cost health clinics, low interest cash loans and upgrading 
neglected streets into concrete paved streets in many cities and towns. 
Such tactics were quite apparent in downtown Yangon where the USDP 
paved one side of the road with a promise that the other half would be 
realised after the election. In the villages, its funding went to construct 
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artesian wells.6 On the other hand, ethnic candidates promoted the 
importance of ethnic identity and other Bamar dominant parties such as 
the NDF and National Unity Party relied on a vote of dissent against the 
USDP. And during the by-election in 2012, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
portrait was sufficient to secure the votes for NLD members.

It is worth emphasising that the 2010 General Election, from which 
most MPs for the first Hluttaw were elected, was neither free nor fair. 
It was conducted at a time of great uncertainty and consternation in 
Myanmar politics. At the time it disappointed those who had hoped that 
democratic reform would entail more radical and immediate changes. 
Regional and election watchdogs wrote a number of papers on the credi-
bility Myanmar’s 2010 General Election. All of them identified irregular-
ities in the campaign of the USDP. One of the most serious accusations 
was the surprise number of advance votes. In some constituencies, the 
USDP met strong contenders from the NDF and ethnic parties, and the 
results were not in favor of the USDP until advance voting ballots were 
brought in. However what followed the 2010 election has continued to 
surprise observers. In its immediate aftermath, Aung San Suu Kyi was 
released from house arrest. She then re-launched the NLD and through-
out 2011 there were moments of confidence building and reconciliation 
between Aung San Suu Kyi and the government. The Political Parties’ 
Registration Law (2010), one of the main reasons why the NLD boy-
cotted the 2010 election, was amended paving the way for Daw Aung 
San Suu Kyi to enter into politics. In 2012 the National League for 
Democracy was the overwhelming winner, taking 37 Pyithu Hluttaw 
seats, and all but one of the other seats that were contested. This gave it 
a respectable presence in the Hluttaw and provided the foundation for 
the strong majority they received after the 2015 General Election.

Key Groups in the Hluttaw

Within the Hluttaw, there were a number of key groups that had specific 
roles or obligations. These groups were distinguished usually in cloth-
ing, speech and manner, ensuring that everyone was well aware of their 
position in the hierarchy and their appropriate contribution to the overall 
effort of political and legislative action. After the 2015 General Election 
the shape of these groups changed in ways that will require attention in 
future studies.
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The Speakers

Unlike other parliaments, the Speakers in the first Hluttaw were the 
power centre in their own chambers. In addition to the fact that they 
used to be the senior figures in the SPDC regime, their sincere motiva-
tion and commitment to the Hluttaw made them not only conductors 
but also commanders of the Hluttaw. They controlled the agenda and 
the proceedings of the sessions, they could also significantly influence 
parliamentary debates, bill drafting and even voting outcomes. They did 
so through physical gestures and direct/indirect remarks to show their 
positions. As Amyotha Hluttaw Speaker, U Khin Aung Myint said in an 
interview with us:

MPs told me that I never smile but they still love me. Every day, I have to 
closely observe the mood of the MPs inside the chamber. Should there be 
any tension arisen from the debate I have to intervene by breaking the ice 
with some jokes.

On the other side, MPs suggested to us that they knew how to decode 
the Speakers and quite rarely dared to confront them. On the other 
hand, both Speakers earned the respect of most MPs as they were able to 
increase the status of the Hluttaw. One non-USDP MP from the Pyithu 
Hluttaw said:

Even though I don’t like the system, I trust the sincere commitment of the 
two Speakers. One is a commander and another is a thinker. Together it 
made the perfect leadership.

The enthusiasm of the Speakers can be given some credit for the pace and 
scope of reform and the robustness of the evolving legislature culture.

USDP

As the USDP held 347 seats or 71% of the total seats in the Pyidaungsu 
Hluttaw, interactions between its factions were important. Though the 
Central Executive Committee, comprised of senior figures from the 
SPDC government guided its political mission, it had its own inter-
est groups. According to our analysis, USDP MPs could generally be 
grouped as (i) remnants of the SPDC regime who were former ministers, 
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deputy ministers, military generals and senior public servants; (ii) party 
cadres; (iii) business entrepreneurs associated with the USDP; (iv) retired 
public servants; and (v) ethnic members. And these groupings, in some 
cases, were further divided into informal factions: hardline, reaction-
ary and progressive factions depending on their career experience and 
political and economic ambitions. In a different direction, businessmen 
MPs could be regarded as the guardians of “cronyism”. They were in 
the Hluttaw for one simple reason: to entertain senior members of the 
USDP and in return gain some economic favours like in the old days of 
direct military rule. In fact, things often did not turn out according to 
their expectations as the influence of senior USDP MPs on the govern-
ment faded as time went by and they had no other choice but to con-
tinue entertaining them. Nevertheless, they resisted some of the reform 
process as in the case of foreign direct investment law and telecommuni-
cation law in 2012 that allowed significant foreign ownership and man-
agement. USDP ethnic MPs struggled to reconcile their ethnic interests 
and party policies. However, according to what we observed during the 
plenary sessions, they were important brokers between the USDP and 
ethnic parties.

NLD

Looking at the numbers alone, the 45 members of the NLD led by Daw 
Aung San Suu Kyi in the first Hluttaw, representing 9% of the total seats, 
could be regarded as a minor party. But due to Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
history and status it was more like an opposition party than a minor 
party. Each day in the Hluttaw Daw Aung San Suu Kyi would sit qui-
etly. In the plenary, she would be surrounded by the other Chairs of the 
Affairs Committees, mostly former senior military personnel from the 
USDP, as they would sit together in the front row. Daw Aung San Suu 
Kyi herself opted to maintain a relatively low profile in the Hluttaw. She 
spoke on a number of occasions related to education and about the activ-
ities of the rule of law committee of which she was the chair. She was, 
however, notable in other respects for her non-participation. Though she 
encouraged her NLD MPs to actively participate in debates, her quiet 
gestures were also hard to read, even, we were repeatedly told, for her 
colleagues. When President U Thein Sein spoke on 26 March 2014, she 
did not applaud. She may have been the only person in the room. Was 
she distancing herself from legitimising the first Hluttaw in which she 
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could only play a minor role? One of the plausible explanations is that 
since all of her movements, as well as her words, are closely watched, she 
may have feared that she could be misinterpreted.

Ethnic Parties

One of the significant aspects of the first Hluttaw was the role of ethnic 
parties. There were 16 ethnic parties. The SNDP was the largest, hav-
ing 4% of the total seats: 22 of the 76 seats held by the ethnic parties. In 
general, Myanmar’s eight national races except Kayah had one or more 
ethnic parties. In addition, the Wa and Pa-O from the Shan State also 
had a presence in the Hluttaw. Ethnic parties could generally be clas-
sified as either pure ethnic parties or as alliance parties of the USDP. 
Regardless of party affiliation, ethnic minorities knew each other and 
sometimes they were related by blood. Many of them had combat expe-
rience, either as insurgents or through having lived in conflicted areas. 
In fact, this made them understand the nature of the military and they 
were often well received and respected by military representatives. Most 
of the ethnic MPs were not politically associated with the former mili-
tary regime or the opposition. Rather, they were more closely linked 
with Myanmar’s various ethnic armed groups. Most of them were not 
keenly interested in regular plenary sessions. According to our observa-
tions, they frequently skipped the plenary sessions and rarely read doc-
uments distributed to them. To them, their presence had already made 
the Hluttaw legitimate and they were interested in local level issues, for 
instance the welfare of their ethnicity and constituency. They usually 
asked for investments in infrastructure such as roads, bridges, schools 
and hospitals. Occasionally, they would ask for the promotion of their 
literature and culture. After years in Nay Pyi Taw, some of the ethnic 
MPs became prominent, involved not only in debates of national stand-
ing but they also held important positions such as chair or secretary of 
the affairs committee in the Hluttaw and they were regularly consulted 
by the Speakers.

Other Groups

Apart from the USDP, NLD and ethnic parties, there were two minor 
parties in the Hluttaw and their backgrounds are totally different: the 
NDF and the NUP. Had NLD participated in the 2010 General Election 
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without Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, it could easily have secured votes of dis-
sent against the USDP. That was the case for the NDF, a splinter party 
from the NLD after the latter decided to boycott the election. In the 
earlier days of the first Hluttaw, NDF MPs were the symbol of opposi-
tion; a defiant demonstration to the rest of Myanmar that all your dis-
content can be discussed inside the Hluttaw. They were critical of the 
government and observing from their participation in the committees 
and in the plenary sessions, most of them became influential MPs. For its 
part, the NUP was an anomaly in the Hluttaw. They were neither seen 
to be for nor against the USDP government. Most of them were in their 
60s and 70s, and represented remnants of the BSPP leadership, the rul-
ing party during the socialist era. Their presence in the first Hluttaw was 
hardly noticeable since they did not interact much with other MPs.

There were no observable Buddhist or Christian blocs in the Hluttaw. 
But there was a small Muslim group with three Muslim MPs who were 
members of the USDP. All of them were successful businessmen. The 
trio always consulted each other about representing their identity, as one 
Rohingya representative told us. During the Rakhine conflict, one of 
these Muslim MPs, U Shwe Maung, representing Buthidaung township 
in northern Rakhine State, became the centre of attention as he lobbied 
on behalf of his constituents.7

Military

As we learned in interviews with military officers, the military cohort, 
allocated 25 percent of seats, regarded themselves as “guardians” of the 
constitution. Contrary to some impressions, military MPs did occasion-
ally speak in the Hluttaw. They were well-organised and only deigned 
to intervene when they anticipated key military or government interests 
were at stake. The military MPs were drawn from commands across the 
country and sought to shadow the representative functions of elected 
MPs. The highest military rank in the Hluttaw was a Brigadier-General, 
a Deputy Commander in their command headquarters. Attendance 
among military MPs was, as mentioned earlier, very high. During the 
start of every session, scores of military MPs were replaced because of 
promotions and transfers. But there were also some military MPs, mostly 
junior ranking officers, according to their language, pait-mi or “stuck”, 
since the beginning. According to the MPs that we interviewed, the role 
of the military in the Hluttaw changed significantly over the years.
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In the beginning, the military representatives appeared to be spying 
on the movements of the elected MPs. The ice started to melt soon after 
the MPs treated them with respect, especially non-USDP MPs. Over 
time, they interacted amicably with other MPs and openly discussed sub-
stantive matters. The military used to vote in one bloc on sensitive mat-
ters and was open to individual choice on less sensitive matters. But it is 
interesting to note that with the NLD inside the Hluttaw, the military 
started to vote as a bloc regardless of the sensitivity of the issue. The mil-
itary presence reminded everyone in the first Hluttaw that the military 
was watching and for the sake of everybody’s interest, it was best not to 
awaken the sleeping giant. It was believed that this strong perception in 
the Hluttaw encouraged non-USDP MPs to take moderate or coopera-
tive approaches with the USDP.

Features of the Hluttaw

The Hluttaw Compound

For visitors the first notable feature of the Hluttaw is its size and layout. 
Walking along unnecessarily high, long and wide corridors, one can feel 
the institutional power of the Hluttaw and start to question how a rela-
tively poor country like Myanmar decided to pour its scarce resources to 
build a legislature of such scale. Viewing the Hluttaw from the Google 
Earth, the 150-hectare compound resembles a “Palin”, the royal throne 
of the ancient Burmese kingdoms. It has 31 buildings of various sizes 
representing the 31 planes of existence in Buddhism with committee 
buildings at the base to the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, the highest authority, 
at the top. The VIPs and the MPs enter from the 22-lane Yazar Htarni 
(Royal Abode) road crossing the bridge, a symbol of separation from 
ordinary lives. The President’s Office, the Hluttaw compound, and the 
residences of the President, the Vice-Presidents and the Speakers are all 
in one big compound and all separated by bridges.

The building layout of the Hluttaw may also reveal the original 
design of the legislative apparatus. The Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, the Pyithu 
Hluttaw, the Reception Hall, the Dining Hall and the Culture Theatre 
are connected with corridors while the Amyotha Hluttaw stands alone 
implying that the initial idea of the constitution on the number of houses 
was different from the current one. Moreover, apart from the Speakers 
and the Deputy Speakers, MPs did not have their own offices in the 
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beginning. Furthermore, staff members did their paper work from an 
office located outside the Hluttaw compound. All point towards the idea 
that the Hluttaw may have been physically designed to act as a rubber 
stamp. But that did not last. The Hluttaw became more robust and then 
struggled against the constraints of the buildings. For instance, commit-
tee meetings were held in a complex of buildings a few hundred metres 
from the chambers. And since the Hluttaw still prefered paper-based 
bureaucracy, even internal correspondence needed vehicle transport from 
one building to another. Some initial renovation and redesign was already 
happening in 2014 and 2015, with more planned for the years ahead.

Seating Plan

Everything in the first Hluttaw, even the seating plan, tried to ensure 
that party affiliation did not unduly influence MPs. Scars of internal 
divisions during the parliamentary era still haunted the Hluttaw. The 
seating in the chambers resembled neither the Westminster nor the 
Congressional systems. At the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, it was divided into 
three wings: the Pyithu Hluttaw, the Amyotha Hluttaw and the mili-
tary representation, all facing towards the Speaker. First, the chairs of 
the committees of both Hluttaw sat in the front rows respectively. After 
them, MPs from the Pyithu Hluttaw sat according to their committees. 
MPs from the Amyotha Hluttaw sat in accordance with their States and 
Regions. The military would sit in hierarchy. The system tried to min-
gle everyone in the chamber apart from the military representation. It 
encouraged MPs to develop a kind of camaraderie between the mem-
bers of the various Hluttaw Committees and the States and Regions 
they represent regardless of their party affiliation. Frequently, committee 
members voted in blocs though they are from different parties. A classic 
example was the voting on the electricity rate hike that was debated on 
25 March 2014. All the 15 members of the Investment and Industrial 
Development Committee voted together against the rate hike while most 
of their party MPs voted in favor of the hike.

Corridor Interactions

Corridor meetings were as important as the plenary sessions in the 
first Hluttaw. During plenary sessions, most of the MPs did not talk 
unless they had tabled a motion or a question to speak on behalf of the 
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committee. But MPs used attendance registration and recess sessions to 
express their views and informally debate other issues. Every morning, 
before the start of the plenary sessions, MPs exchanged their ID card 
with electronic voting cards and meeting documents. Some civil service 
organisations tabled their papers during the attendance registration. It 
was also a ripe moment for journalists to arrange or conduct interviews 
after looking at the agenda. Observers also wandered curiously around 
the corridors. Everybody is looking at every other person. This was the 
best time for MPs to show the public, the observers, that they were truly 
doing something important. One of the most interesting times during 
our Hluttaw observations was the coffee breaks. Everyone gossiped 
about the plenary session along the corridors, in the toilet, at the smok-
ers’ corner, as well as in the coffee shop. There you could really see the 
reaction of the MPs on the issues discussed though they may have sat 
silently inside the chamber.

Questioning

In the earlier days of the first Hluttaw, a typical job of a MP meant 
raising questions on behalf of the constituency. Even though the qual-
ity and relevance of the question exhibited the capacity and the inter-
est of that MP, it was imperative for an MP to keep asking questions 
if he wanted to be seen as an active member. After decades under the 
authoritarian regime questioning the government was seen as a privi-
lege in the Hluttaw. In general, most of the questions were on con-
stituency development or reducing bureaucratic red tape.8 Occasionally, 
the government responded in a vague manner with confusing numbers. 
For instance, according to one ethnic MP, the government ministries 
responded using units that were not familiar to the MPs such as the use 
of billions and millions rather than lakh (hundreds of thousands), or kilo-
grams rather than in tonnage making them confused. Over time, MPs 
and the government got smarter. MPs articulated their questions while 
the government threw the ball back citing the need for legislation or 
budget approval from the Hluttaw. Some questions, for instance raised 
by Rakhine Muslim and Rakhine Buddhist MPs were deemed sensitive 
with respect to ongoing communal violence, and so they were barred 
from publicly questioning the government in the Hluttaw plenary. 
Rather, they received written responses from the relevant government 
agencies. According to the Hluttaw procedures, questions from MPs 
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were screened by the Speakers. Some were rejected outright citing irrel-
evance or inappropriateness. Some sensitive matters were categorised as 
“non-asterisk” meaning that it could be asked through a written request 
to the government and it may then receive a response in writing. If the 
Speakers put an asterisk on the question, it meant that it could be tabled 
in a plenary session.

Voting Practices

In the Hluttaw, voting results were significantly influenced by the 
Speaker’s decision on the choice of voting method between oral voting, 
show of hands, and secret ballot. Though secret voting was used for sen-
sitive issues, for formalities or less contentious issues oral voting was pre-
ferred. MPs were expected to say “Tha Bawtu Bartae” meaning “Yeah” 
when asked “Tha Bawtu Bathala” or “Do you agree?” It would be fol-
lowed by “Is there anyone who disagrees?” and one could raise his or 
her voice if they disagree. During our observation in the Hluttaw, we 
only saw a handful of instances where a motion was opposed through 
voice voting. Following Myanmar customs, MPs were usually timid and 
afraid of becoming a-pae-khan or an “outcast” in the Hluttaw. MPs 
complained that though they did not like a motion, in order not to upset 
the Speaker and end up being framed as not cooperative, they would 
rather sit silently. If the Speaker uses voice voting, it can be decoded as 
the motion needs to be adopted. If a show of hands is applied it means 
“stand up if you dare” and usually only a few would stand up to oppose 
the motion.

Committee and Commission Meetings

Various standing and ad hoc committees of both Hluttaw also consol-
idated their own styles. All MPs in the first Hluttaw were involved in 
at least one of the committees. During Hluttaw sessions, the afternoon 
was reserved for committee meetings. In the beginning, the committees 
played small roles, literally just writing reports. However, depending on 
the type of committee and the competency of the chair, some gained sig-
nificant roles in the Hluttaw. They started to hold direct consultations 
with government agencies and gave recommendations to plenary ses-
sions. Likewise, the government also began to engage with various com-
mittees and avoided misunderstanding at the plenary sessions. Whenever 
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there was an argument within the chamber, the recommendation of the 
committee was taken into account before calling for a vote. MPs from 
minor and ethnic parties were also appointed as chairs and secretar-
ies of the various committees depending on their career experience and 
participation in the Hluttaw. However, since the NLD came into the 
Hluttaw in mid-2012, the ruling party seemed reluctant to share those 
positions with other parties. The Hluttaw still lacked institutional sup-
port for research skills and therefore tried to solve the gap in its own 
way by creating expert commissions. There were two expert commis-
sions: Commission on Special Affairs and Legal Assessment for the Pyithu 
Hluttaw and Political, Economic and Social Affairs Commission for the 
Amyotha Hluttaw. Both commissions consisted of experts from the 
legal, public finance, economics and education sectors. They were mostly 
retired senior public figures. A few prominent businessmen and political 
analysts were also in the commissions. They give advice to the Speakers 
and the committees especially on current issues and bills.

Media

The media were an almost constant presence at public events. During 
Hluttaw sessions they were crammed into two observers’ galleries on 
either side of the Hluttaw chamber. From there they could watch pro-
ceedings on television, or through a narrow window. For the first 
10 minutes of each session they would usually hustle to get fresh footage 
of legislative proceedings. At other times they would be ready to inter-
view MPs who made themselves available. Over time, there was increas-
ing enthusiasm for dealing with the media and helping to shape the news 
of the day. When major speeches were given, MPs would expect to be 
interviewed. These were then broadcast on the state-run news media, 
especially MRTV and the National Races Channel, but also on a number 
of private networks. Media groups that were long exiled from Myanmar 
have returned in recent years, and even had an active presence around 
the first Hluttaw.

Life in Nay Pyi Taw

For a politically motivated person, it was financially quite lucrative to be 
become an MP in the first Hluttaw. The monthly salary of an MP was 
initially 300,000 kyat (roughly $310) per month. For some this is the 
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most they had ever earned. For others it was a token amount, one they 
would easily spend on one evening’s entertainment. They also benefited 
from a daily allowance when parliament was sitting: that is 10,000 kyat 
(or $11). This helped to pay for their food and accommodation. They 
could usually eat meals for less than 1500 kyat, and accommodation only 
cost 2000 kyat per night, a heavily subsidised rate. This left them with 
some extra pocket money. At the beginning of the first Hluttaw, MPs 
were offered, at a subsidised price, like in the old days of the socialist 
regime, to buy a “Myanmar mini”, an 800 cc Chinese automobile re-
assembled in Myanmar. As expected, many of them sold their cars at 
market price taking the profit.

Having meals and coffee together at the Hluttaw was often consid-
ered as important as the plenary sessions. At the Hluttaw, there were a 
number of restaurants and cafes. These served simple meals, including 
fried rice, curries, noodles and pastries. For morning tea, many MPs 
would enjoy a steamed bun and a tea or coffee. In the Myanmar style, 
either beverage is milky and sweet. Attendants ensured that the MPs had 
a comfortable period between sessions. Some MPs, especially male MPs, 
would congregate in a vast underground precinct adjacent to the toilet 
facilities. There was a “smoking room” with comfortable “Hluttaw” 
embossed seats. It was a place where MPs could meet away from the 
roaming television cameras, and in an environment that gave them a 
chance to cross party lines. In this subterranean space it was common to 
see military MPs canvassing for ideas among those from other parties, 
and for powerbrokers to be discussing issues with leaders from other par-
ties. It was a convivial atmosphere, and one that helped to explain why so 
many matters in the Hluttaw itself were well understood before debate 
began.

Apart from the official functions at the Hluttaw, life of an ordinary 
MP from 2011 to 2016 in Nay Pyi Taw was totally different from legisla-
tive counterparts outside Myanmar. First of all, every action in Nay Pyi 
Taw was influenced by the vast distances in the city. Unless one owned 
a car, mobility in Nay Pyi Taw was limited and it was only recently that 
vehicles have become a utility rather than a luxury. Some MPs had a 
car for travelling around Nay Pyi Taw while many others still relied on 
the transportation provided by the Hluttaw to attend plenary sessions. 
The chair of a committee was provided with a car. On a regular day, you 
could see a bus line up at the Nay Pyi Taw Development Committee 
Guest House or simply “Sipin Yeiktha”, located 8 km away from the 
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Hluttaw. Non-USDP MPs from different chambers and different eth-
nicities gathered in the meeting point at around 8:30 a.m. USDP MPs 
were also ferried from their dormitories at the USDP party headquar-
ters, 13.5 km away from the Hluttaw. Upon their return, they could be 
confined in their compounds and they would be at the mercy of the car 
owners to get out of the compound.

There were three compounds where MPs were accommodated.9 As 
mentioned, Sipin Yeiktha is a huge compound which can accommodate 
any visitors from across the country. It is said to have capacity for 1000 
visitors a night. There, non-USDP MPs lived in air-conditioned dormi-
tories, about 20 square metres, with a bathroom attached. In the early 
days, it was triple occupancy but that was later reduced to single occu-
pancy. Originally, they also had to return to the dormitories during the 
parliamentary recess. That was amended and the MPs could settle in 
their own room and even bring their families to live with them. Initially, 
the compound resembled more of a detention centre except that it had 
restaurants and convenience stores. No visitors were allowed. No cars 
could come in. MPs were searched by security personnel before boarding 
the buses and they were not allowed to bring cameras, phones, comput-
ers and other electronic equipment. All had to be bagged in a clear plas-
tic bag. But those restrictions became a thing of the past.

Eventually, many MPs felt comfortable bringing family members to 
Nay Pyi Taw. The presence of family members had its own reasons. First 
of all, after years of confinement, family members, especially wives of 
older MPs, came to live with them in order to take care of their house-
keeping. In the compound, they were grouped based on party and 
geographical location. Female MPs lived together in a separate row of 
dormitories. The NLD got the most remote place in the compound. 
The USDP MPs were also housed in the same compound for a few 
months and they were later transferred to the USDP party headquar-
ters. The best time to visit Sipin Yeiktha was in the evening around dusk 
just before dinner where you could see MPs casually walking, chatting 
and some cooking dinner while young local journalists tried to get MPs’ 
opinions on recent events. Non-USDP MPs nicknamed their compound 
as “Minmanaing Yeiktha” (“Rebellion Guest House”) symbolising their 
connections with armed insurgents in their political careers.

On the other hand, the USDP party headquarters offered more 
comfort but lacked the flavour offered by the Sipin Yeiktha. It was 
largely off limits to outsiders and located at the southern edge of Nay 
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Pyi Taw. There was more security awareness compared with Sipin 
Yeiktha and everything was a lot more organised. Three were large 
two-storey buildings accommodating over 300 USDP MPs. One build-
ing each was reserved for the male MPs from the Pyithu Hluttaw and 
the Amyotha Hluttaw respectively while the other one was for the 
female MPs and reserved rooms for visiting USDP MPs from other 
States and Regions. They lived in single air-conditioned rooms that 
they furnished to make more comfortable. Facilities such as grocery 
stores, restaurants, hair salons and laundry service were provided at a 
subsidised rate. Unlike the non-USDP accommodation, there was wi-fi 
available in the rooms and in the common area there were reading and 
meeting rooms and a gym, but it was mostly deserted. USDP MPs 
could watch over 300 international and local TV channels. However, 
the atmosphere was different from the Rebellion Guest House. It was a 
lot quieter as the room doors were always shut. There were strict dor-
mitory rules such as no guest can stay overnight unless approved by the 
dormitory managers. Strangely, during breakfast and dinner, none of 
the MPs talked about politics and the conversations were mostly about 
their families.

There was also accommodation for the military MPs. It was in an 
area nestled inside the main military zone on the eastern edge of Nay 
Pyi Taw. Apart from the military representatives, nobody has really seen 
what is inside and how they are accommodated. According to them, they 
follow their usual military barrack regulations and they have to do their 
assigned homework.

On particular occasions, large-scale meals were organised in Nay Pyi 
Taw to which MPs were invited. In early 2014 there were, for exam-
ple, dinners held for Shan State Day and Chin State Day. These events 
at the Myanmar International Convention Centre brought together 
hundreds of people. Heavily monitored by the news media, much of the 
attention was focused on the top tier political players, especially Thura 
U Shwe Mann, U Khin Aung Myint and Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. At 
these dinners, and many other events, these three notable personalities 
sat together at the central table. For the first minutes of any event they 
were surrounded by a scrum of cameramen and by some others keen to 
get a picture of the historic trio. At a time when politics was defined by 
patience, representation and order, these occasions offered the public a 
glimpse of the Nay Pyi Taw legislative culture was growing according to 
its own peculiar rhythms.
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Conclusions

Myanmar’s first Hluttaw proved that transitions from military dictator-
ship to new forms of government can occur rapidly, and unexpectedly. 
The formation of a new institutional culture introduced very significant 
changes to Myanmar society. These changes will not end with the first 
Hluttaw. There is a chance that the institutional, economic, political 
and cultural conditions described in this chapter will be obliterated by 
what is yet to happen, especially now that Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD 
now has the weight of numbers after the 2015 General Election. But 
the very deliberate efforts to evoke earlier systems of power in Myanmar 
society, especially those with monarchical or socialist designations, gives 
the Hluttaw an historical foundation, whatever happens. Future legisla-
tive cultures will likely draw on a similar array of cultural concepts, espe-
cially where they are rooted in Myanmar’s dominant Theravada Buddhist 
heritage.

The situation analysed here therefore remains in flux and it is far too 
early to judge what will come of the legislative culture once it gains some 
greater equilibrium. The early phase may prove indicative of trends that 
will follow. On the other hand it may be impossible for the practices 
established during the first legislative period to be followed by subse-
quent governments. The NLD, as an example, has previously stated its 
policy of returning the functions of the administrative capital to Yangon. 
While this will likely prove unfeasible, it is clear that many Myanmar civil 
servants are quietly in favour of the idea. It is also conceivable that leg-
islative power is diminished over time. The speakers of the first Hluttaw, 
Thura U Shwe Mann and U Khin Aung Myint, both retired military fig-
ures, sought to create a legislative context that could weather dissenting 
voices.

This chapter is ultimately a study of one aspect of life in Nay Pyi Taw 
under the previous government. The new city has many critics and the 
system of government disciplined by the Hluttaw is part of a much wider 
story of political change and spatial re-designation. In Nay Pyi Taw, the 
Hluttaw has come to signify the role of the Myanmar people in the trans-
formations underway in Myanmar society. Many justifiably bemoaned the 
fundamentally unrepresentative character of its members after the 2010 
General Election. There were also good reasons for criticising its prac-
tices and its hesitation to deal with some of the most challenging issues in 
Myanmar society, such as federalism and communal conflict. Nonetheless 
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the first Hluttaw offered a glimpse of the potential for Myanmar to create 
its own form of representative democracy, with a robust legislative culture 
and an awareness that unelected elites will need to take a lesser role in the 
country’s government. Thura U Shwe Mann is now one of many USDP 
figures relegated to much lesser standing now the NLD controls the leg-
islature. In 2015, he failed even to win back his own seat. Such devel-
opments show that the first Hluttaw generation presented the Myanmar 
people with one version of more participatory politics, but it will be up to 
the next generation to come up with something better.

The broader lessons from Myanmar’s experience are relevant to any 
country that faces an historic process of political and economic change. 
In the Asian Century, more countries will experiment with differ-
ent political formations, including carefully managed legislatures, con-
strained, in this case, by a long history of military dominance in politics. 
Seeking to find an appropriate speed and intensity of reform was one of 
the jobs taken on by the first Hluttaw. While critics can find many areas 
for improvement, the fact is that the experiment in legislative politics 
undertaken from 2011 to 2016 has provided a reasonable foundation 
for the expansion of democratic politics under the NLD government. 
The peaceful transfer of power, including the top positions within the 
Hluttaw, sets a precedent for Myanmar’s rising generations of political 
leaders. There is no doubt the system remains fragile in key respects and 
there is still the possibility the military will re-assert its control.

As a final point, Myanmar’s bold changes would not have been pos-
sible without the active support and encouragement of foreign govern-
ments. The consensus among the near neighbours—countries like China, 
India, Thailand and Singapore—has been that Myanmar’s reforms will 
have benefits beyond its borders. More distant foreign powers, such as 
the United States, European Union and Australia, have been similarly 
pragmatic as they have sought to offer financial and diplomatic back-
ing to the various groups looking to shift local horizons. From a policy 
perspective, there has been no single driver of the change process, and 
it is worth emphasising the overwhelmingly vernacular character of the 
reforms. In response to what they see in Myanmar, dictators from else-
where in Asia will consider whether their own societies could profit from 
such maneuvers. At the same time, the region’s few strong democracies 
can still hope that Myanmar will, at some stage, become a full member of 
their modest club. As the rhythms of Myanmar’s first Hluttaw show, it is 
only with patience, representation and a sense of local priorities that such 
a system of government can thrive.
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Notes

1. � Originally, the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw consisted of 498 elected representa-
tives and 166 military nominees for a total of 664 representatives. After 
the establishment of the Hluttaw in 2011, some joined the cabinet relin-
quishing their representative status and some passed away. A by-election 
was held in 2012 to fill these seats. At the end of the eighth session of the 
Hluttaw in November 2013, there were 477 elected representatives and 
166 military nominees with a total of 643 representatives.

2. � Data provided by the Hluttaw. This information can also be obtained from 
Parliaments of Myanmar published by the Myanmar Times.

3. � There were 31 MPs who identified themselves as a product of BSPP. About 
half of them were members of standing committees and other important ad 
hoc committees such as international relations, peace, rule of law and the 
like. Two of them chaired the most important committees: the bill commit-
tees of the Pyithu Hluttaw and the Amyotha Hluttaw respectively.

4. � Some ethnic groups have their own cultural associations that operate at 
the local as well as national level. For example, the Kachin, Chin, Mon, 
Rakhine and Shan have their own Traditional Literature and Culture 
Association/Committees that are well known in Myanmar. Some sub-ethnic 
groups such as Rawang, Lisu and others also have their own associations.

5. � For example, in the 2010 election, there were three famous election 
contests in Yangon where the USDP lost to the NDF: Pyithu Hluttaw 
Pazundaung constituency USDP candidate Dr. Tin Tun Oo lost to U 
Aung Zin from NDF; Pyithu Hluttaw Sanchaung constituency USDP 
candidate Dr. Paing Soe lost to U Soe Win from NDF; Amyotha Hluttaw 
Yangon constituency no. 4 USDP candidate U Myat Thu aka Takatho 
Myat Thu (a political commentator) lost to Dr. Mya Nyana Soe from 
NDF. Dr. Paing Soe who was then a deputy minister for health was 
appointed as a member of Nay Pyi Taw Council as a consolation prize 
while others no longer appeared wearing the USDP hat. Most of the los-
ing USDP candidates were either party cadres or local popular figures. 

6. � In rural areas of upper Myanmar, water is a scarce commodity and there-
fore digging artesian wells is a popular campaign tactic. It can cost around 
2,200,000 Kyats, around US$2300, to dig and install. Most of the fund-
ing for such projects came not from the USDP but from the candidate’s 
own arrangements. Such projects can be financed through the help of 
wealthy local donors.

7. � In the midst of sectarian violence in Rakhine State, he submitted a motion 
for an amendment of the 1982 Citizenship Law on 25 July 2012 that was 
harshly rejected by the Hluttaw (Source: New Light of Myanmar on 26 
July 2012)



116   N. Farrelly and C. Win

8. � According to OMI statistics, Pyithu Hluttaw MPs tend to ask questions 
related to infrastructure, governance with a focus on being a check and 
balance to the government, whereas Amyotha Hluttaw MPs ask about 
infrastructure, health and governance with an intention to satisfy the con-
stituency need. Source: OMI (2014).

9. � This description is based on direct personal experience. Chit Win was pro-
vided with accommodation both at Nay Pyi Taw Development Committee 
Guest House and the USDP Headquarters Guest House where he spent 
two months at each guest house in 2014.
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CHAPTER 6

Science and Technology Policy  
in the Asian Century

Paul H. Jensen and Lauren A. Palmer

Introduction

There is growing understanding that a vibrant innovation ecosystem is 
an important element of a healthy and prosperous nation, and that sci-
entific research in turn underpins a healthy innovation ecosystem. What 
is less known is what the role of government is in nurturing this ecosys-
tem. While many argue that government policy should play a strong role 
in guiding and promoting innovation (see Arrow 1962 for the seminal 
contribution here), there are others who counter that innovation is best 
left to the market (Davidson and Potts 2016). This debate really hinges 
on the existence of market failures, although it has become increasingly 
topical to think about the role of national innovation systems and the 
notion of ‘systems failure’ (Dodgson et al. 2011). In this Chapter, we 
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explore recent experiences (and experiments) in Australia and Asia with 
science and technology (S&T) policy, with a specific emphasis on the dif-
ferent ways in which the boundaries of government intervention in the 
market have been defined. For example, we will consider how university-
industry collaboration occurs across different nations and the effect that 
it has on the diffusion of new technology into practice. This will include 
consideration of the ways to bridge the university-industry divide, the 
degree of collaboration between academic and industrial researchers, and 
the role of government programs designed to stimulate university-indus-
try collaboration.

Given these insights, we reflect on what S&T policy can tell us about 
public policy in the Asian century and how we might manage the ongo-
ing tension between national interests and global prosperity. We also 
delve into recent Asian experiences with S&T policies, examining a range 
of national programs in China, Singapore, India, Japan and South Korea, 
that have been introduced and the characteristics of their success. One 
particularly interesting initiative, the Innovation Growth Lab (IGL), 
which is designed to provide funds to researchers using randomised con-
trolled trials to evaluate the effects of specific government innovation 
programs, is also outlined.

Innovation has many definitions but it is here defined as ‘the imple-
mentation of a new or significantly improved product (good or service), 
process, new marketing method or a new organisational method in business 
practices, workplace organisations or external relations’.1 At its most fun-
damental level, innovation is people-centred: it is the result of creative 
individual(s) with complementary skills and knowledge collaborating to 
develop new ways of doing things and to take them to the market. An 
increasingly important part of this process revolves around collabora-
tion—across firms, states and countries—working together to speed up 
the innovative process and to diffuse the knowledge created as quickly 
as possible to gain the competitive advantage. It is well-known that the 
team size is increasing in scientific activity, and it is becoming equally 
apparent that taking scientific ideas to market is being conducted by 
teams of people.

Scientific, engineering, and technical innovation can address issues of 
global importance and lead to products and services that allow countries 
to be productive and maintain international competitiveness. Businesses, 
small-medium enterprises (SMEs), multinationals, start-ups, publicly 
funded research institutes and universities all compete and cooperate 
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with one another to be more innovative and to gain and maintain a com-
petitive advantage in market opportunities. The availability of resources, 
such as financial and human resources, play an important role in deter-
mining an organisation’s research and innovation activities and outputs 
(OECD 2014b). Universities, governments and industry are key ena-
blers of change in the innovation system and recognise the importance of 
innovation to their competitiveness. As a result, they look at ways to be 
more innovative and grow the innovation system through investing and 
developing programs that facilitate collaboration, translation of research 
and innovation.

In the Section of this Chapter, ‘Returns to Collaboration’, we pro-
vide an examination of the rationale underpinning the notion that there 
are returns to different types of collaboration (e.g. interdisciplinary col-
laboration, university-industry collaboration). While collaboration is 
often talked about in positive terms, it is important to understand the 
mechanisms that drive the potential gains. In the Section ‘Barriers to 
Collaboration’, we discuss some of the barriers to collaboration. In the 
Section ‘International S&T Policy Programs’, we provide an overview of 
the different types of programs observed in Asia and Australia, and the 
degree to which these programs have successfully promoted collabora-
tion and innovation outcomes. Finally, we provide some conclusions and 
policy implications in the ‘Conclusions’ Section.

Returns to Collaboration

Typically, substantial education is required for individuals to expand 
the knowledge frontier (Jones 2008). As innovation continually pushes 
the boundaries of knowledge, and vice versa, there is the potential for 
increased educational burden on future innovators. This effect, known 
as the ‘burden of knowledge’ (Jones 2008), can lead to individuals need-
ing to increase and access new knowledge to be innovative. As a con-
sequence, it is taking longer for an individual to reach the knowledge 
frontier—where once upon a time it was conceivable to reach the fron-
tier straight out of your Ph.D., it is now commonplace for scientists to 
work for several years after their Ph.D. in someone else’s lab before they 
are ready to start their own lab. Thus, the age at which great invention 
occurs is steadily advancing.

Increasing knowledge can be done in two ways: through individu-
als broadening their range of knowledge, or by individuals narrowing 
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their knowledge to a specific area (Jones 2008). Broadening knowledge 
can be time intensive as it requires further education and/or training 
and this time dependency can lead to delays in the innovation process. 
Alternatively, by becoming more specialised in a certain area, individu-
als can develop a deep understanding in a particular field and are able to 
collaborate with other individuals who have the required knowledge base 
to value add and overcome knowledge gaps in the innovation process. 
But this process also indicates that there are returns to collaboration: as 
it becomes harder to reach the frontier, there are returns from working 
with others in order to undertake innovative research.

Jones (2008) analysed a rich data set (of previous work and new data) 
to demonstrate innovator behaviour—including age of first invention, 
specialisations, and teamwork patterns—to show that the distance to the 
frontier of knowledge can vary over time and be dependent on the field 
of innovation (Jones 2008). He has also demonstrated via examination 
of 19.9 million papers in the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) 
Web of Science database over five decades and 2.1 million patents, that 
publications in the sciences and engineering are to a greater extent being 
published by teams of researchers rather than individuals (Wuchty et al. 
2007). Further research has highlighted that teamwork and collaboration 
has been increasing since the 1950s (Wuchty et al. 2007) or even as early 
as the early 1900s (Zuckerman and Merton 1973). This demonstrates 
the opportunities for researchers to collaborate with peers to generate 
knowledge and translate research. However, not all collaborations are 
equal; some can enhance productivity, whilst others can result in high 
transaction costs, unfinished projects or unsatisfactory results that inhibit 
productivity (Lee and Bozeman 2005).

Research and development has typically been viewed as geographi-
cally constrained with many universities and incubators becoming known 
as the go-to location for their research excellence in certain fields and 
locations (e.g. Silicon Valley as a high-tech innovation and develop-
ment hub). However, the links between scientific and technological 
research and location is weakening and as a result the tyranny of distance 
is declining (Jones et al. 2008). Cheaper air travel means that research-
ers and innovators are more mobile than ever before, providing signifi-
cant opportunities for individuals to access the knowledge, resources 
and technologies needed to drive their research and innovation agen-
das forward. Additionally, technological advances such as email and 
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videoconferencing have allowed greater access to geographically distant 
researchers and potential collaborators. Policies that support programs 
and funding to encourage researchers to collaborate with international 
and national peers will be important in continuing to assist researchers to 
be more mobile and to facilitate knowledge exchange through collabora-
tion and international networks.

Collaboration networks can be built through a variety of different 
mechanisms including through the dissemination of information (e.g. 
conference presentations and posters, scientific publications, sharing 
of data), access to resources, technology and facilities (e.g. specialised 
equipment, laboratories, patents, grant funding), and talent and knowl-
edge exchange (e.g. advancing and sharing knowledge for innovation, 
diaspora of educated and knowledgeable students and researchers, solv-
ing issues of global importance, interactions with industry and research 
institutions). Such collaboration is important in changing the speed of 
knowledge diffusing into practice.

Although it seems obvious that collaboration is an increasingly impor-
tant feature of the innovation landscape, it is worth stopping to ask: 
why are there positive returns to collaboration? At the scientist-scientist 
level, we have seen that teams are getting larger, and larger teams are 
doing the most important research (Wuchty et al. 2007). Furthermore, 
Adams et al. (2005) find that the size of scientific teams has increased by 
50 percent over the period 1981–1999. But why would university-indus-
try collaboration matter? One reason is that when university research-
ers and industry researchers get together, they might ask different (e.g. 
more applied) types of questions. This could be good for the economy, 
but it is worth noting that we actually do not know what the optimal 
mix of pure versus applied research is, and it is likely that doing more 
applied research limits the time available to conduct basic research, i.e. 
there are trade-offs. It may also be the case that collaborations between 
university researchers and industry scientists might speed up the transla-
tion of knowledge into practice. And this could be of substantial ben-
efit to society because the speed of diffusion has important productivity 
implications. However, there is no strong evidence suggesting that this 
is, in fact, empirically true. So, it is important to be aware that the case 
for increasing collaboration—particularly between universities and indus-
try—does not have much of an empirical basis.
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Interdisciplinary Collaboration

Whilst science and technology are integral in addressing issues of global 
importance, they cannot do so in isolation. The humanities and social 
sciences are an important element in addressing global challenges and 
multidisciplinary approaches can provide the comprehensive knowl-
edge needed to solve global challenges. There are many examples where 
a diverse range of people with varying expertise have come together to 
collaborate and innovate on projects of global importance, where the 
required knowledge was greater than one individual. The large hadron 
collider (LHC), the world’s largest and most powerful particle accelera-
tor capable of advancing understanding of physical laws by testing dif-
ferent theories of particle physics and high energy physics, is an example 
of such an innovation. The LHC took ten years to plan and build, and 
involved over 10,000 scientists, engineers and technicians from over 100 
countries. The LHC now conducts interdisciplinary research, with sev-
eral collaborative projects utilising the particle accelerator.

Likewise, the Human Genome project is another example of a mul-
tidisciplinary project in which the collaborative efforts across disci-
plines have achieved results that one individual and one discipline could 
not have achieved alone. The research program involved 20 institutes 
across six countries with the goal to map and better understand human 
genomes. A small portion of the project was dedicated to studying the 
ethical, legal and social issues related to the increased knowledge and 
availability of genetic information that result from the project’s outcomes.

These examples demonstrate the role of international and interdis-
ciplinary collaboration to bridge knowledge gaps and overcome the 
burden of knowledge in order to advance scientific and technological 
research, development and innovation.

The Role of Universities and Publicly Funded Research Organisations

Universities and publicly funded research organisations are also an inte-
gral part of the innovation ecosystem, as bodies assisting in the crea-
tion of skilled graduates, new knowledge, and knowledge exchange. 
Universities and publicly funded research organisations aim to undertake 
research in areas of global importance, generate new knowledge, enable 
and encourage innovation, and form partnerships with industry, govern-
ment and other research organisations to commercialise ideas.
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Increasing mobility of researchers and the desire to gain talented 
knowledge is leading to universities, organisations, industry, and even 
other countries competing to attract and retain talented individuals. 
Since 1975 there has been a nearly universal increase in the frequency of 
collaborations between authors based at different universities throughout 
the United States of America (Jones et al. 2008). These bodies under-
stand the risks of losing their best and brightest, but also the benefits of 
attracting strong individuals from overseas and national research organi-
sations. The internationalisation and globalisation of universities and 
higher education, through for example student mobility and fostering 
attractive and competitive research environments to draw highly quali-
fied researchers, has played a role in the global competition for talent 
(Heitor 2015; OECD 2014b; Turpin et al. 2008). Attracting and retain-
ing talented individuals can typically be done in two ways: via integrat-
ing small to medium enterprises (SMEs) and new firms into global value 
chains or through national research ecosystems that encourage direct 
foreign investment (OECD 2014b). Regarding the latter of these path-
ways, there is a focus on increasing the attractiveness and competitiveness 
of national research systems through increasing research infrastruc-
ture, strengthening universities’ capacity, branding activities, develop-
ing improved learning environments and education products, mobility 
schemes, and opening the research system to provide job opportunities 
for talented foreign researchers (OECD 2014b).

The mobility of researchers and students plays a significant contribu-
tion to building international networks (Turpin et al. 2008). The inter-
nationalisation of higher education is increasing and in 2011 the number 
of international students worldwide had doubled since the year 2000 
(OECD 2014b). This increasing internationalisation has opened doors 
for researchers to increase their knowledge networks and access knowl-
edge that previously may not have been easily accessible.

However, tenure, academic promotion policies and key performance 
indicators (KPIs) for university researchers do not necessarily encourage 
or support collaboration with other researchers or industry. Therefore 
in order to capture the benefits of collaboration, incentives to facilitate 
collaboration need to be reviewed at the research institution level and 
changed to encourage better collaboration with industry. Supplementing 
internal research and development efforts by collaborating with industry, 
publicly funded research institutes, universities and external suppliers and 
competitors, would promote important knowledge exchange that could 
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lead to greater innovative processes. There are a number of pathways 
that can be taken by universities in terms of their research outputs: (i) 
the research idea can remain within the university confines or be pub-
lished in a journal but the research is of no practical benefit to others, 
(ii) the research idea is publicly available and can be used by others, or 
(iii) the research idea is a partnership with industry and has potential to 
create a pathway to commercialise a research idea. The first pathway is 
not ideal as it doesn’t lead to research translation or positive knowledge 
exchange, however, the other two pathways lead to better results and can 
change the speed at which knowledge is diffused into practice. A lack 
of industry engagement at the university level can result in the research 
ideas staying within academia, with less chance of commercialisation.

The Role of Industry

Universities collaborate to translate research into commercial outcomes, 
build valuable contacts and networks, improve graduate outcomes, and 
enhance knowledge transfer. On the other hand, industry tends to seek 
collaborations to access specialised technology, facilities and knowledge, 
share costs of research and development (thereby reducing innovation 
risks), gain access to skilled individuals, and access public funding.

Collaboration between research institutes and industry has the poten-
tial to increase productivity performance through the creation of new 
ideas, products and services for the market. However, there are several 
barriers to university-industry collaboration, including, but not limited 
to: issues around IP (use, access, management and ownership); mis-
match in expectations from either party (fast commercial returns versus 
basic research); financial barriers; and lack of incentives for research-
ers to collaborate with industry (Bell et al. 2015; Bruneel et al. 2010). 
In Australia, the government provides a number of services to connect 
industry with researchers including: Connecting Australian-European 
Science and Innovation Excellence (CAESIE), R&D Tax Incentive, 
the CSIRO Small and Medium Enterprise Engagement Centre and 
Flagship Collaboration Fund, the ARC Linkage Schemes and Industrial 
Transformation Research Program.
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The Role of Government

Governments potentially play an important role in influencing incen-
tives and setting appropriate long term innovation policies that support 
research and innovation to nurture a nation’s productivity. However, this 
is a highly contested point of view, with many debating that the argu-
ments in favour of direct government intervention typically fail to see 
the costs and overstate the benefits of such intervention (Davidson and 
Potts 2016). In most countries, however, governments do provide both 
indirect and direct financial support to encourage collaboration, research 
translation and innovation. Indirect support can be provided through 
tax incentives (both corporate and personal) whereas direct support can 
be provided through funding received through debt financing systems 
(e.g. loans, credit guarantees, debt sharing mechanisms, etc.), competi-
tive grants, repayable loans, early stage financing and innovation vouch-
ers. Recent Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) data demonstrates that Australia is overly-reliant on indirect 
support (Bell et al. 2015; OECD 2015). Yet, without getting into the 
detail of whether or not there is a strong rationale for government inter-
vention in the innovation market, one thing is clear: the level of evalua-
tion of government S&T programs is weaker than in other areas of public 
policy such as education, labour and health. We basically do not know the 
effectiveness of most S&T policy programs, despite allocating hundreds 
of millions (even billions) of dollars into such programs. Recent initia-
tives such as the Science of Science and Innovation Policy (National Science 
and Technology Council 2008) in the United States have slowly started 
to change this, but most countries are lagging behind the United States. 
Julian Lane and colleagues have been leading the way on this front, pro-
ducing new datasets that greatly improve our ability of do rigorous evalu-
ations on a range of S&T policy programs (Lane 2009, 2010).

Many nations also support innovation via fiscal incentives. In 2015, there 
were 28 OECD countries that provided tax relief for business research 
and development expenditures (OECD 2014b). Within some of these 
OECD countries R&D tax incentives are used to encourage collaboration. 
There is evidence that suggests government tax incentives can attract for-
eign research and development Centres and can lead to greater competi-
tion between countries (OECD 2014b). Indeed, many of the countries that 
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have adopted R&D tax incentives have higher rates of business collabora-
tion with public sector research organisations (Bell et al. 2015).

Looking to Australia, in 2015 the Australian Government undertook 
a consultation process as part of the Tax White Paper to examine sup-
port for research and development including the Australian R&D Tax 
Incentive (Ferris et al. 2016). The Australian R&D Tax Incentive is a 
broad-based entitlement program aimed to help businesses offset the 
cost of undertaking research and development. The incentive is open 
to businesses who are conducting eligible research and development in 
all sectors and of any size with the aim of incentivising and encouraging 
businesses who previously may not have actively participated in innova-
tion and research activities to collaborate with researchers and research 
institutions.

In addition to direct and indirect financial support, it is argued that 
governments can support innovation through investing in services 
that support science, engineering, research, education and infrastruc-
ture services (such as research laboratories, and digital infrastructure). 
Additionally, governments can nurture the innovation ecosystem 
through encouraging and/or providing incentives for industry and busi-
nesses to invest in research translation and innovation and by reducing or 
removing regulatory barriers (Australian Government 2015e). An impor-
tant and well known element to developing better networks and inno-
vation processes is to improve the interaction between publicly funded 
research organisations and universities with industry. What is less well 
known is what the role of government is in nurturing the innovation 
ecosystem long-term. Additionally, there is a financial limit to what gov-
ernments can provide, so where do the current boundaries to govern-
ment intervention lie and where in the future should they sit?

Barriers to Collaboration

There are systematic barriers in many nations with respect to collabo-
ration and innovation including a lack of incentives for researchers to 
collaborate with business, financial barriers for SMEs to collaborate 
(including limited stable/long-term strategic funding), low levels of 
technically skilled personnel, and regulatory burdens. Geographical 
isolation, particularly in the case of Australia, may also pose challenges 
due to the time and financial costs associated with international travel. 
However, as previously mentioned the tyranny of distance is weakening 
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and cheaper travel and advances in information and communication 
technologies can more readily facilitate knowledge exchange (and other 
exchanges) between researchers.

Tsukada and Nagaoka (2015) have investigated patterns of inter-
national research collaboration for European and East Asian countries, 
and found that communication with international researchers using the 
English language, a popular language in scientific and technical fields, 
can be a barrier for some countries in the Asian region (McKenzie et al. 
2015; Tsukada and Nagaoka 2015). Therefore, improving English lan-
guage skills, as well as second languages for English speaking researchers, 
could assist in developing more meaningful and effective scientific col-
laborations with the Asian region (McKenzie et al. 2015).

As previously noted, the research and innovation process is taking 
longer due to an increasing knowledge base and this changing pattern in 
the innovation process is currently not supported by appropriate policies 
and funding. To date, numerous international innovation systems and 
the professional services that support them have been hindered by short 
term and unstable policy and funding settings. Many programs to sup-
port research and innovation are typically three year contracts, making 
it more difficult for researchers to develop their research ideas into inno-
vative products and services. Additionally, to be competitive and secure 
funding to undertake research, development and innovation in their cho-
sen fields, researchers typically need to have already produced results and 
findings from their research.

The lack of stable long-term research, innovation and productiv-
ity polices and funding has presented a barrier for a prosperous long-
standing innovation system in Australia. For instance, the Australian 
Government funded an International Science Linkages (ISL) program 
over ten years, which supported Australian scientific researchers from 
both the public and private sector to collaborate with international coun-
terparts on innovative science and technology research, with the purpose 
of contributing to Australia’s economic, social and environmental well-
being. In 2010, the ISL program underwent an independent review by 
an Australian based consulting firm, Allen Consulting (now ACIL Allen). 
The independent review noted that the ISL program was the ‘Australian 
Government’s leading mechanism for increasing Australia’s participation 
in international research, for strengthening strategic partnerships between 
the Australian and overseas research communities, and for facilitating 
access by Australian researchers to global technology and science facilities’ 
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and was noted as a key element to the Government’s innovation policy 
agenda at the time (Australian Government 2011). Additionally, the 
first recommendation of the review stated that the ISL program should 
be renewed and funding should be increased to $20 million AUD per 
annum (Australian Government 2011). However, despite the recom-
mendation, the 2011 Australian Federal Budget did not contain funding 
for the ISL Program, and the existing funding ran out in June 2011. In 
its place, much shorter term initiatives were introduced targeting specific 
countries including a research collaboration program with China (the 
Australia-China Science and Research Fund) and a joint fund initiative 
with India (the Australia-India Strategic Research Fund) (Smith 2011; 
Australian Government 2015c). The Australia-India Strategic Research 
Fund is now one of India’s greatest sources of support for interna-
tional science and is also Australia’s largest fund for bilateral research 
(Australian Government 2015b). In moving forward, a whole-of-gov-
ernment approach will be important to secure stable long-term funding 
to assist in maximising Australia’s innovation dividend from scientific 
research and to ensure the longevity of such programs.

International S&T Policy Programs

The UK Innovation Growth Lab (IGL), established in 2014, aims to 
‘enable, support, undertake and disseminate high impact research that 
uses randomised trials to improve the design of the programmes and insti-
tutions that help make our economies more innovative and entrepreneur-
ial’ (Innovation Growth Lab 2015). IGL notes that there is significant 
investment in initiatives to help foster innovation. With 12 partners from 
across the globe, IGL currently support 16 trials through the IGL grants 
programme. Examples of trials include: trialling different instruments to 
increase business-university links and technology transfer; exploring how 
to best design research labs to encourage collaboration; testing several 
interventions to support high-growth entrepreneurs, including training, 
co-working spaces, mentoring and coaching; and studying how to incen-
tivise employees to contribute new ideas. Through trialling programs at a 
small scale and evaluating their effectiveness, or by making small changes 
to existing programs, a better understanding of improving the design of 
innovation programs and initiatives can be gained resulting in the poten-
tial minimisation of wasting resources in the process (Bravo-Biosca 2015).
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Looking to the United States of America (USA), the successful Small 
Business Innovation Research (SBIR) Program encourages small business 
to engage in federal research and development that has commercialisa-
tion potential (SBIR 2015). Established in 1972, the SBIR Program 
has had long-term stability. Its mission is to ‘support scientific excellence 
and technological innovation through the investment of Federal research 
funds in critical American priorities to build a strong national econ-
omy’. Through fostering and encouraging small businesses to engage in 
research and development, the program stimulates high-tech innovation 
and promotes entrepreneurship in businesses. The SBIR programs are 
supported through money sought from federal agencies which possess a 
research and development budget exceeding $100 million USD. These 
federal agencies, 11 of which are part of the SBIR program, are required 
to allocate 2.8 percent of their research and development budget annu-
ally towards the SBIR program.

The USA and countries within Europe have long held advantages 
in collaboration in scientific fields. There are a number of international 
knowledge networks that provide examples of direct government action 
including Switzerland’s knowledge network Swissnex; the German 
Academic International Network (GAIN); the Geneva International 
Academic Network (GIAN); and Canada’s International Science and 
Technology Partnerships (ISTP). Such initiatives have been key tools for 
national science and technology action (Heitor 2015). However, new 
countries of increasing significance are emerging in the Asian region 
which will present greater opportunities for Australia to collaborate with 
the region.

The Asian region’s close proximity to Australia and recent growth 
presents additional opportunities for deeper engagement. Between 2008 
and 2014, China was Australia’s third largest collaborator with 21,058 
joint papers. Australia’s other major partners included the USA (first), 
UK (second), Germany (fourth) and Canada (fifth). Over the same 
period, Australia was Singapore’s third largest partner with 4,166 papers 
(UNESCO 2015).

Australia

In Australia, innovation varies across sectors and despite the continuing 
dialogue that innovation is important to business, Australian exporters 
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do not perform highly across a number of innovation indicators com-
pared to the country’s OECD counterparts (Australian Government 
2014). There are a number of factors that might cause poor business 
research and innovation outcomes and these issues vary across coun-
tries. For example: Australia has a small manufacturing industry predis-
posing the country to lower levels of R&D expenditure compared to 
larger overseas manufacturing sectors; Australia has a significant number 
of small to medium enterprises which are susceptible to innovation risk; 
and, larger companies enjoy a high proportion of foreign direct invest-
ment, increasing reliance on overseas innovation (Withers et al. 2009). 
As noted, other countries will face a different set of challenges in achiev-
ing their S&T objectives: in developing Asian economies, for example, 
improving the capabilities of the workforce, and human capital formation 
more generally, will likely be of fundamental importance.

Poor levels of new-to-market innovation in Australia limits the coun-
try’s capacity to build international competitiveness and participate in 
global value chains (Australian Government 2014). Strengthening global 
relationships, particularly with Asia, through encouraging and facilitating 
smarter collaboration between business and between businesses and uni-
versities and publicly funded research organisations will be important for 
improving Australia’s innovation ecosystem and the country’s productivity.

The Australian Research Council (ARC), an Australian govern-
ment entity, is one of the main bodies for funding competitive research 
in Australia and provides research advice to the government. The 
ARC Linkage scheme plays an important role in encouraging partner-
ships, both nationally and internationally, between researchers and busi-
ness, community organisations, industry, and other publicly funded 
research agencies (Australian Government 2015a). The ARC Linkage 
schemes ‘aim to encourage and extend cooperative approaches to research 
and improve the use of research outcomes by strengthening links within 
Australia’s innovation system and with innovation systems internationally’ 
(Australian Government 2015a). However, the success rates of applicants 
across all ARC schemes has been declining and has decreased by almost 
half since 2002 to 17.8 percent. The success rate of Linkage schemes 
specifically have been steadily decreasing—for example: the Linkage 
Infrastructure Equipment and Facilities scheme has dropped from 55.1 
percent in 2002 to a 41.5 percent success rate in 2015, and the Linkage 
Project scheme has dropped from 51.8 percent in 2002 to 35.9 percent 
success rate in 2014. The percentage of Australian companies listed on 
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ARC Linkage funded projects, however, remains relatively stable with 
the largest partners listed as government (local and state) followed by 
Australian private companies. The total amount of cash provided by 
Australian private companies is greater than that of the local and state 
government partners, indicating good engagement with private compa-
nies at this level.

Additional incentives and programs supported by the Australian 
Government include the Entrepreneurs’ Programme (an Australian 
Government flagship initiative announced in 2015, funded at $484.2 
million AUD over the next five years, with the aim to provide practical 
support and advice to entrepreneurs and business) and Industry Growth 
Centres (established in five growth sectors in Australia where a competi-
tive advantage already exists).

In 2015–2016, the Australian Government committed approximately 
$9.7 AUD billion to support science, research and innovation. Of this 
commitment approximately $1.8 billion AUD was intramural expendi-
ture2 going towards Australian Government research and development 
and federal research agencies such as CSIRO and Defence Science and 
Technology Group. The remainder was for extramural expenditure3 in 
the business enterprise sector (e.g. industry research and development 
tax measures and business innovation); the higher education sector (e.g. 
ARC, higher education research and development, performance based 
block funding); and in the multisector category (e.g. National Health 
and Medical Research Council, Cooperative Research Centres, etc.) 
(Australian Government 2015d). The majority of this funding was dedi-
cated to supporting public research and business innovation through tax 
incentives.

To compliment these programs, in late 2015 the Australian 
Government released its National Innovation and Science Agenda 
(NISA) which has four pillars aimed at supporting Australian entre-
preneurs; increasing collaboration between industry and researchers; 
developing and attracting world-class talent; and embracing innova-
tion and agility in the way Australia conducts business. The NISA aims 
to build on key initiatives and to continue to support certain programs 
already in place. It also includes new initiatives aimed at encouraging a 
more innovative and entrepreneurial economy. For example, NISA will 
continue to support the establishment of Industry Growth Centres 
in five key areas of competitive advantage: Advanced Manufacturing; 
Food and Agribusiness; Medical Technologies and Pharmaceuticals; 
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Mining Equipment, Technology and Services; and Oil, Gas and Energy 
Resources. The Agenda outlines a number of measures to support inno-
vation, however as the program is still in its infancy, is too early to review 
the effectiveness of these.

China

The Chinese economy has grown substantially over recent years and is 
currently the world’s second largest economy in terms of GDP. During 
the period 2008–2012, China doubled its spending on research and 
development following a slower growth over the period 2001–2008 
(OECD 2014b). In 2014, China spent 2.05 percent of GDP on research 
and development, investing slightly more than the European Union 
(1.94 percent of GDP). According to China’s Science and Technology 
Minister Wan Gang, the country’s research and development fund 
reached 1.34 trillion Chinese yuan in 2014, of which the private sec-
tor provided 76 percent, offering support and easier access to funding 
for scientific and technological researchers to innovate (Yingqi 2015). 
Additionally, China’s research collaborations with other countries has 
been growing rapidly within the Asian region since 2000; in particular, 
China’s research collaboration with Australia has grown more than ten-
fold since 2000, eightfold with Taiwan, tenfold with South Korea, and 
since 1999 has grown fourfold with Japan (Adams 2012).

China has a number of programs to support research and develop-
ment which are mainly provided through four entities: The Ministry 
of Science and Technology (MoST); the National Natural Science 
Foundation of China (NSFC); The Chinese Academy of Science (CAS); 
and the China Scholarship Council (CSC) (Zhang 2014). Within each 
of these entities there are a number of programs that support research 
and development for the scientific and technological fields. In addition, 
China has a number of laws and regulations that provide legal guidance 
and guarantees to promote the transformation of scientific and tech-
nological achievements (National People’s Congress of the People’s 
Republic of China 1996; National People’s Congress of the People’s 
Republic of China 2008; Gao 2015). The country also has a number of 
new initiatives to support innovation such as the ‘Made in China 2025’ 
program which aims to use subsidies and mandates to encourage manu-
facturing companies to upgrade faculties to be environmentally sustain-
able and innovative (The Economist 2015), however these initiatives 
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have not been operating for long enough to be able to comment on 
their effectiveness. In addition to the aforementioned initiatives, China 
has ongoing five-year plans that outline strategies for growth. In early 
2016, China released its 13th five-year plan (2016–2020) for economic 
and social development of which innovation is a key principle. The 13th 
five-year plan suggests creating an innovation-driven system with mar-
kets playing a key role in allocating resources (The State Council 2015). 
With respect to Australia’s relationship with China, the Australian gov-
ernment encourages collaboration through the Australia-China Science 
and Research Fund providing opportunities for Australian researchers to 
collaborate with China.

India

India is also at the forefront of a number of scientific and technologi-
cal fields. The country is large and diverse and innovation is seen as 
critical to socio-economic development (OECD 2014b). Whilst India 
is a rapidly growing emerging economy, its growth rate has slowed in 
recent years (OECD 2014b). In 2011, the country spent 0.82 percent of 
GDP on research and development. India has developed a sizeable pub-
licly funded research and development structure in the areas of science, 
technology and innovation (Abhyankar 2014). The country however 
has a complex and large national innovation ecosystem with many indi-
viduals and institutions partaking in research and innovation (Abhyankar 
2014). In the past, these institutions have operated independently of one 
another; however more recently there has been a greater push to connect 
the institutions and programs together to harness the country’s innova-
tion potential (Abhyankar 2014).

In 2010, the Indian government declared 2010–2020 the ‘Decade 
of Innovation’ and in parallel the country established the National 
Innovation Council to develop a road map for promoting innovation 
(European Commission 2013). In 2013, India’s Ministry of Science and 
Technology unveiled its new Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) 
policy to drive investment in science and in science-led technology and 
innovation in areas of socio-economic importance (Government of India 
2013). The policy outlined key initiatives for strengthening India’s inno-
vation ecosystem and for enhancing entrepreneurship. Among other ini-
tiatives, the policy stated that research and development spending will 
increase to 2 percent over the five years since the establishment of the 
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policy by creating a conducive environment that encourages the private 
sector to invest in research and development (Embassy of India 2013). 
India also had five-year plans which were overseen by the Planning 
Commission (Government of India). However, in 2014 in a speech 
by then Prime Minister Modi, it was announced that the Planning 
Commission would be disbanded, though the 12th five-year plan contin-
ued for 2012–2017 (UNESCO 2015).

The Ministry of Science and Technology has a number of initiatives 
to encourage and support innovation including: The India Innovation 
Growth Program; National Innovation Foundation; PRISM—Promoting 
Innovation in Individuals, Start-ups and Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs); Council of Scientific and Industrial Research 
Innovation Complexes; Patent Assistance Programs; Technology Business 
Incubators; Small Business Innovation Research Initiative; and Technology 
Development and Demonstration Program (Abhyankar 2014).

With respect to Australia’s relationship with India, collaboration is 
encouraged and supported by the Australian Government through sup-
port from the Australian-India Strategic Research Fund, providing 
opportunities for Australian researchers to collaborate with India. Yet 
despite good programs, along with joint publications between Australia 
and India, India is not yet in the top three collaboration partners for 
Australia.

Japan

In 2014, Japan spent 3.58 percent of its GDP on research and devel-
opment. Like India and China, Japan has five-year plans known as 
the Science and Technology Basic Plan. The Council for Science, 
Technology and Innovation is responsible for the formulation and 
implementation of the plan and the country is entering into the 
fifth Science and Technology Basic Plan (FY2016-22) (Council for 
Science Technology and Innovation 2015). In 1995, the Science and 
Technology Basic Law was enacted and it is in accordance with this that 
the Science and Technology Basic Plans (STBP) are formulated and 
implemented. The fifth basic plan recognises the burden of knowledge, 
noting that ‘as the intellectual frontier expands, it is becoming increas-
ingly difficult for individual organizations to produce all the knowledge 
and technology necessary for success’ and notes that it will be increasingly 
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important to collaborate and bring people with diverse specialisations 
together (Government of Japan 2015a).

Japan experimented with innovative S&T policies via the creation of 
‘science cities’ such as Tsukuba Science City back in the 1970s. This ten-
tative first step crystallised into a sophisticated and expansive program of 
developing science cities in the 1980s known as Technopolis. This pro-
gram was backed by the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
(MITI) and resulted in the creation of 25 science cities across the coun-
try. The scale of this industrial and regional development program was 
unparalleled and it was heralded at the time as a major launching pad for 
Japan’s technological development. Despite substantial support through 
the 1980s and 1990s, the program was disbanded in 1998. Suzuki 
(2004) argues that a range of both macroeconomic factors (e.g. unfa-
vourable exchange rates) and organizational failures (e.g. bureaucratic 
conflict) contributed to the program’s demise.

Since then, the STBP have progressed Japan’s science, technology and 
innovation sector as demonstrated through, for example, rising num-
bers of researchers and publications; increasing investment in research; 
the growing number of patents being held; and steadily increasing 
joint research projects among universities, companies and research and 
development institutions since 1996 (Government of Japan 2015b). 
However, there are still several areas needing improvement including 
increasing industry-university collaboration; increasing research output; 
encouraging students to pursue research careers; and increasing public 
confidence in science and technology. In recent years Japan’s research 
papers have decreased both qualitatively and quantitatively (in terms of 
their international rankings), and the science, technology and innovation 
sector is starting to fall behind other leading countries (Government of 
Japan 2015a). The fifth STBP has four pillars designed to address the 
gaps in science, technology and innovation: creating new value for the 
development of future industry and social transformation; addressing 
economic and social challenges; reinforcing the fundamentals for science, 
technology and innovation; and building a systemic virtuous cycle of 
human resource, knowledge, and funding for innovation.

In 2012, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe positioned innovation 
as one of the four key pillars for the country’s growth strategy with the 
goal to make Japan the most innovation-friendly country in the world 
(Council for Science Technology and Innovation 2015). Shortly after 
in 2013, the Cabinet Office of Japan’s Government announced the 
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Comprehensive Strategy on Science, Technology and Innovation. The 
strategy had a long-term vision and short-term programs to support 
science, technology and innovation policies. A number of actions have 
been taken since then including the establishment of an annual PDCA 
cycle directly linked to the budget establishment, the Cross-ministerial 
Strategic Innovation Promotion Program (SIP), establishment of the 
Impulsing Paradigm Change through Disruptive Technologies Program 
(ImPACT) and concerted efforts with respect to solving issues of 
importance (Council for Science Technology and Innovation 2015). 
The ImPACT program was developed with the aim of supporting and 
encouraging high-risk disruptive innovation that has the potential to be 
high-impact. An evaluation of the programs and system will be under-
taken in 2019. The Cross-ministerial Strategic Innovation Promotion 
Program involves 10 themes addressing key societal and economic chal-
lenges for Japan and facilitates basic research through to commercialisa-
tion. The Comprehensive Strategy will be updated yearly, and considered 
in conjunction with the five-year plans, to enable flexible policy manage-
ment (Government of Japan 2015a).

South Korea

South Korea was the leading OECD country in 2014 in terms of gross 
domestic spending on research and development at 4.29 percent of 
GDP. The country also has five-year plans, which were initially estab-
lished in 1962 as economic development plans. The five-year economic 
and development plans ran from 1962–1996, each with principal objec-
tives and a specific focus (e.g. infrastructure, heavy and chemical indus-
tries, high-tech industries etc.) introducing policies and resources to 
reach their principal objectives (OECD 2014a). South Korea under-
went a significant economic change over the period 1962–1996; the 
introduction of the Technology Promotion Plan and the enactment 
of the Science and Technology Promotion Act, alongside the five-year 
plans, were major policy instruments and strategies that drove the South 
Korean economy from an agricultural economy to a leading industrial 
power (OECD 2014a). During this period (1962–1996) the chaebols—
business conglomerates such as Samsung, LG and Hyundai—also played 
a key role in the country’s economic development (OECD 2014a). Over 
this time, several scientific and technical institutes and policies were also 
implemented. In 1966, the Korean Institute of Science and Technology 
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(KIST) was founded and in 1981 KIST integrated with the Korea 
Advanced Institute of Science (KAIS) to form the Korean Advanced 
Institute of Science and Technology (KAIST).

However, shortly thereafter in 1989 the two separated with KIST 
re-establishing itself as an independent entity and KAIS remaining as 
KAIST (KAIST 2014b; KIST 2016). KAIST is a research focused uni-
versity that aims to foster leading researchers in science and technol-
ogy, undertake basic and applied research and support collaborations 
with other research institutions and industries (KAIST 2014a). In 1967, 
the Ministry of Science and Technology (now the Ministry of Science, 
ICT and Future Planning) was established as well as the Science and 
Technology Promotion Act. The Ministry of Science and Technology, 
known as MOST, was the central government agency accountable for 
scientific and technological policy (Chung 2011). In 1982, MOST ini-
tiated the first national research and development program which sup-
ported high-risk research in key priority areas that would actively drive 
economic growth including information technology, industrial technolo-
gies and new material technologies (Hanna 1999; OECD 2014a).

In 1999, South Korea announced a long-term strategic plan, 
‘Vision 2025: Korea’s Long-term Vision for Science and Technology 
Development’, which outlined 39 tasks, 19 recommendations and 
key national and science and technology indicators to advance Korea’s 
Science and Technology development by 2025. Following announce-
ment of Vision 2025, the Science and Technology Framework Law was 
created which formed the basis of the five-year Basic Plans of Science 
and Technology (2003–07, 2008–12)(OECD 2014a). In 2013, then 
President Park Geun-hye announced in her inaugural speech her vision 
for the Creative Economy, defining it as ‘the convergence of science and 
technology with industry, the fusion of culture with industry and the blos-
soming of creativity made possible by the breaking down of barriers between 
industries …’ (Park 2013). President Park identified specific areas that 
would be key priorities for the creative economy, namely science, tech-
nology and the Information Technology industry (Park 2013). The 
Creative Economy Action Plan has three goals, six strategies (each 
accompanied by three to five tasks totalling 24 tasks across the plan). 
The three goals are to (1) create new jobs and markets through creativity 
and innovation; (2) strengthen Korea’s global leadership through a crea-
tive economy; and (3) creating a society where creativity is respected and 
manifested (MOSF 2013). Across these goals are the six strategies which 
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include: creating an ecosystem that promotes the creation of start-ups; 
strengthening the role of SMEs and ventures in the economy and their 
ability to enter global markets; creating growth engines for new markets 
and industries; and strengthening innovation capacity of science technol-
ogy and ICT (MOSF 2013).

Since September 2014, South Korea has established 17 Centres 
for Creative Economic Innovation (CCEI) to support the Creative 
Economy and improve the regional ecosystem. CCEIs are cooperative 
partnerships between private and public sectors (StartupKorea 2015). 
Entrepreneurs and start-ups are matched with leading Korean companies 
who offer expertise, mentoring and resources with the aim of fostering a 
conducive environment to nurture entrepreneurs and start-up companies 
as well as boost innovation of SMEs (StartupKorea 2015). Currently, 
each CCEI has a specific focus which draws on region specific resources. 
The CCEIs have provided support for prototype production as well as 
sales and distribution. Within the first 12 months since its establishment, 
CCEI supported 437 start-ups with this number projected to grow to 
over 2,500 by 2017 (StartupKorea 2015). A demonstration day held in 
late 2015 provided CCEI start-ups and entrepreneurs with the opportu-
nity to showcase their products, allowing investors to identify new invest-
ment opportunities but also demonstrating the success stories of the 
CCEIs (MSIP 2015).

The South Korean Government has a National Science and Technology 
Council which has several main functions including the coordination and 
establishment of major S&T promotion policies and plans and financial 
support for technology innovation. It is the key body for making deci-
sions on cross-agency science, technology and innovation policies (OECD 
2014b). In addition the country has a Presidential Advisory Council on 
Science and Technology that identifies key national scientific and techno-
logical policy issues and makes recommendations and suggestions of ways 
to address the issues on a long-term basis (PACST 2014).

Singapore

In 1967, Singapore established a Science Council to encourage and drive 
science and technology and to build appropriate human resources to 
support scientific research and development (A*STAR 2011). The gov-
ernment replaced the Science Council with the National Science and 
Technology Board in 1991, following enactment of the Technology 
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Board Act in 1990 (Singapore Government 2013). Through the 
National Science and Technology Board, Singapore established five-
year plans. The country’s first plan, known as the National Technology 
Plan, had a budget of S$2 billion to set up Singapore’s science and 
technology direction. This five-year plan was followed in 1996 with the 
National Science and Technology Plan, 2001 and 2006 as the Science 
and Technology plan, before the five-year plan changed to the Research, 
Innovation and Enterprise (RIE) Plan for 2011–2015. Singapore is now 
in its sixth five-year plan, the Research, Innovation and Enterprise 2020 
Plan, and is committing S$19 billion over the life of the plan to support 
the translation of research and to build innovation capacity (National 
Research Foundation 2016c). The RIE 2020 plan will focus on four 
key priorities reflecting Singapore’s key areas of competitive advantage: 
Advanced Manufacturing and Engineering; Health and Biomedical 
Sciences; Services and Digital Economy; and Urban Solutions and 
Sustainability. The National Research Foundation, under the Prime 
Minister’s Office, determines the national direction of research and 
development initiatives. Within the four key areas, activities will be sup-
ported by three cross-cutting programs to ensure a strong pipeline of tal-
ent, excellent science and value creation (National Research Foundation 
2016c). These programs are Manpower (10 percent of the total fund-
ing), Academic Research (15 percent), and Innovation and Enterprise 
(17 percent).

In 2002, The National Science Technology Board was renamed the 
Agency for Science, Technology and Research (A*STAR). The public 
sector agency, bridges the gap between industry and academia to form 
meaningful and productive collaborations that drive research to advance 
and translate scientific discovery and innovation. A*STAR has three key 
areas of strategic importance: Human Capital; Intellectual Capital; and 
Industrial Capital. Through concentrating on these key areas, A*STAR 
aims to build Singapore into a world-class scientific research hub. In 
2011, A*STAR celebrated its 20th anniversary since its establishment as 
the National Science Technology Board under the Ministry of Trade and 
Industry. A*STAR develops and nurtures research talent in 18 biomedi-
cal science, physical science and engineering research entities and agen-
cies (A*STAR 2011).

In 2013, Singapore’s Prime Minister noted the importance of attract-
ing national and international talent to boost the innovation system, stat-
ing that in order: ‘To make further progress, we will need good people, we 
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will need good research programmes, and then we will be able to get good 
outcomes. The good people [part] is most critical because first you must 
have the talent. And to sustain a vibrant research community, it means we 
have to attract international talent, as well as to nurture local talent. We 
need to do both’ (National Research Foundation 2016b). In this regard, 
Singapore has several research and development talent programs to 
attract talented scientists to undertake research in the country.

The National Research Foundation (NRF), established as a depart-
ment in the Prime Minister’s Office in 2006, is responsible for the direc-
tion of Singapore’s research and development. The NRF funds initiatives 
and develops policies, strategies and plans for research, development 
and innovation. The NRF offers a large number of programs to sup-
port research and innovation including: Strategic Research Programmes, 
NRF Fellowship and NRF Investigatorship, Competitive Research 
Programme, Campus for Research Excellence and Technological 
Enterprise (CREATE), Research Centres of Excellence, National 
Innovation Challenges, Corporate Laboratory@University Scheme 
and National Cybersecurity R&D Programme. The NRF Fellowship 
and NRF Investigatorship both aim to attract and retain top scien-
tists to undertake independent research and to support ground break-
ing high-risk research. For the NRF Fellowship, successful early career 
researchers are offered a five-year tenure-track position within a faculty 
at specific universities or research institutes including the Agency for 
Science, Technology and Research (A*STAR), the National University 
of Singapore, and Research Centres of Excellence (RCE) amongst oth-
ers. The NRF Investigatorship supports mid-career researchers to under-
take high-risk research (National Research Foundation 2016a). The 
NRF Strategic Research Programs supports research in specific areas to 
create new industries and encourage growth. The Competitive Research 
Programme encourages multidisciplinary research in areas of societal 
importance. The RCE allow researchers to conduct world-class research 
in key areas of long term strategic importance to the country and aims 
to attract and retain top scientific researchers, create new knowledge 
and train researchers and enhance graduate education. The National 
Innovation Challenge encourages and supports multidisciplinary 
research to address key challenges. Research supported by the National 
Innovation Challenge may result in commercial spinoffs both nationally 
and internationally.



6  SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY POLICY IN THE ASIAN CENTURY   143

The NRF specifically encourages university collaboration through 
CREATE. CREATE houses a number of research centres from vari-
ous international universities to support interdisciplinary research in 
human systems, energy systems, environmental systems and urban sys-
tems. CREATE provides international universities a second home to 
facilitate collaborations with other universities within CREATE as well 
as local Singapore universities (CREATE 2014). The NRF Corporate 
Laboratory@University Scheme is a scheme specifically aimed at indus-
try collaboration with Universities. The Scheme, launched in 2013, 
supports the establishment of foreign and local industry laboratories in 
Singaporean universities to facilitate and encourage university-industry 
research and development collaborations. The scheme is aimed at sup-
porting the translation of research and development in the laboratory to 
the marketplace. In addition to promoting industry experience for uni-
versity students, the scheme allows industry to access new knowledge 
to develop innovative services and products. The first corporate labora-
tory supported under the scheme was the establishment of a Rolls Royce 
Laboratory at Nanyang Technological University, a joint S$75 million 
investment which resulted in the tripling of existing projects between the 
collaborators over five years.

Singapore strongly recognises the importance of innovation and in 
addition to programs that support and encourage research and develop-
ment, the country has an innovation and enterprise framework through 
the NRF to support growth in innovation and entrepreneurship. The 
National Framework for Innovation and Enterprise (NFIE) has two 
goals: to commercialise innovative technologies developed in research 
and development laboratories through the establishment of start-up 
companies, and to encourage universities to transform their research 
and development into commercial products for the market (i.e. to pur-
sue academic entrepreneurship) (National Research Foundation 2014). 
The NFIE has a number of schemes to support these goals, including an 
Early Stage Venture Fund (in which S$10 million is provided to match 
funding provided by venture capital funds for early stage high-tech 
companies); Proof-of-Concept Grants (up to S$250,000 for technol-
ogy proof-of-concept projects for researchers); Technology Incubation 
Scheme (co-investment from NRF of up to 85 percent capped at 
S$500,000 for Singapore-based start-up companies with the scheme 
co-investing the remaining 15 percent and providing mentorship and 
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guidance); Global Entrepreneur Executives (aimed at attracting Global 
Entrepreneurial Executives in specific fields to relocate to Singapore); 
and the Innovation Cluster Programme (aimed at strengthening partner-
ships between universities, companies, government and research insti-
tutes to raise productivity, bring ideas to market quickly, create jobs and 
drive growth) (National Research Foundation 2014). The country also 
has a program through the Ministry of Trade and Investment that sup-
ports businesses to seize growth opportunities, build business capabili-
ties as well as supporting start-up companies at different stages of growth 
(SPRING Singapore 2014).

Conclusions

In this Chapter, we explored recent experiences (and experiments) in 
Australia and Asia with science and technology policy. We examined the 
rationale for the existence of returns to collaboration in the first place—
and whether there exists any barriers to collaboration. We considered 
how university-industry collaboration occurs across different nations and 
the effect that it has on the diffusion of new technology into practice, 
the degree of collaboration between academic and industrial researchers, 
and the role of government programs across a range of Asian countries 
designed to stimulate university-industry collaboration. What is clear is 
that a vibrant innovation ecosystem is an important element of a healthy 
and prosperous nation.

It is worth reflecting on what these Asian and Australian experiences 
with S&T policy can tell us about public policy in the Asian century. 
Most importantly, it demonstrates how all nations at different stages of 
development can learn from each other as they undertake national exper-
iments in S&T policy. As there is very little empirical evidence to help 
guide innovation policymakers—relative to other areas of public policy 
such as health, labour and education—there is an exciting opportunity to 
collaborate across national borders to understand how to develop inno-
vation policy. After all, innovation is one policy domain where there are 
potentially huge ‘spillovers’ so countries have a strong incentive to work 
together to share in the combined benefits of new knowledge. For exam-
ple, the UK’s Innovation Growth Lab (IGL)—which provides funds to 
researchers using randomised controlled trials to evaluate the effects of 
specific government innovation and entrepreneurship programs—is a 
centrally-coordinated international program of innovation experiments 
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which can generate important new evidence on the effectiveness of S&T 
policies, which can then be shared amongst interested parties and coun-
tries. This type of initiative will provide a richer, evidence-based, ration-
ale for future science and technology policies around the world.

Notes

1. � Adopting the OECD definition of Innovation allows Australia to be sys-
tematically compared to OECD countries. OECD (2005) Oslo manual: 
guidelines for collecting and interpreting innovation data, 3rd edition, 
OECD and European Commission.

2. � ‘Intramural expenditure’ is spending on R&D performed within Australian 
Government departments and agencies (Australian Government 2015d) 
“Science, Research and Innovation Budget Tables.” Retrieved November, 
2015, from http://www.industry.gov.au/innovation/reportsandstudies/
Pages/SRIBudget.aspx.

3. � ‘Extramural expenditure’ is spending on R&D performed outside the 
Australian Government (e.g. in universities, businesses or medical research 
institutes) (Ibid).
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CHAPTER 7

Humanising Bureaucracy: Clan-Oriented 
Culture in the Thai Civil Service

Marianna Fotaki and Rutaichanok Jingjit

Introduction

In 2002, Thailand’s government implemented a drastic change program 
known as the Strategic Plan for Thai Public Sector Development. While 
its proclaimed objectives comprised several aspects, the central aim of  
the change program was to create a new form of management through 
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the adoption of a result-based approach and a focus on performance 
(Painter 2004, 2006; Jingjit 2008).

The cumbersome structures and inefficient functioning of the Thai 
civil service became an increasingly critical issue. The international insti-
tutions, which became highly influential after providing financial aid to 
the country during the economic crisis, began to emphasise the impor-
tance of good governance in the late 1990s. As a result, various adminis-
trative reforms focusing on issues of compensation, the size of the public 
workforce, performance, management practices, reengineering of gov-
ernment agencies and personnel policies were already been implemented 
during this period. But the schemes were introduced in a piecemeal 
manner via pilot projects and did not appear to produce major changes 
to the civil service system. The Thaksin Shinawatra government’s com-
prehensive reforms plan, phased in during his tenure as Prime Minister 
(2002–2005), drew its inspiration from the attempts aimed at trans-
forming the public sector in the UK and other Anglo-Saxon countries 
(e.g. New Zealand). Although the reform of the civil service in Thailand 
appeared to be driven by multiple objectives, its core strategies “bore 
the unmistakeable stamp of New Public Management” (NPM) and 
were governed by the principle of ‘managerialism’ (Painter 2004). 
Comprising a set of doctrines with ‘specific ideas about what should 
be done in administration’ (Hood and Jackson 1991, p. 12), NPM (a 
term coined by a British scholar, Christopher Hood 1991) has been 
a worldwide phenomenon and a model for public sector reform since 
the mid-1980s (Hood 1996). With a strong focus on efficiency, client 
orientation, performance indicators and human resource management 
techniques, such reform stood in contrast with the values of bureau-
cracy. As an owner of a remarkably successful business empire, Thaksin 
condemned the country’s bureaucratic systems as being outdated and 
instead favoured an entrepreneurial management style. The change pro-
gram was expected to generate a new form of management through the 
adoption of a ‘results-based’ approach intended to decrease delays in the 
execution of various tasks, thus introducing greater flexibility in the sys-
tem. Further, the focus on performance management (Painter 2006), 
was relied upon as a means of transforming the traditional bureaucratic 
culture.

Max Weber famously depicted the concept of ideal bureaucracy as 
integral moral institutions based on impartiality and fairness, embrac-
ing the ideas of impersonal, procedural, hierarchical and technical 
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organisation. While Weber thought of such models, known also as ‘clas-
sic bureaucracy’, as the most efficient way of organising at the time, in 
the modern context, classic bureaucracy has been increasingly associ-
ated with inflexibility and inefficiency (Dingwall and Strangleman 2005; 
Duncombe et al. 1997; Hoggett 2006). Alternatives to bureaucracy 
have been proposed by liberalists (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1997; Kanter 
1990; Senge 1990) as well as from various critical management per-
spectives (Du Gay 2000, 2005; Clegg et al. 2005; Maravelias 2007), 
and by feminist scholars (Ashcraft 2001). Researchers have opposed 
the idea that organisations should be governed via strict, impersonal 
rules and led by a centralised authority as they advocated less hierarchi-
cal and more flexible forms of organising (Peters 1989; Morgan 1991; 
Quinn 1992; Kanter et al. 1992). Such shifts would be better facilitated 
by embracing various forms of flexible post-bureaucratic management, 
evidenced in all modes of organising, including public administration 
(PA) (Boyne 2003; Greener and Powell 2008; Hood et al. 2001; Pollitt 
and Bouckaert 2000), with significant changes in organisational culture, 
such as empowerment of employees (Osborne and Plastrik 1997; Child 
and McGrath 2001) and the decentralisation of authority (Child and 
McGrath 2001; Josserand 2004). Overall, the expectation for the post-
bureaucratic organisation was to promote a shift to more innovative and 
flexible organisations: with cohesion obtained through cross-cutting net-
works of various kinds with the management acting as catalyst for such 
change (Hedlund 1994; Josserand 2004; Josserand et al. 2006).

However, the rationale and ideology underlying many of the NPM 
reforms has been questioned by defenders of the bureaucratic ethos (Du 
Gay 1996, 2000; Ten Bos 1997) and by PA scholars (Hood 1991; Pollitt 
and Bouckaert 2000). Hood (1991), for example, opposes the logic of 
“public management for all seasons” addressing the issues of organisa-
tional inefficiency regardless of the context, while Pollitt and Bouckaert 
(2000) question such a ‘one size fits all’ approach as problematic 
because of the varying impacts of such reforms across national cultures. 
Moreover, Newman (2005) suggests that a “pure” form of bureau-
cracy strictly corresponding to the Weberian “ideal type” is rarely found, 
given that organisations tend to conflate bureaucratic attributes with 
other virtues and principles, rendering the whole idea of post-bureau-
cracy relatively unimportant. Josserand et al. (2006) suggest, that post-
bureaucracy presents a new ideal-type as well as portraying an abstract 
representation of the desired changes.
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Yet, there appears to be a consensus among scholars about the need 
to propose alternatives to classic bureaucracy with an aim of ensuring 
organisational survival. They tend to agree on the advantages of post-
bureaucratic models of organising for achieving and sustaining corporate 
competitiveness (Ashcraft 2001; Dunleavy et al. 2006; Budd 2007) and 
about the importance of giving employees high degrees of ‘responsible 
autonomy’ to enable them to cope with a more volatile workplace (e.g. 
Adler 2001; Applebaum et al. 2000). Some critics of bureaucracy argue 
that it must be replaced with novel organisational forms (e.g. Cheney 
1995; Deetz 1992) while others point to the potential of hybrids (e.g. 
Ashcraft 2006; Harris 2006; Salaman 2005). However, despite the focus 
on developing a more effective, novel form of organisation, there is a 
dearth of empirical studies on the hybrids that already exist in different 
contexts. The exploration of this issue in an international context might 
yield fruitful results because bureaucracy tends to accommodate itself to 
the exigencies and underlying values of the wider society in which it is 
situated (Clegg 1994). As Clegg (1994, p. 150) elucidates: ‘Even when 
one is dealing with economic rationality and organisations constructed 
in support of rationality, there is no escape from values’ (Clegg 1994,  
p. 150).

This chapter seeks to contribute to these discussions about hybrid 
organisational forms, as part of a wider debate about the merits and 
demerits of bureaucratic and post-bureaucratic organisations. We do 
so by examining a distinct manifestation of bureaucratic forms outside 
a Western setting, and addressing the effects of introducing NPM-type 
reforms in several public organisations in an East Asian context. We focus 
here on Thailand’s reforms that had as their explicit aim an intention to 
modernise public services introduced after 2002, and focus specifically 
on the reasons for their limited outcomes in the settings studied. Given 
the heated debate regarding the values and problems associated with 
bureaucracy, and its recent widespread dismissal in favour of the market-
based forms of organising that NPM propagates, this chapter addresses 
the following questions: What are the attributes of the organisational 
culture in public organisations in non-Western environments? And how 
far do they diverge from the ideas associated with classic bureaucracy? 
To what extent (if at all) have these attributes been altered by the NPM-
type of reform carried out in the Thai civil service specifically? Which (if 
any) aspects of national culture exerted a significant influence upon the 
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intended new mode of organising, thereby facilitating and/or impeding 
the intended changes?

The value of this chapter lies first, in its contribution to a greater 
understanding of the hybrid forms of bureaucratic organisations and 
their significance in explaining the limited outcomes of market-driven 
reform, especially via NPM. Second, the chapter highlights the cause of 
such failure, which as we argue, is entrenched in the deep-seated roots 
of clan-oriented culture that dominates the Thai civil service. Clan is an 
anthropological term denoting an attachment to the real or perceived 
ties of kinship and/or descent present within a group of people. For such 
group formation ‘it does not matter whether an objective blood rela-
tionship exists’ (Weber 1978, p. 389). While reducing the differences 
between individual and organisational goals and creating a strong feel-
ing of community, clans, according to Ouchi (1980), tolerate high levels 
of ambiguity in performance evaluation that cannot withstand the scru-
tiny of contractual relations. As we have argued elsewhere (Jingjit and 
Fotaki 2010), clan-based culture can also lead to favouritism, nepotism 
and patronage. Despite the negative attributes of the clan present in the 
Thai civil service, this characteristic also tends to humanise bureaucratic 
structures through its emphasis on collegiality and informal structures, 
coexisting with the officialdom and the perseverance of seniority. The 
conclusions that emerge from our study reveal the realities of bureau-
cratic organisations in the Thai public sector. The study shows, specifi-
cally, how far the notion of an impersonal, inflexible and rule-bound 
institution characterised the settings studied. It provides clarity about the 
extent to which cultural values in various public organisations have (or 
have not) been altered through the implementation of the market-driven 
type of reform of NPM developed in Anglo-Saxon countries.

We commence with a review of the relevant literature on bureaucracy 
and NPM, followed by a summary of the research methodology. The 
next section reports on the findings obtained from research conducted 
in six public organisations in the Thai civil service at the central govern-
ment level. This is followed by a discussion of the reasons for distinct 
manifestations of hybrid bureaucratic models in an East Asian setting 
that result from the translation of universal bureaucratic values into dif-
ferent contexts. Finally, the chapter stresses the influence of local cultural 
and religious values to suggest potential explanations for the persistence 
of idiosyncratic bureaucratic hybrids and limited cultural change under 
NPM reforms.
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Origins and Rationales of Public Bureaucracy

The model of ideal bureaucracy advocated by Max Weber was a fun-
damental structure that greatly valued impartiality and fairness, allow-
ing an organisation to be considered as a form of moral institution. His 
approach to organising comprised various key characteristics includ-
ing rules, specialisation, meritocracy, hierarchy, separate ownership and 
accountability (see Weber 1947). Building on Weber’s proposition, Du 
Gay (1996, p. 125) also stresses the importance of the bureaucratic ethos 
as a crucial moral and political resource in liberal democratic regimes. In 
a similar vein, Ten Bos (1997, p. 1012) argues that bureaucratic struc-
tures protect people both inside and outside organisations but that the 
moral predicament of organisational members does not reside in the 
rules per se, but how individuals relate to these.

Critiques of Bureaucracy

As organisations began to face new challenges, the viability and ration-
ale for retaining the traditional bureaucratic model of organising, in both 
the public and private sectors, was increasingly questioned. Such chal-
lenges emerged from an increasingly unstable external environment 
owing to significant political and economic changes, as well as techno-
logical advancement (Hood 1991; Lovell 1995; Osborne and Gaebler 
1992). Various scholars discuss potential strategic approaches to shifting 
away from bureaucracy towards more favourable alternatives. Such cri-
tiques of bureaucracy can be divided into two major camps: the coun-
ter-bureaucratic (Heckscher 1994; Le Grand 2007a, b) and the hybrid 
schools (see also Ashcraft 2001, 2006; Salaman 2005; Harris 2006; 
Josserand et al. 2006).

Counter-Bureaucratic Arguments

Counter-bureaucratic arguments are largely underpinned by the con-
tention that power is intrinsically vested in a limited group of influen-
tial members within a bureaucratic organisational setting. Many scholars 
who promote the concept of empowerment, present in participatory 
(Mansbridge 1973; Rothschild and Russell 1986) and other more dem-
ocratic (Cheney 1995; Deetz 1992) modes of organising, reject this 
view. Their work can be traced back to the work of Burns and Stalker 
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(1994) who argued in favour of replacing the bureaucracy model with 
an “organic” type of alternative emphasising cooperation and teamwork. 
They proposed various novel configurations (Davidow and Malone 1992; 
Heydebrand 1989), involving partnership and network-based organi-
sational forms (e.g. Snow et al. 1993; Lowndes and Skelcher 2002). 
Heckscher (1994), who coined the term “post-bureaucracy” to differen-
tiate it from conventional bureaucracy, advocated an “interactive” model 
in which the stringent exercise of power was replaced by a focus on two-
way dialogues. Trust and independence are the basis of the interactive 
model: it is also underpinned by the principle of corporate success to be 
achieved through collaboration. Within the public sector specifically, it 
has been argued that government organisations could replace the com-
mand-and-control system with a market-based management model focus-
ing on competition and greater use of contracts (e.g. Harrison 1993; Le 
Grand 2007a, b; Light 1997; Saltman and Von Otter 1992).

Hybrid Forms of Organisation

The hybrid school, on the other hand, is essentially centred on the cri-
tique of the inflexibility that characterises traditional rigid bureaucracies 
(Courpasson and Clegg 2006; Jingjit and Fotaki 2010; Christensen and 
Laegrid 2011; Denis et al. 2015). Inflexibility is ill-suited to the modern 
context as it undermines an organisation’s performance and jeopardises 
its ultimate survival. Unlike those in the previous group, the proponents 
of bureaucratic hybrids do not entirely rebuff bureaucratic values but 
argue for forms of management that strategically combine “traditions” 
with “adaptations” (see Christensen and Laegrid 2011 for a review). The 
concept of a hybrid originates in the recognition that although bureau-
cracy has been significantly challenged, leading to widespread attempts 
to substitute the traditional form with alternative configurations, it has 
not been entirely discarded (see e.g. Heckscher and Donnellon 1994; 
Du Gay 2005). Therefore, while certain bureaucratic elements are aban-
doned or inhibited, others are still largely maintained in modern cor-
porations—a phenomenon epitomised by numerous post-bureaucratic 
organisations (e.g. Ashcraft 2006; Harris 2006; Salaman 2005). This 
is partly because of various intrinsic difficulties involved in the trans-
formation of large, complex bureaucratic organisations, such as invent-
ing a different corporate identity and altering entrenched organisational 
philosophy (Josserand et al. 2006). Moreover, the evidence suggests 
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that extensive post-bureaucratic pressures meet with severe resistance 
and skepticism from organisational members (Harris and Wegg-Prosser 
2007). Thus, according to various scholars, hybrids are likely to be the 
consequence of shifting the emphasis in favour of post-bureaucratic 
forms as well as the potential answer to overcoming the limitations of 
classic bureaucracy (Maravelias 2007; Robinson 2015). However, viewed 
from a critical distance, the post-bureaucratic model is a curious mix of 
characteristics that seem to be incompatible (Grey and Garsten 2001). 
This is because a post-bureaucratic model requires a strong corporate 
culture that commits and unites employees all-the-while assuming that 
the post-bureaucratic organisations will be simultaneously open, flexible 
and constantly in flux. As Maravelias argues, the risk of post-bureaucracy 
is its tendency to make freedom a privilege of those with potential and of 
pushing others into vicious circles of opportunism.

Moreover, empirical research provides evidence concerning a range of 
novel activities that tend to involve “the invocation of alternative sources 
of authority and legitimacy” (Casey 2004, p. 61), emerging in the con-
text of organisations that remain somewhat bureaucratic in a changing 
environment. A similar proposition was articulated by Ouchi, whose 
“ideal” type Z organisation is a hybrid that includes a rigid, individualistic 
type A and a participatory, consensual type B (Ouchi 1981; Ouchi and 
Jaeger 1978). Another perspective of the hybrid considers it as a dynamic 
process rather than a static organisational form characterised by new 
attributes that deviate from bureaucratic rigidity. This might include traits 
such as decentralisation and a flatter structure (Putnam 1983). Hybrid 
processes can thus be viewed as able to unite competing ideologies 
(Bahrami 1992; Gottfried and Weiss 1994) and to arbitrate the organi-
sational paradoxes and tensions that exist, for instance, between the usual 
need to secure control and stability and the attempt to enhance flexibil-
ity and encourage innovation (Bushe and Shani 1991). Latent positive 
effects of hybrid organisational forms are usually depicted in relation to 
the corporate motive of securing and maintaining competitiveness. Berg 
(2006), for instance, highlights how such organisational forms combine 
both the values of the traditional procedural bureaucracy and other newly 
introduced concepts, such as customer focus, participation and profes-
sional pride. Koppel (1999) portrays various hybrid government institu-
tions as bearing a significant resemblance to private corporations that are 
less rule-bound and more flexible, enabling them to effectively pursue 
organisational goals at lower costs than traditional agencies.
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In contrast to this common viewpoint, Ashcraft (2001) argues for 
feminist bureaucracy as a distinct style of management—introducing the 
idea of the so-called “organised dissonance”—that fundamentally dif-
fers from the general assumption of a hybrid in that it does not neces-
sarily require the resolution of competing organisational forms. On the 
contrary, we suggest, contradiction is largely accepted and even actively 
employed in this type of dissonant organisation. For instance, we have 
demonstrated in a related article that a combination of hierarchical and 
clan-based cultures was largely unadulterated in the Thai public service 
despite the introduction of Western NPM reforms aiming to introduce 
business-like management into PA (Jingjit and Fotaki 2010). This, we 
argued, was a result of religious values (both, Confucian and Buddhist), 
imbuing an organisational culture in the Thai bureaucracy prior to the 
reforms. This is in line with the literature suggesting that any significant 
organisational change is risky unless accompanied by a genuine transfor-
mation in the underlying value system (Schwartz 1992). As Schwartz 
(1992) points out, there is a common agreement among theorists across 
disciplines that a study of culture needs to concentrate primarily on val-
ues. One reason for this is that it has been suggested that values repre-
sent the core of culture (Deal and Kennedy 1982, 1983).

The Research Context and Analytic Framework

This chapter focuses on the Thai civil service during the period following 
a stringent public management reform considered to be one of the most 
remarkable efforts to transform the public sector in Thai history. The 
reforms were implemented over five years (2002–2007). The crucial aspect 
of the reform was the adoption of private management practices in pursuit 
of efficiency that reflected elements of NPM philosophy (Jingjit 2008). 
Originating in the belief that cultural change is a highly complex process, 
the current research set out to examine the deep-seated organisational cul-
ture of public organisations in the specific context of the Thai civil service 
and how this was modified following the introduction of the public man-
agement reform. Specifically, we examine the extent and pattern of cultural 
change following the introduction of the public management reform in 
Thailand through the viewpoints of civil servants themselves.

The main research framework guiding the data collection was adapted 
from the Competing Values Framework (CVF) originally developed by 
Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1981). The model is composed of two core 
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dimensions—an internal versus external orientation and a control versus 
flexibility orientation. An internal focus refers to an emphasis on inte-
gration, information management and communication, whereas growth, 
resource acquisition and interaction with the external environment are 
critical in organisations with an external focus. Along the second dimen-
sion, a focus on control means that stability and cohesion are crucial, 
while adaptability and spontaneity are highly valued in an organisa-
tion that concentrates on flexibility. From these two dimensions, four 
models can be identified—internal process model, rational goal model, 
human relations model, and an open system model. Authors such as 
Zammuto and Krakower (1991) and Cameron and Quinn (1999), 
who later adopted their framework to examine organisational culture, 
referred to the four models as four cultural categories. These categories 
are illustrated in Fig. 7.1. This framework corresponds to the features 
of the pre-existing bureaucratic organisations as well as the intended 
pro-market changes that this chapter examines. At the same time, the 
framework combines features of traditional non-Western bureaucracy as 
represented in the Thai civil service. Thus, according to Zammuto and 
Krakower (1991), hierarchy is a combination of internal orientation with 

Adhocracy
Innovation and development
Dynamic and entrepreneurial
Growth and resource 
acquisition
Risk taker

Clan
Cohesion
Personal
Warm and caring
Loyalty
Relationship oriented

Control

Rule enforcement
Formalised procedures
Hierarchical structure
Stability
Hierarchy

Pursuit of goals
Performance oriented
Competition and achievement
Rewards based on results
Market

Flexibility

Internal External

Fig. 7.1  The competing values framework (adopted from Zammuto and 
Krakower 1991)
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a focus on control. Market model culture, alternatively, is a mixture of 
control and external focus, and is dominated by the organisational aim 
of enhancing productivity and a competitive clan culture. A clan model 
with an internal focus and flexibility is characterised by high trust, team-
work, employee involvement, empowerment and corporate commitment 
to employees. Adhocracy, meanwhile, has flexibility but is externally 
focused, offering a form of organisation based primarily on the idea that 
innovation and adaptation are the keys to corporate success.

Research Design: Data Collection and Analysis

The study was conducted between 2006 and 2008 and supplemented 
with additional data following the aftermath of a major public sec-
tor reform launched in Thailand in 2002. We used a mixed method to 
collect the data and the results were triangulated. The triangulation of 
quantitative data was obtained from two sources: twenty-one face-to-face 
interviews and an open-ended section in the questionnaire. The main 
rationale for conducting a survey was that the data would provide more 
representative results than the use of in-depth interviews alone. The use 
of a self-completed questionnaire also helped to avoid the socially accept-
able responses that are often given in face-to-face interactions. The mate-
rial elicited through the survey was employed as a critical counterpoint 
to the interview data and as a means of acquiring qualitative data (in the 
open-ended section). Overall, the findings acquired through the combi-
nation of a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods appear to effec-
tively validate, complement and extend one another. For reasons of space 
we are not reporting on the results of the survey in this article. We solely 
focus on the findings explored through qualitative interviews and open 
ended sections of the questionnaires.

Face-to-face, in-depth and semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with twenty-one informants representing diverse Thai public 
services, with roles ranging from the middle to top management levels. 
This method of interviewing was beneficial for exploring in depth the 
issues identified through the quantitative survey due to the ‘open dis-
covery’ nature of this technique. The semi-structured format allowed 
us to alter slightly the issues raised and the matters explored from one 
interview to the next whenever new elements were revealed (Collis 
and Hussey 2003). This was advantageous for our study (Maykut and 
Morehouse 1994). The interview questions were based on seven key 
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aspects, designed to provide a thorough depiction of the culture in the 
Thai civil service (see Table 7.1).

Representatives from six government departments1 from different 
ministries participated in the initial interviews. This evidence, along with 
the survey results from six comparative cases, helped us to examine how 
contextual and institutional factors influenced the implementation of the 
NPM-type reforms in Thailand. We included departments of different 
sizes and with varying functions of public services (see Table 7.2). The 
core structure comprising the open-ended questionnaire was drawn from 
key issues investigated in the survey, in which 1,362 civil servants took 
part. The questionnaire includes a section for detailed answers to seven 
open-ended questions, which correspond to the interview schedule (see 
Table 7.1).

The interviews in each organisation were conducted with public 
employees from different functional divisions. A stratified sampling was 
employed to select participants for the survey to ensure that the sam-
ple contained civil servants from all levels of the organisational hierarchy 
in the same proportions as in the full population. The informants par-
ticipating in the face-to-face interviews were chosen from and/or sug-
gested by their respective organisations on the basis of their knowledge 
and expertise, comprising 12 male and 9 female civil servants whose sen-
iority levels varied from grade six to nine and age ranged from 35 to 56. 
All individuals’ names have been omitted and the names of the organi-
sations were replaced by the letters A-F to ensure anonymity (provided 
in brackets after the quotations). All interviews were tape recorded and 
transcribed in full. Both the interviews and the survey were carried out in 
the Thai language and were then translated into English.

Table 7.1  Core 
interview and 
questionnaire items

Seven key elements

1. Dominant organisational characteristics
2. Leadership style
3. Personnel management
4. Organisational cohesion
5. Strategic emphasis
6. Success criteria
7. Organisational rewards



7  HUMANISING BUREAUCRACY: CLAN-ORIENTED CULTURE …   163

We undertook thematic analysis of the data from the open-ended part 
of the questionnaires as well as the interview materials that were col-
lected based on the aforementioned seven core aspects. These processes 
comprised the interpretation and categorisation of the raw data into 
themes (Kellehear 1993) structured according to the Competing Values 
Framework (CVF). All the statements and responses were judged on 
whether they were indicative of any of the features of the CVF and their 
alterations after the reform implementation. Additionally, attention was 
paid to identifying the dynamic relationships that could be found among 
the different categories and detecting emerging themes influencing the 
core component of the CVF model.

Hybrid Bureaucratic Forms: The Concurrence 
of Hierarchy and Clan Models

The research found that prior to the reform implementation in 2002, 
the culture of the organisations studied was concurrently dominated by 
hierarchy and clan models, corresponding with the lower and upper left 
hand sections of the graph (see Fig. 7.1). The bureaucratic hierarchical 
attributes were manifested in various aspects of organisational life. Civil 
servants strove to follow all formalised rules and procedures which gov-
erned organisational functions systematically and without fail. Although 
this approach usually resulted in substantial delays, the interviewees 
often justified and defended it as an appropriate mechanism for dealing 

Table 7.2  Research sites for the initial interviews and the survey (2006–2008)

Departments Functions Ministries

1. Office of the civil service 
commission (OCSC)

Policy Prime Minister’s office

2. Revenue department 
(RD)

Transfers (revenue and 
benefits)

Ministry of finance

3. Royal irrigation  
department (RID)

Physical construction and 
services

Ministry of agriculture and 
cooperatives

4. Department of industrial 
works (DIW)

Regulatory and services Ministry of industry

5. Food and drug  
administration (FDA)

Licensing and regulatory Ministry of public health

6. Department of highways 
(DOH)

Physical construction and 
services

Ministry of transport
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with mistakes and preventing failures, because of an outstanding value 
placed on the constructed concept of security. This feature is illustrated 
by the following statement extracted from the open-ended section of the 
questionnaire:

It was important to strictly follow formal rules in order to play safe, 
although it significantly slowed work down. (Q68 RD)

Thus, the presence of an extensive system of rules was due to a long-
established tradition that usually resulted in the creation of additional 
regulation whenever a new fault was discovered to prevent it from 
recurring in the future. One of the interviewees elucidated this point as 
follows:

In the past, formal detailed rules strictly governed what people did because 
when mistakes were found, new rules were established to prevent them 
from happening again in the future. This led to a build-up of rules without 
any removal of those that were outdated which explained why there was 
such a high number of regulations. As a result, work was slow and ineffec-
tive. (Interviewee 3 FDA)

This practice led to an accumulation of various rules over time, because 
there were few attempts to abolish policies that had become obsolete. 
As a result, one respondent (Interviewee 3, E) described that ‘work 
was slow and ineffective’. Particularly in large organisations, such as the 
DOH (Department of Health), work was significantly slowed down due 
to multiple layers of red tape. However, civil servants tended to toler-
ate the situation and appeared to consider it an organisational norm, as 
revealed by one of the civil servants:

Because this organisation is very large in comparison to other government 
departments and hierarchical and there were usually long procedures, work 
was slow but civil servants did accept this. (I1 DOH)

Furthermore, all the government departments studied were character-
ised by strong hierarchical features. This was due to their heavy reliance 
upon formalised internal organisational structures in which managerial 
and operational staff were relatively distant in terms of rank. The organi-
sations’ “obsession with control” (Mintzberg 1980) was also reflected 
in the emphasis placed upon the principle of clear allocation of work 
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according to functional lines in order to ensure that individuals under-
took their duties as officially assigned. At the same time, the success 
criteria were primarily defined by cost-effectiveness and budget control 
criteria.

However, the public organisations studied in the aftermath of intro-
ducing the NPM reforms in 2002 were not only traditionally bureau-
cratic and hierarchical, but were simultaneously dominated by clan-based 
values (see Table 7.2 summarising the principal attributes of the hybrid 
model of organising). Mutual generosity appeared to be a common fea-
ture in the workplace and relationships among organisational members 
were primarily based on cooperation, participation, shared understanding 
and respect for each other. The prevalence of such attributes was found 
to have significantly affected the pattern of bureaucratic culture. For 
instance, although prime importance was given to specific task allocation 
to individuals, civil servants often carried out additional work outside 
their job descriptions, motivated by the norm that it was crucial to assist 
one another:

People in all levels in the organisation worked together to complete a com-
mon mission like the long khak tradition when members of the entire com-
munity work in cooperation to harvest rice. People tended to do more 
than just what was specifically required by their job descriptions because 
they often asked each other for help and they usually helped each other 
out. (Interviewee, 13 DOH)

Despite the dominance of formalised rules, a great deal of flexibility was 
often allowed within informal networks of civil servants. Interviewees 
revealed that relationships among organisational members were rather 
informal and underpinned by widespread kinship values. The communi-
ties found in the organisations studied could therefore be portrayed as 
large extended families whose members were linked by close personal ties 
and were highly familiar with one another. This idea was partly reflected 
by the way in which most civil servants addressed each other as brother 
or sister, even if this meant occasionally overriding the rules:

Rules can be bent to help one another. We have sympathy towards each 
other. For example, people are allowed to go to see doctors during work-
ing hours without being formally reported as absent… We were like fam-
ily members and our relationships were like those found in families. 
(Interviewee, I1 RD)
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Furthermore, the distinct culture typified by an elevated concern for 
people’s well-being could be seen both in the extensive forms of insti-
tutionalised welfare provision, which did not merely cover individual 
employees but also their parents, children, and spouses, and in the con-
ventional norm of having a job for life. The security of employment in 
the civil service was perceived to be remarkably higher than in the private 
sector, especially for older employees who were more likely to lose their 
jobs in private firms, whereas within the civil service they could expect 
to benefit from the well-established pension scheme. Overall, the organi-
sational culture was characterised by a significant degree of compromise 
associated with the notions of informality, familiarity, flexibility and vari-
ous forms of intensive interpersonal communication, underpinned by a 
kinship mentality rather than a rigid exercise of power. This was because 
the ultimate aim was to acquire and maintain a pleasant working environ-
ment in which mutual generosity constituted an organisational norm:

It was not only work but people’s feelings were also considered. When 
we worked, we treated one another like family members rather than like 
bosses and subordinates, so there were a lot of compromises and flexibili-
ties. In dealing with most situations, we discussed informally rather than 
just using formal authority. Our policy was that everyone should be happy 
and help each other. (Interviewee, I1 FDA)

In addition, the pervasiveness of the clan-type culture during the pre-
reform era could be partially explained by the fact that a substantial 
number of civil servants shared similar educational backgrounds. For 
instance, a significant majority of public employees in the DOH and the 
RID (Royal Irrigation Department) in the past graduated from the same 
institutions. In the former, most personnel were trained in engineer-
ing and received their degrees from Chulalongkorn which is one of the 
country’s most prestigious universities. As for the latter, the main group 
of officials were technicians who graduated with a degree in agriculture, 
and many had been educated in the colleges and schools that belonged to 
the department itself.2 Therefore, most civil servants had already formed 
strong bonds when they were students and then continued in their profes-
sional life as civil servants. In other words, common attitudes and mind-
sets had already been formed among these public officials even before 
entering the civil service, which significantly facilitated the establishment 
of a clan culture in the organisations. As one interviewee indicated:
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In the past, 80-90% of civil servants shared a similar educational back-
ground; therefore, they usually had close personal relationships which were 
maintained when they started to work at the department. (I1 DOH)

The Perseverance of the Hybrid Bureaucratic Model 
Despite Modest Changes

At the time of conducting this study, the combination of hierarchy and 
clan cultural values remained largely prevalent in the organisations inves-
tigated, despite a five-year reform period since the program’s initiation in 
2002 and completion in 2005. Importantly, however, there was evidence 
of modest alterations. With regard to bureaucratic culture, a number of 
extensive (and probably quite a few obsolete) procedures still remained 
intact, given that highly complex and time-consuming legislative changes 
are required to bring about any major transformations in the civil service. 
Bureaucratic attributes, including rule conformity and clear separation 
of tasks, continue to be emphasised in the public organisations exam-
ined following the reforms. Further, virtually all departments studied 
remained considerably hierarchical with work being assigned along strin-
gent command and control structures.

As with the hierarchical culture, clan-based values were still prevalent 
in the organisations examined in the aftermath of the reform. We were 
able to observe only a slight modification of clan-based values’ inclusion 
in personnel development, knowledge and learning within the criteria for 
organisational success. The kinship feelings underscoring the norm of 
mutual generosity in the pre-reform period continued to be a major part 
of organisational life, in which the notions of teamwork, participation 
and a mutual exchange of ideas continued to be highly valued. Some 
respondents highlighted that these aspects of the organisational culture 
were closely related to the general Thai way of life. For instance, the car-
ing aspect of leadership was viewed as being consistent with underlying 
societal norms characterised by informality and relaxed attitudes:

Thai people are usually relaxed and informal. Bosses who are harsh to sub-
ordinates are seen as not having pity or sympathy; it’s like bullying chil-
dren. (Interviewee, I3 DIW)

The organisational culture was thus characterised by a significant degree 
of compromise associated with the notions of informality, familiarity, 
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flexibility and intensive communication underpinned by a kinship men-
tality rather than a rigid exercise of power. This was because the ultimate 
organisational goal was to acquire and maintain a pleasant working envi-
ronment in which mutual generosity constituted an organisational norm. 
This was further illustrated by a following response to the question 
‘What brought the civil servants in your organisation together?’:

It was not only work but people’s feelings were also considered. We 
worked like a family rather than bosses and subordinates, so there was a lot 
of compromise and flexibility. We loved each other. We talked rather than 
exploiting authority. Our policy was that everyone should be happy and 
help each other. (I1 FDA)

The Persistent Influence of Local Culture

In addition to the dominating hierarchical and clan-based cultural values, 
there is another group of cultural attributes that interviewees referred 
to as commonplace in all six departments studied. These are seniority, 
patronage, a dependent relationship-based set of norms and nepotism.

Seniority System

Mutual relationships between individual civil servants are principally gov-
erned by the close observance of a seniority structure, which has a cru-
cial impact upon the way in which the examined organisations operated. 
According to many respondents, this aspect of organisational culture has 
the effect of preventing civil servants from being results-focused. For 
instance, there exists a general view that public officials are often pro-
moted on the basis of seniority rather than performance and ‘there was 
not much consideration given to work results’ (Questionnaire, 40 DIW). 
Furthermore, as one of the respondents explains:

In the past, the basis for promotion was the seniority system and it was 
largely up to personal feelings or subjective judgements of the superiors. 
Other formal factors that were required to be taken into consideration 
for promoting employees were rather abstract, therefore the process was 
highly subjective. (Interviewee, I3 DOH)

Although some respondents observe that the value the organisations 
placed on seniority has slightly declined following the reform, the 
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majority assert that the use of the seniority system is still the most and/
or the only important criterion for assigning status and distributing 
rewards in the organisations. Several respondents highlight that the sen-
iority system has positive effects as it is considered a glue binding people 
in organisations together. For instance, an answer to the question: ‘What 
brought the civil servants in your organisation together?’ was: ‘The 
important factor was the seniority system which fostered unity among us’ 
(Questionnaire, 34 RID).

This statement indicates the informant’s belief in the seniority sys-
tem as an integral part of the societal culture, and remains an important 
norm in the organisations studied. Accordingly, in respondents’ views 
the concept of seniority appears to have contributed significantly to the 
prevalence of a clan culture as it represents the core mechanism provid-
ing the structure for interpersonal relationships. This also reflects the 
prevalent way people relate to each other in the Thai society more gener-
ally. For instance, the way public officials address one another as ‘younger 
brother/sister’ or ‘older brother/sister’ is common outside of the public 
services.

Patronage and the Dependent Relationship-Based Set of Norms

A large number of respondents indicated that their organisations are 
significantly influenced by elements of the patron-client system, and a 
strong presence of informal “cliques”, partially encouraged by favourit-
ism and nepotism. While the prevalence of these close, personal networks 
might be a facet underlying clan culture, several respondents see them as 
a source of widespread bias that occurred through the allocation of hier-
archical rewards. For example, individuals believe that their opportunities 
to obtain promotions and salary increases are largely dependent upon the 
degree of closeness between the assessors and the assessed. Many inform-
ants emphasise that these relationships are often influenced by favourit-
ism, which does not encourage the civil servants to be results-oriented, 
given the widespread view that a person will be promoted if he/she 
focuses on pleasing his/her superiors:

Although in theory it was a merit system, it wasn’t in practice. People who 
worked hard, the bosses didn’t see it, whereas those who provided extra 
services to them got two-grade salary increases.3 There were a lot of peo-
ple like that who did certain favours for their bosses. Some bosses were 
very biased. (Interviewee, I3 RD)
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The patron-client system and the presence of powerful cliques persisted 
in all the organisations studied, after the reforms. Moreover, the same 
norm continues to influence how the perceptions of employees are 
being managed, particularly regarding their career advancement. A large 
number of respondents reveal that promotion opportunities still do not 
depend on individuals’ results or performance at work:

The assessments for promotions are unclear, lack transparency and are 
unfair. Some people get a two-grade salary increase every year whereas 
others never get one even once in 10 years despite the fact that they both 
have the same responsibilities. A person’s value depends on which group 
he or she belongs to. If the leader of that group is powerful, the person 
would get promoted. (Questionnaire, 76 DIW)

Nepotism is another strongly dependent relationship-based norm that 
remains prevalent during the post-reform era. Organisational lead-
ers often display bias in prioritising their own relatives when delegating 
tasks. Many informants believe that nepotism has persisted in the Thai 
civil service because it has largely failed to attract new graduates due to 
relatively low salaries. Therefore, a number of people who were attracted 
to working in government departments were those whose parents or rel-
atives were also civil servants. The major reason why many such people 
enter the civil service is their expectation of moving to highly favourable 
positions because of their family connections:

Not many people really want to be civil servants. People who choose to be 
civil servants are either those whose family members are civil servants or 
those who cannot get a job in the private sector. (Interviewee, I2 RD)

Unsurprisingly perhaps, organisational rewards including salary increases 
and promotions do not represent an effective mechanism for motivat-
ing civil servants to put more than merely the minimum effort into their 
work. Some respondents explained that newcomers who had recently 
entered the civil service may be enthusiastic about producing results at 
first; however, this is unlikely to continue once they have absorbed the 
organisational norms:

Powerful people exert a strong influence on the promotion procedures. 
So, rather than relying on performance and results as the main factors to 
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judge whether a person should get promoted, favouritism and the spoils 
system are common, which discourages civil servants from working hard. 
Newcomers may be enthusiastic at the beginning but the more they take in 
the system, the more inactive they would be. (Interviewee, I1 RD)

It is important to note that, according to some respondents, this set 
of established norms underpinned by informal relationships of high 
dependency, appeared to form part of the fundamental characteristic of 
the Thai culture in general with regard to fairness or transparency:

Thai people are not fair. Western people are more transparent, work is 
assessed more fairly and people get promotions according to results. Thai 
people are not like that; some people don’t do any work. They just try to 
please their bosses. (Interviewee, I3 RD)

The Roots of Entrenched Clan-Oriented Cultural 
Values

The findings indicate that the culture of the public organisations inves-
tigated is governed by a hybrid bureaucratic model emerging during the 
post-NPM reform period. This model is characterised by the co-dom-
ination of hierarchical and clan-based cultural types that is based on a 
combination of the ‘vertical control and command’ along with ‘orien-
tation towards the person’ dimensions, with the former corresponding 
to a hierarchy culture, while the latter could be viewed as being com-
parable to the clan culture of the CVF model (see, Fig. 7.1). In relation 
to the existing literature on culture in organisations, this distinct model 
shows a significant resemblance to the “family culture” that formed part 
of the typology proposed by Tropanes and Hampden-Turner (1997). 
The study clearly demonstrates that although tasks were allocated follow-
ing the hierarchy and strict lines of command, clan-based virtues, such as 
cooperation, participation, mutual understanding and respect, were also 
highly valued among organisational members. Thus, despite the domi-
nance of formalised rules, civil servants often carried out additional work 
outside of their job descriptions to assist one another. The phenomenon 
could be viewed as “rule by connections” in which individuals’ obliga-
tions are not only determined by the rule of law but are also fundamen-
tally underpinned by the desire to cultivate their relationships with others 
(Flynn 1999, p. 36). In particular, such interpersonal connections, which 
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are found to be significantly influenced by a spirit of kinship, strongly 
correspond to Flynn’s (1999, pp. 36–44) notion of “expressive” ties that 
usually generate mutual emotional commitments among members of 
Asian societies.

The findings presented in this study portray a conspicuous bureau-
cratic hybrid. This hybrid is situated at the intersection of typical bureau-
cratic characteristics, such as rationality and hierarchy, with modes of 
organising and specific cultural values, including respect for seniority, 
collectivism and benevolent paternalism. In other words, the bureaucracy 
examined is largely influenced by a clan- and relationship-based set of 
norms, while maintaining certain core characteristics of an ideal bureau-
cracy. These traits include, governance by formalised rules and proce-
dures; allocation of tasks to individuals rather than reliance on personal 
initiative; and hierarchical distance among various ranks of civil servants. 
One of the potential explanations for the prevalence of these values in 
Thai public organisations might be the impact of national culture, as has 
been suggested by Schröter (2000, p. 200). According to this argument, 
organisations are naturally bound to their national cultures, i.e. “they are 
embedded in societal cultural patterns which in turn influence the ways 
they deal with salient managerial problems such as authority, uncertainty 
or participation”. The cross-cultural research conducted by Hofstede 
(1980) and House et al. (2004, pp. 469, 474) confirms that, like many 
Asian states, Thailand is a collectivist rather than individualist society, 
which implies that the notion of the ‘group’ is highly valued.

In order to elucidate the prominence of a collectivist cultural pro-
file of public organisations in Thailand it is essential to take the region’s 
deeply-embedded ancient philosophies into consideration and to con-
sider their relevance for neighbouring countries, notwithstanding the 
degree of caution required when making such generalisations. Buddhist 
and Confucian ways of life are among the most influential ideologies, 
which are fundamentally centred upon the notion of human relations 
and related attempts to generate and maintain harmonious societies. The 
values related to core Confucian concepts evidenced in public service 
organisations in the findings of this research correspond to Hofstede and 
Bond’s (1988) argument that Confucianism constitutes the prominent 
philosophy shaping many Asian cultures. For instance, the prevalence 
of the seniority system and the ways in which kinship values governed 
interpersonal relationships between civil servants reflected key Confucian 
concepts regarding proper conduct, deference for old age and the 
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significance of family, although these are perhaps less dominant in the 
Buddhist tradition.

The paternalistic approach to leadership is compatible with another 
core Confucian teaching which stipulates that while followers are 
required to obey leaders, leaders need to exercise their authority benevo-
lently and take care of their followers’ wellbeing (Hill 2007). It is also 
linked to a crucial Buddhist doctrine involving the proper conduct 
between master and servant, forming a part of its teaching on six key 
relationships (Sivaraksa 1991, p. 203), with a primary focus on compas-
sion in human relationships. The influence of such traditions extends to 
the relationships between individual employees and the organisation, and 
thus to the custom of ‘job for life’. This established practice, which is 
comparable to the Chinese concept of the ‘iron rice bowl’, could also be 
viewed as the product of Buddhism’s emphasis on compassion in inter-
personal relationships, in addition to compassion serving as an effec-
tive mechanism for maintaining a harmonious society. The integral link 
between these philosophies and the strength of clan-based cultural values 
is evidenced in the civil servants studied, especially regarding their benev-
olent paternalistic leaders as the centre of the organisation, securing its 
cohesion.

We suggest, that these features might be responsible for generat-
ing specific behaviours in civil servants, which in turn created distinc-
tive bureaucratic attributes in the public service organisations studied. 
For instance, it was found that the corporate emphasis on vertical hier-
archies tended to be principally governed by status- and respect-based 
relationships rather than the rigid exercising of formal authority. Despite 
Confucian and Buddhist ideas having a widespread influence throughout 
the region, we must simultaneously consider the moderating impact of 
cultural, political and linguistic diversity on the role of religious tradi-
tions and beliefs that shape the governance of public institutions.

Why Has There Been Only a Limited Cultural Change?
Although there are multiple potential explanations as to why the reform 
had only a limited impact on changing organisational culture in the 
Thai civil service, this article points to a modifying impact of the deeply 
entrenched values embedded in the national and/or regional culture. 
The essence of the argument goes back to Weber’s original assertion 
about organisational analysis being always a cultural analysis, and an 
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analysis of values (Weber 1978, quoted in Clegg 1994, p. 150). This 
study identifies a set of specific values, including deference to seniority 
and respect for kinship values, that are particularly durable aspects of 
culture. We argue that the combined effects of the seniority system and 
the dependent relationship-based set of norms on the core models of the 
CVF can be viewed as part of the explanation for the limited cultural 
change and the limited impact of NPM reforms in Thailand.

The limited impact of the NPM is also confirmed by other research-
ers. For instance, Mongkol (2012) argues that while some NPM-style 
initiatives, such as the restructuring of roles and functions, were imple-
mented, others, such as downsizing or greater competition, were not 
tried at all. This conclusion corresponds with the findings of the research 
presented here, which identifies the notion of seniority and job security 
as having a crucial effect on fostering and maintaining a group-based cul-
ture in the organisations examined, and which could be jeopardised by 
the reforms. Although the reforms were viewed as a vital mechanism to 
bring organisational members together, they also appeared to produce 
a negative impact on the development of results-oriented values. For 
instance, organisational rewards in the form of promotions were largely 
distributed following the seniority structure rather than work outcomes. 
This finding confirms Burns and Bowornwathana’s (2001) view that per-
formance-related pay is less prominent than the seniority-based system in 
the Thai civil service. It also reiterates Flynn’s (2000, p. 42) claim that 
the prevalence of the seniority concept in an organisational setting con-
stitutes a cultural factor that might impede the adoption of a merit-based 
promotion scheme.

The set of dependent relationship-based norms was found to have a 
detrimental effect upon the development of a market-driven culture 
during both the pre- and post-reform eras. This negative relationship 
is particularly evident in the management of employees, including the 
process of task allocation and the prospects for individuals’ promotions, 
which were somewhat related. The phenomenon is also identified by 
Bowornwathana (2007, p. 278), who highlights the effect of the patron-
age system on the lack of success in introducing performance measure-
ment initiatives due to the superior patrons who usually manipulate the 
procedure in order to provide special favours to their clients. He argues 
that this phenomenon represents a noteworthy example of the adverse 
“reform hybrid” (ibid).
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As such, collectivist societies may be developing a different type of 
bureaucracy that departs from the Western bureaucratic mode of organ-
ising conceptualised by Weber and developed by his followers. Different, 
advanced forms of bureaucracy existed in Asian countries before Weber’s 
conceptualisation, although Western scholars, including Weber himself, 
had rather incomplete knowledge of how they functioned (see, Tao, 
Chap. 4 of this volume). Moreover, it has been suggested that while 
many Asian countries have often drawn on international experience 
as a source of ideas for public sector reform, especially that of states in 
the West, these were not uncritically replicated in Asian contexts (see, 
Turner, Chap. 9 this volume). However, we should not consider these as 
cases of indiscriminate policy transfer or products of international finan-
cial institutions’ coercion. Rather, as Turner notes, ‘it has been a process 
in which Asian leaders exercise a great deal of choice in what they trans-
fer and then engage in a good deal of modification for application in an 
alien environment’ (Turner, p. X).

Clearly, some of the features of classic Weberian bureaucracy—such as 
the hierarchical order of authority, fixed monetary salaries and adminis-
tration as a full-time occupation—are present in the Thai civil service. 
However, this study shows that other significant attributes do not seem 
to take effect in practice, such as written rights and responsibilities; 
merit-based appointments and promotion systems; expert and techni-
cal training; and most importantly, the separation of office and person, 
which is characteristic of the clan organisations. This is also compatible 
with Ouchi’s (1980) definition of the clan structure’s ability to tolerate 
high ambiguity in performance evaluation. However, the literature does 
not always support our findings of the clan-based organisation being 
experienced as a warm, cozy environment (see, for example, Barker 
1993). Paternalistic bureaucracy seems to be the dominant and endur-
ing form of organisation in the Thai civil service because it reflects the 
values embedded in the national and, perhaps also, in the wider regional 
culture. Whether, and how far, the benevolent and humanising features 
of this paternalistic and familial type of bureaucracy override its nega-
tive features (e.g., favouritism, clientelism and nepotism, which may cre-
ate a fertile breeding ground for corruption) is a question that needs to 
be empirically investigated. Another question is whether the findings 
of this study could potentially be generalised to other East Asian coun-
tries that have also been influenced by the same philosophical and reli-
gious systems over many centuries, particularly regarding the degree of 
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collectivism? Examining from a comparative perspective the influences of 
national and/or regional culture on organisational culture in the context 
of reforms in public organisations could represent a promising avenue for 
future empirical research.

Conclusion

This chapter has presented forms of bureaucratic hybrids, comprising 
clan and hierarchy with some elements of post-bureaucracy, in public 
organisations in a non-Western context emerging from the implementa-
tion of an NPM-type reform in Thailand. Overall, the reform initiative 
did not manage to bring about a critical change. Instead, it appears to 
have merely resulted in a slight alteration in the overall cultural model in 
which hierarchy and clan cultural types continued to prevail. The study 
makes a theoretical contribution by filling significant gaps in the exist-
ing knowledge of bureaucratic hybrids and public management in an 
East Asian country, as it offers an explanatory framework for understand-
ing the (im)possibility of its transformation in the context of organically 
embedded and deeply held values. The empirical findings highlight that 
public organisations are not merely driven by the characteristics associ-
ated with the classic hierarchical Weberian bureaucratic mode of organis-
ing, but may also be dominated by group-oriented values that are closer 
to clans. This brings into question the concept of bureaucracy as a mon-
olithic superstructure that is bound to obliterate any informal relation-
ships or networking. Given that the interpersonal relationships in such 
organisations are, to a great degree, governed by entrenched kinship 
values, the civil servants in this study do not present themselves as per-
sonally detached and strictly objective and dispassionate experts of the 
Weberian bureaucracy. We found for instance, that organisational leaders 
possessed the characteristics of benevolent patriarchs taking care of sub-
ordinates in return for securing their loyalty, which was underpinned by 
affective ties permeating different organisational structures (Fotaki et al. 
2017).

Such a distinct bureaucratic configuration is governed by the values of 
collectivism and respect for status-based authority translating into sen-
iority and patron-client systems, reflecting how the governance of public 
services has accommodated itself to the exigencies of the larger society. 
The dominant group-based norms underpinning this bureaucratic model 
were found to privilege the collective identity governing individuals’ 
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conduct in interpersonal relationships. This, as we have argued else-
where, derives from the Confucian and Buddhist emphases on the har-
mony of the group, rather than the individual initiative and drive that 
the NPM reforms are meant to promulgate (Jingjit and Fotaki 2010). 
Unlike the vast majority of the existing literature that advocates hybrids 
as a means of achieving and securing competitiveness—an aim that is 
fundamentally underpinned by an assumption of utilitarian rationality—
the chapter instead highlights a divergent organisational configuration 
that represents an ‘organically grown’ form of governance which may 
be serving quite different objectives. Finally, by clarifying the implica-
tions of underlying values, we underscore the role of cultural analysis in 
explaining the development of bureaucracy and its mutation into multi-
ple organisational forms in accordance with a wider context. This hybrid 
organisational culture demonstrated a formidable resilience to NPM 
reform aimed at introducing post-bureaucratic logic to the Thai civil ser-
vice—at least in the study detailed in this chapter—as it speaks to and 
coheres with deeply embedded values of the wider Thai society.

Notes

1. � The detailed questionnaire refers to the quantitative aspect of the study 
and is not reported on here; the open- ended aspect of the questionnaire is 
structured along the seven dimensions outlined in the Table 7.1.

2. � The RID possessed its own educational institutions.
3. � ‘Two-grade’ is the highest salary increase in each year for Thai civil serv-

ants. There is usually a limited quota for the number of people who would 
be awarded this.
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CHAPTER 8

Urban Development in China: Moving 
from Urbanisation to Quality of Urban Life

Jong Youl Lee, Chad Anderson and Bo Wang

Introduction

China has followed a course of rapid economic growth during the 
twenty-first century noteworthy for being on a scale much larger than 
that of earlier waves of rapid industrialisation and economic devel-
opment. Though the current worldwide slowdown has impacted its 
growth, the People’s Republic of China has developed to a point in 
recent years that its huge exports, its latent market potential, and even 
its impact on the global environment make it a major regional and world 
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player on almost every issue. In recent years, however, China’s rate of 
growth has slowed to the point that Chinese authorities have acknowl-
edged a “new normal” of medium-high growth replacing the previ-
ous norm of perpetual explosive growth though it still easily outpaces 
the OECD average (OECD 2015, p. 18). Although some critics have 
pointed to underlying issues that could lead to crisis (Li 2011), it appears 
that China will continue to play a major and growing role in the world 
economy for the indefinite future.

One legacy of the rapid economic growth that followed market 
reform has been urban development on a massive scale, whether defined 
as expansion of cities or as their internal development. Urbanisation has 
returned to a pattern more typical of developing nations as cities of mil-
lions have sprung up very rapidly (Lee et al. 2013), while China is so 
large that it now represents the mainstream of urbanisation in the world 
(Wang 2015). Chinese cities have different local conditions and policies, 
and have pursued different development approaches as the market has 
been gradually liberalised. In contrast to an earlier emphasis on manufac-
turing, the City of Dalian, the “Silicon Valley of China,” drives growth 
through technology and the cultural industry based on creative cultural 
contents, including content and programs for electronic media, but also 
performances, sports, and other creative industries (Lee and Wang 2013; 
Anderson et al. 2014; Wang and Anderson 2016).

The variety of policy approaches to urban development serves to 
counter criticisms of urban growth in general and Chinese growth in 
particular. Anti-growth critics highlight the emphasis on growth over 
quality of life like health, education, entertainment, (Clark 2004; Lee 
et al. 2012, pp. 47–49; Wu 2008, 2012), the destruction of nature, and 
the depletion of finite resources (Lee et al. 2012, pp. 290–293). These 
are important considerations when people are crowded into tall build-
ings that blot out traditional architecture in China while sprawl con-
sumes farmland and pollution taints the life-giving land, air, and water. 
The challenge for China includes finding methods that answer critics of 
growth while delivering the benefits of urban development. The task is 
to respect the needs of people but not create new problems while devel-
oping the urban economy.

Even as late as the most recent 10th, 11th, and 12th Five-Year Plans, 
party discussions have centered on questions of urbanisation and expand-
ing cities, such as moving populations, reforming the hukou system of 
registration, and the transfer of rural labour to urban areas (Wang 2015, 
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pp. 56–65). Even though there is discussion of developing the economy 
inside of cities, much attention is still paid to urbanisation and mov-
ing people to cities at a time when China has already become an urban 
nation. This chapter argues that more attention needs to be paid to 
measuring and promoting development that pays attention to the quality 
of life inside the cities where the majority of Chinese now live.

This study uses data from 69 Chinese cities selected from every prov-
ince for which data were available (the Xizang Autonomous Region was 
the only province or region unrepresented) covering the years from 2003 
to 2013 in time series. The purpose is to examine the factors that drive 
urban development in China. In particular, the study asks whether tra-
ditional economic factors, education, environment, cultural industry, 
infrastructure, foreign direct investment (FDI), or government spending, 
each measured per capita, is most closely associated with urban devel-
opment in the major cities of China during this time period. The study 
hopes to answer the question of what drives urban development in con-
temporary China.

Further, this study also considers results based on the most common 
Chinese measure of urban development, urbanisation level (the percent-
age of a district’s population living in an urban area), and then compares 
them with the results for other common international measures of devel-
opment. It argues that more attention to urban development by improv-
ing quality of life within cities (measured by GDP and income) is more 
desirable than emphasising moving more people into cities (measured by 
population density) or expanding cities (measured by urbanisation level).

This Chapter begins by looking at literature on urban development 
generally and then specific to China. Next, the Chapter compares the 
four measures of urban development (population density, GDP, income, 
and urbanisation level) with each other. It then looks at factors related 
to urban development through four linear regression models. Finally, the 
factors associated with development are compared under the different 
models and conclusions are drawn. In particular, the study detailed in this 
Chapter found that factors associated with urban development included 
alternative paths to development that could both urbanise and develop 
the local economy while promoting quality of urban life. It also found 
that attention to positive measures that developed Chinese urban econo-
mies also increased urbanisation. On the other hand, simply increasing 
an urbanisation level was associated with increasing air pollution, whereas 
attention to urban economic development measures did not.
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Studies of Urban Development

Urban development is defined here broadly as growth to urban areas, 
including both the expansion of cities into new areas and the internal 
development of cities. The expansion of cities is also known as urbani-
sation (Wang 2015, pp. 18–20). Here the term urban development is 
used to mean both types of development. Urbanisation is used to specify 
urban expansion. Internal development or urban economic development 
is used to specify internal development. This chapter argues that as China 
is now an urban society more attention needs to be paid to the internal 
development of Chinese cities, particularly in ways that improve quality 
of life for residents.

The most traditional models of urban development stress “land, 
labour, and capital” as factors in urban development (Clark 2004). These 
models suggest that development is made possible through the develop-
ment of unused land; the application of labour to build on the land; and 
the investment of capital to pay for the labour and the developments on 
the land.

Concerning land, location is a central consideration due to agglomer-
ation economies where businesses concentrate for proximity to resources, 
transportation, production, or markets (Bruegmann 2005, pp. 22–23; 
Lee et al. 2012, pp. 311–315). The effect of location on urban develop-
ment is a location triangle that constrains urban development according 
to land price and transport costs. At the same time, another way location 
may promote urban development is through the benefits of economies 
of scale created through the location of industry. Likewise, Meng (2006) 
stresses the need of a convenient transportation system for a city. While 
the growth and scale of development is restricted by the cost of transpor-
tation, location also further affects urban development through the con-
venience of transportation networks in promoting industry and industrial 
effects. This chapter uses public transportation and number of taxis and 
the area of the road network in a city to measure transportation as a fac-
tor in development.

Tiebout (1956) is famous for his hypothesis about the movement of 
people between urban areas. He asserted that people could “vote with 
their feet” by leaving an area they did not like and moving to an area 
they do like. Though he was addressing questions of choice among 
urban policies and urban services, this movement may be motivated 
by individual preferences in terms of work opportunity, or any of the 
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different features or amenities offered by the city. This hypothesis sup-
ports a number of the theories discussed below by giving people agency 
in their relationship to the city, although the study detailed in this 
Chapter particularly uses variables measuring local expenditures on edu-
cation, social welfare, science and technology, and the environment to 
consider the role of public services in urban development.

More recent versions of the application of labour in development 
have involved the concept of human capital in the form of investments in 
training and educating workers to become more productive. The increas-
ing marketisation of China, including the successive and deepening 
effects of reform and the opening of the economy, have led to the typi-
cal problems of a market economy. These challenges include inequality 
and a need for specialised division of labour. There is still is a great dif-
ference and gap in urban development among China’s different regions 
in terms of the availability of more productive skilled labour, with more 
skilled workers available on the East Coast than in the West. However, 
there has been more discussion of the role of human capital in this pro-
cess outside of China. Schultz (1990) argued that attracting high-value 
labour is the key to urban development as it increases the value of the 
labour input. The rapid growth of human capital leads to an increasing 
share of the national income and a corresponding drop in the share of 
property. In addition, Lucas (1988) found that human capital develop-
ment has strong positive externalities, as the communication between hi-
tech employees and high-quality ‘ordinary’ workers leads to the spread 
of innovation that plays a role in increasing the efficiency of production. 
Unemployment is used in this study as a variable to consider the lack of 
employment opportunities, while education expenditures and university 
students consider the development of human capital.

Other theories have stressed the role of culture, and in particular, 
the creative class of innovative workers in contributing to the develop-
ment of human capital through the mediating effect of social capital 
(Florida 2002, 2007) along the lines of Jane Jacobs’ ideas of cities as 
engines of innovation (1969). Bin (2003) argued that the regional inte-
gration of urban networks plays an important role during urbanisation. 
Urbanisation is not only propelled by the manufacturing industry but 
by innovation in the service industry. Others have further argued for the 
role of consumption and non-market amenities and collections of ameni-
ties in developing social capital on the path to developing human capital 
(Clark 2004; Silver et al. 2006; Clark et al. 2014). The development of 
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the culture industry in Dalian, for instance, actively promoted the fusion 
of cultural resources, capital, technology, talents and other factors—espe-
cially the fusion of the tourism and health industries (Wang 2003; Wang 
and Anderson 2016). This study uses university students as a proxy for 
the creative class, includes green space and pollution as positive and neg-
ative natural amenities, movie theatres as a constructed amenity, and also 
includes foreign and domestic tourists.

Another motive for urban development is to make the city self-financ-
ing through the development of industry. Changes in the population are 
due to industrial development and lack of opportunity elsewhere. There 
are both ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors moving people to a city (Bluestone 
et al. 2008, pp. 86–90; Small 2002; Lee et al. 2012, pp. 59, 74). As 
technology is developed and shared on farms, for example, not as many 
farmers are needed, so they go to cities to search for jobs and places to 
live. At the same time, city life has many advantages that are attractive 
and draw rural citizens. They move to cities for work as well as for new 
amenities unavailable in rural areas. New products and services avail-
able in cities eventually give rise to new industries centered on them. For 
example, Hong et al. (2000) advocates that the thrust of urban devel-
opment should shift from secondary industry (for export) to tertiary 
industry (for local consumption) on the basis of the increasing customer 
base for products and services located in Chinese cities. Therefore, what 
goods and services are produced plays an important role during the 
urbanisation process. This study includes the proportion of secondary 
industry (manufacturing) and tertiary industry (services).

Industrial development in industry need not be provided by domestic 
capital. Fengxuan Xue and Chun Yang (1995) assert that FDI has differ-
ent effects on urbanisation in different cities, but that it is an important 
factor for promoting urban development, particularly in the absence of 
scarce domestic capital, which may not be accompanied by the exper-
tise that may come with FDI. Luo Qian (2008) conducted an empiri-
cal study into the role of FDI on promoting urban development, which 
found that attracting FDI promoted urbanisation.

The literature also points to information and information technology 
as drivers of urban development. Deng and Li (2012) highlight the close 
relationship between urban development and an increase in information 
communications technology use and infrastructure. They found that for 
every 1% increase in ICT business volume alone when controlling for 
other factors, the rate of urbanisation increases 0.07%. Castells (1996) 
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put forward information city theory, making up the so-called “informa-
tion mode of development”. This analyzes the influence of high technol-
ogy industry on socioeconomic activities. Here, the world economy is 
seen as changing from being rooted in a ‘dynamics of place’ to taking 
root in a ‘dynamic of flows.’ This study included local expenditure on 
science and technology.

Drivers of Urbanisation in China: What the Literature 
Tells Us

Turning attention more specifically to China, Lee et al. (2013) looked 
at six measures of urban development in China in a database of 99 cit-
ies, particularly examining issues related to population measures and the 
housing market. The study used per capita GDP, regional gross produc-
tion (RGP), and disposable income as dependent variables and ended up 
excluding housing price, population, and employment rate due to theo-
retical and practical reasons. In brief, this was because inflated housing 
prices and the existence of so-called ‘ghost cities’, used for investment, 
meant that housing price was not a reliable measure of development. 
Population and employment rate were also theoretically unreliable due 
to the discrepancy between measuring the registered and actual popula-
tion. All three factors were further excluded for the practical reason that 
their results were not generally consistent with the other measures used.

Following this, Lee et al. (2013) argue that population density should 
be considered as a replacement for population; along with the more 
commonly used Chinese measure of urbanisation level, which is the pro-
portion of a district’s population living in an urban area. As for factors 
driving development, income from tourism was positively related to all 
three dependent variables. Fixed capital investment in creative cultural 
industries was related to GDP and RGP, and sprawl was related to dis-
posable income. An increase in students was negatively related to GDP.

China is in the process of changing from an industrial society to a 
post-industrial society. Science and technology are crucial to industrial 
development but they cannot advance without the development of edu-
cation, which is one of the main factors affecting competitiveness in this 
area (Lin et al. 2004). Zhao (2008), for instance, determined through 
statistical analysis that there was a long-term proportional relationship 
between science and technology investment and GDP in secondary 
industry.
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Both per capita GDP (Dai 2001) and population density (Ladd 1992) 
are measures that have been used in studies to measure urban develop-
ment in China. In addition, the two measures are different and may 
measure different aspects of development and match different policy 
aspects. For example, a per capita GDP model can show economic devel-
opment while a population density model can show urbanised develop-
ment. In theory, cities should maximise urban function and provide as 
many services and facilities as possible to ensure that residents can enjoy 
conveniences nearby. Such public facilities as hospitals, libraries, public 
green space, and road area should be closely aligned with population 
density.

The proportion of tertiary industry to GDP continually increases in 
the process of economic development. The development level of the 
tertiary industry depends on the level of national economic develop-
ment and demographics (Roh and Lee 2013). Citing the World Bank 
Development Report and the United Nation Yearbook of National 
Accounts Statistics, Lin Ling (1995) listed the relationship between 
urbanisation level and industrial structure of 22 countries from high to 
low, and concluded that an increasing urbanisation level was accompa-
nied by upgraded industrial structure. This resulted in a decisive eco-
nomic development contribution of industrialisation to urbanisation level 
(Lin 1995). Meanwhile, increasing industrialisation and rapid tertiary 
industry development are predicted to play a more important part in the 
level of urbanisation (Lin 1995). For instance, per capita GDP shows a 
significant relationship to the development level of tertiary industry. 
Increasing GDP promotes the growth of the tertiary industry when the 
national economy level is at a lower level (Zuo and Li 2003).

There is widespread unauthorised migration in China known as the 
floating population in spite of government efforts to control population 
movements, including giving incentives for people to live at their official 
place of registration (Small 2002; Wang 2015). As a result, the registered 
population is not equal to the actual population. Local governments and 
scholars tend not to use the official registered population statistics for 
calculating population, but instead adjust the registered population by 
subtracting out emigrants and adding in the immigrant population, fol-
lowing the formula:

R −M + I
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where

R	 = � registered population
M	 = � population that has migrated away
I	  = � migrant population resident for at least six months

This is the usual formula used by urban governments and scholars, 
though population is not always recorded using this formula in statistical 
yearbooks (Wang 2015).

The urbanisation level of China was 51.29% in 2011. The urban pop-
ulation is now more than 50% of the total population as compared to 
only 10.6% in 1949 and 20% percent in 1979 (Lee and Wang 2013). 
China’s urbanisation has entered a period of acceleration in particular 
since the beginning of economic reforms in 1978. Many scholars (Han 
et al. 2013; Lee and Wang 2013; Wang 2015) view the urbanisation 
level of China as actually overvalued in official statistics since existing 
urban population statistics in China include a great deal of the rural pop-
ulation from residents living in rural areas within an urban district, which 
made the urbanisation level of China nine points higher than the actual 
urban population (Wang 2015).

The usual explicit measure of urban development as urbansation 
is urbanisation level, which is the proportion of the population that is 
urban, which is calculated by Chinese local governments and scholars by 
dividing urban population by total population where cities generally have 
rural areas included under their jurisdiction.

There are two issues with using urbanisation level to stand in for 
urban development. First, statistical yearbooks do not always list data in 
a consistent manner regarding population and adjusted population and 
urbanisation level below the provincial level and some cities appear to 
calculate urbanisation level to a different standard in different years. This 
makes it more difficult to assemble a city-specific data set as the urbani-
sation level needs to be recalculated when a city appears to use only 
registered population for urbanisation level (Wang 2015). Second, it 
is possible for urbanisation level to reach 100% as was the case in more 
than one city in Lee et al. (2013). This remains a useful measure within 
provinces, but becomes less useful when dealing with cities as more 
approach and achieve 100% urbanisation. No cities in this study were 
greater than 90% urbanised.
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Statistical Analysis and Comparison of Urban 
Development Models

This study employs data from 69 Chinese cities from the years 2003 to 
2013 to determine the factors that were most closely associated with 
four models of urban development over this period. These cities were 
selected from every province for which data were available (the Xizang 
Autonomous Region was the only province or region unrepresented) 
on the principle of having the largest, the median, and the smallest city 
by population. This is done through GLS time series regression analysis. 
This study uses four dependent variables used to represent development: 
population density and urbanisation level to represent urbanisation, and 
per capita GDP and average annual pay to represent urban economic 
development. Variables representing traditional economic factors, human 
capital development, urban amenities, infrastructure, FDI, and govern-
ment spending are compared to determine the factors most closely asso-
ciated with urban development in the major cities of China during this 
time period.

Dependent Variables

The study presented in this Chapter employs a hedonic regression to 
estimate and separate the component factors predicted to drive urban 
development. Even though housing price is frequently employed as a 
market-based dependent variable in a hedonic regression to indicate 
development (Lee 1997; Clark 2004), it is excluded from consideration 
in the study due to the theoretical and practical issues raised in Lee et al. 
(2013). This study endorses instead the choice of alternative variables 
from that study, namely GDP and disposable income. Average annual 
pay was instead used as a proxy for disposable income. This study uses 
population density to test its usefulness in the Chinese context, partly in 
response to the work of Mehedi and Lee (2014), which argues for the 
use of the variable in a study of cities in Bangladesh. Finally, this study 
uses urbanisation level as the major measure of urbanisation in China.

There have been questions raised concerning the reliability involved 
in the calculation and reporting of population data noted above to take 
account of the floating population (Lee et al. 2013; Wang 2015), which 
would affect urbanisation level as well as population density. It is difficult 
to depend on the accuracy of household registration figures that do not 
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take consistent account of unauthorised population movements. It could 
be argued that the figures used for ‘out-migrants’ and ‘in-migrants’ may 
be little more than estimates in many cases. Furthermore, it is unclear 
that all cities consistently use the standard formula in reporting the data 
(Song and Zhang 2002). As a result, one of the aims of this study is to 
examine the consistency of the different urban development measures.

Table 8.1 shows the results of a Pearson correlation of the possible 
dependent variables selected for the study in order to indicate the com-
patibility between the selected dependent variables. All of the variables 
positively correlated with all of the others at a significant level and the 
relationships ranged from a low of 0.295 to a high of 0.783. Population 
density appeared to have the weakest link to the other measures of 
urban development, with correlations of 0.415 with urbanisation level, 
0.295 with per capita GDP, and 0.305 with average annual pay. This 
is not surprising, given the issues given with population data in China. 
Urbanisation level was considerably more consistent with the other var-
iables, with a 0.691 relationship with per capita GDP, and 0.577 with 
average annual pay. Per capita GDP and average annual pay, as vari-
ables verified in previous studies directly or in proxy, were the strongest  

Table 8.1  Comparison of dependent variables using pearson correlations

***Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed)

Urbanisation 
level %

Population 
density

Per capita GDP Average annual 
pay

Urbanisation 
level % 1
Significance
N 759
Population 
density 0.415*** 1
Significance 0.000
N 759 759
Per capita GDP 0.691*** 0.295*** 1
Significance 0.000 0.000
N 759 759 759
Average annual 
pay 0.577*** 0.305*** 0.783*** 1
Significance 0.000 0.000 0.000
N 759 759 759 759
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and correlated with each other at the strongest level, 0.783. None of the 
variables were excluded from the study, but these last two were viewed as 
the strongest ones for measuring economic developments that improve 
the urban quality of life.

Models

With the selection of the dependent variables, the models were selected 
using the following formula:

where
Y	= �Population density (population in units of 10,000 per square 

kilometer).
	 = �Per capita GDP (gross domestic product divided by total 

population).
	 = �Average annual pay (mean annual remuneration in RMB).
	 = �Urbanisation level (urban population divided by total population).

and

β0 	= �Constant.
x1 	= �Unemployment (% workers without work in the labour market).
x2 	= �University students (number of students divided by total 

population).
x3 	= �RSI (secondary industry as a proportion of GDP).
x4 	= �RTI (tertiary industry as a proportion of GDP).
x5 	= �Green space (per capita public green space in square meters).
x6 	= �Movie theatres (per capita number of movie theatres).
x7 	= �Road area (per capita area of roads in square meters).
x8 	= �FDI (per capita foreign direct investment in $USD).
x9 	= �Public transportation (per capita number of public transportation 

vehicles).
x10 = �Taxis (number of taxis operating divided by total population).
x11 = �Education (per capita local government education spending in 

RMB).

Y =β0 + β1x1 + β2x2 + β3x3 + β4x4 + β5x5 + β6x6

+ β7x7 + β8x8 + β9x9 + β10x10 + β11x11 + β12x12 + β13x13

+ β14x14 + β15x15 + β16x16 + β17x17 + β18x18 + β19x19 + ε
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x12	= �Social welfare (per capita local social welfare spending in RMB).
x13	= �Science/Technology (per capita local public science/technology 

spending in RMB).
x14	= �Pollution (per capita industrial sulfur dioxide emissions).
x15	= �Environment (per capita local government spending on environ-

ment in RMB).
x16	= �Domestic tourists (per capita number of visitors from mainland 

China).
x17	= �Foreign tourists (per capita number of visitors from outside of 

mainland China).
x18	= �East (located in the Eastern Coastal Economic Zone).
x19	= �West (located in the Western Region).

Table 8.2 shows the summary statistics for all of the variables, depend-
ent and independent. The number of observations was the same for all 

Table 8.2  Summary of dependent and independent variables

Variables Obs Mean Std Dev Min Max

Urbanisation level 759 54.089 15.916 21.1 90.0
Population density 759 503.43 450.73 16.0 3809
Per capita GDP 759 34262 27290 2559 256877
Average annual pay 759 30260 13962 8097 93997
Unemployment 759 4.6844 1.7616 1.30 9.90
University students 759 0.03134 0.03022 0.00017 0.12615
RSI 759 47.538 9.5022 19.8 73.3
RTI 759 42.152 9.9034 17.8 76.9
Green space 759 37.574 35.629 2.90 265
Movie theatre 759 0.03910 0.03315 0.00312 0.21326
Road area 759 11.196 7.9423 1.70 108
FDI 759 209.39 299.36 1.6233 2299.2
Public transport 759 0.00059 0.00145 0.00001 0.01695
Taxis 759 0.00119 0.00104 0.00007 0.00559
Education 759 771.56 732.74 68.897 5174.9
Social welfare 759 285.023 483.03 2.0533 3564.0
Science/Technology 759 137.33 413.36 0.57295 4382.2
Pollution 759 0.02072 0.02357 0.00006 0.21489
Environment 759 421.88 595.28 2.0746 4244.1
Domestic tourists 759 4.8806 4.0908 0.08052 24.233
Foreign tourists 759 0.15537 0.39003 0.00000 4.2773
East 759 33% – 0.00 1.00
West 759 33% – 0.00 1.00
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variables, covering eleven years in 69 cities equaling 759. There was 
a good range of variance for all of the variables. The rationale for the 
dependent variables is discussed above. Unemployment was used in place 
of unavailable employment figures used in Lee et al. (2013) to represent 
economic opportunity. University student was used as a proxy for the 
creative class (Florida 2002; Florida 2007) as well as a proxy for educa-
tion level (Anderson et al. 2015). Secondary (RSI) and tertiary industry 
(RTI) were used as measures of economic structure (Hong et al. 2000). 
Green space and movie theatre were included as measures of the impact 
of natural and entertainment amenities as well as of pollution as a nega-
tive amenity (Clark 2004; Clark et al. 2014). Road area was included as 
a measure of urban infrastructure (Anderson et al. 2015), and of sprawl 
(Lee 2012; Lee et al. 2013), along with public transport and taxis for 
transportation infrastructure (Renaud 1981). FDI is included here as 
generally asserted as having a strong relation to development in China 
(Xue and Yang 1995; Luo 2008; Anderson et al. 2015). Spending vari-
ables are included to measure different policy areas affecting urban 
development in the areas of education, environment, social welfare, and 
science/technology (Lin et al. 2004) to measure their respective impacts. 
Tourism, foreign and domestic, was found to have a big role in Zhang 
(2005), measuring some cultural industry effects, and are included here. 
Finally, dummy variables for the dynamic Eastern Coastal Economic 
Zone and the lagging underdeveloped Western Region are included to 
capture their unique dynamics that have frequently been theorised to dif-
ferentiate them from the central part of the nation.

Regressions

Regressions were estimated for the four models with the results appear-
ing in Table 8.3 and all of the significant results listed in Table 8.4. 
The model for population density showed significant positive results 
for science and technology at the 0.001 level, as well as environment 
and east at the 0.01 level, and university students and domestic tourists 
at the 0.05 level. Movie theatres and education had significant negative 
results, both at the 0.001 level (Table 8.4). The model with per capita 
GDP as the dependent variable produced significant positive results for 
university students, RSI, green space, road area, FDI, education, and 
domestic tourists at the 0.001 level, as well as movie theatres at the 
0.01 level. Unemployment and foreign tourists had significant negative 
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results at the 0.001 level (Table 8.4). The model for average annual 
pay was positive and significant for university students, RSI, RTI, edu-
cation, social welfare, and domestic tourists at the 0.001 level, and for 
green space and public transport at the 0.01 level, and for road area 
and environment at the 0.05 level. Unemployment, taxis, and for-
eign tourists had significant negative relationships at the 0.001 level, 
and science and technology did as well at the 0.01 level (Table 8.4). 
Finally, the regression for urbanisation level showed positive and signif-
icant results for university students, RSI, RTI, public green space, FDI, 
taxis, pollution, and domestic tourists at the 0.001 level, while edu-
cation and environment were significant at the 0.01 level, and social  

Table 8.4  Statistically significant regression results

***Significant at the 0.001 level
**Significant at the 0.01 level
*Significant at the 0.05 level

Independent 
variable

Population 
density

Per capita GDP Average annual 
pay

Urbanisation 
level

Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef.

Unemployment −1352*** −976*** −0.742***
University 
students

466* 184980*** 66685*** 123***

RSI 361** 321*** 0.384***
RTI 274*** 0.356***
Green space 128*** 34.0** 0.0351**
Movie theatre −790*** 56849** −19.1*
Road area 811*** 107* 0.132**
FDI 22.6*** 0.00641***
Public transport 595387**
Taxis −2893558*** 2432***
Education −0.025*** 17.6*** 11.8*** 0.00125**
Social welfare 3.88*** 0.00150*
Science/
Technology

0.228*** −0.00399***

Pollution 94.7***
Environment 0.0229** 1.65* 0.00138*
Domestic 
tourists

503** 983*** 0.373***

Foreign tourists −11785*** −9181*** −3.23***
East 203**
Cons 389***
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welfare at the 0.05 level. Unemployment, science and technology, and 
foreign tourists were significant and negatively correlated at the 0.001 
level, and movie theatres was a negative correlation at the 0.05 level 
(Table 8.4).

The signs on most of the significant variables were positive, meaning 
that they increased in proportion to the dependent variable. The results 
were generally consistent across the dependent variables, though there 
were some notable differences. There was a contrast between negative 
results for unemployment for all dependent variables except population 
density. Population density and urbanisation level both had a negative 
result for movie theatres. Only population density failed to have a sig-
nificant positive relationship with road area. Only urbanisation level had 
a positive result for taxis. Finally, urbanisation level was the only measure 
to have a positive correlation with pollution.

Measures and Drivers of Urban Development in China

The regression results were highly consistent for the four dependent vari-
ables and were reasonable in general, with some exceptions noted above 
and discussed below. All four models had high r squared values, suggest-
ing good fit. The signs were generally going in the same direction from 
model to model, even for variables that were not significant, again with 
noteworthy exceptions. Urbanisation level had 16 significant variables, 
average annual pay had 14, per capita GDP had 10 and population den-
sity had only 7.

On almost every score, urbanisation level, average annual pay, and 
per capita GDP performed better than population density as measures 
of urban development. Not only did the former have more signifi-
cant results, they had higher r squared values (although urbanisation 
level was between population density and average annual pay, and per 
capita GDP), and were more closely related to each other, though 
population density had a stronger relationship to urbanisation level 
(Table 8.1).

On a practical level, both population density and urbanisation level 
involve measures of population in China where the definition and meas-
urement of population involves multiple steps. First, the household reg-
istration is consulted. Next, migrants not living at the local registered 
address must be subtracted from the registered population. Finally, 
unauthorised migrants living in the local jurisdiction must be added in. 
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Although this is fairly straightforward, it is not clear that the counting of 
out- and in-migrants is consistent and done to the same standard across 
jurisdictions. It may be no more than an estimate at this time in some 
cases (Lee et al. 2013; Wang 2015). This means that resident population 
statistics are very unreliable for the time being. In addition, there may 
even be incentives for inaccurate counts, as where services are based on 
registered population.

Both population density and urbanisation level are measures of popu-
lation and not of the living condition of the population or of the city 
itself. There may be a good rationale for using population concentrations 
as a measure of urban development in an underdeveloped nation, such 
as Bangladesh where population equals urbanisation equals urban devel-
opment (Mehedi and Lee 2014). In the case of Bangladesh, cities are 
by definition dense and the denser places are the more urban and more 
developed they become. This rationale does not make as much sense in 
China, which has surpassed 50% urbanisation. Here, more people are 
crowded into an already urban space, a situation which does not make it 
more urban or more developed.

The negative relationship between movie theatre and population den-
sity and urbanisation level for example, is opposite to the result for aver-
age annual income. This result suggests that more people in one place in 
China makes it less likely for there to be movie theaters, suggesting that 
population density or urbanisation does not really indicate the quality or 
developmental level of a concentrated population. This positive relation-
ship between unemployment and population density also emphasises that 
tightly clustered groups of people in China are not necessarily better off. 
In the cases studied here, population density does not admit the possibil-
ity that there may be an ideal maximum density beyond which economic 
development declines. The historical experience of pseudo-urbanisation 
and crammed slums suggests that density levels that harm development 
need to be considered (Lee et al. 2012).

Urbanisation level does not have a density limit issue, though it 
does share a lack of concern for quality of social and economic devel-
opment. It may make sense when a nation is underdeveloped to focus 
on urbanisation, as urbanised areas are likely to be more developed. 
However, China has passed the point where this is automatically the case. 
Chinese cities are increasing in variety as China becomes urbanised (Lee 
et al. 2013; Wang and Anderson 2016), meaning that there is likely to 
be more variation in urban development among urban areas, not some 
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uniform state of development following complete urbanisation. Further, 
this study showed that urbanisation level was the only variable with a 
positive and significant correlation with pollution. This study argues that 
emphasis on improving the economic and social development level of cit-
ies will add more to the well-being of Chinese than will a focus on con-
tinuing to move more people into cities that are often already crowded. 
The People’s Republic of China should be viewed and analysed as more 
of a mature but uneven economy that still requires a broad variety of 
analytical tools. The increasing emphasis on small and medium city 
development in the recent five-year plans is a good sign moving in this 
direction but, without an emphasis on economic opportunity and quality 
of life, small and medium cities will develop to share the same problems 
of pollution and congestion typical of big cities.

Moving to the independent variables, only three (university students, 
education, and domestic tourists) were significant among all of the 
dependent variables. The significance of university students may lend some 
support to the creative class explanation (Florida 2002, 2007), though it 
may just add support for the importance of education in human capital 
formation. At this time, the authors have been searching for a different 
variable to represent the construct of ‘creative class’ and have had to set-
tle repeatedly for university students as a weak proxy. On the other hand, 
the results for local education expenditure were negative for population 
density but positive for the other variables studied, implying that simply 
measuring greater concentrations of people is not the best way to improve 
urban development outcomes in relation to education in China.

Previous effects of domestic, but not foreign, tourism were even more 
strongly reinforced, with the domestic tourist variable positive and signif-
icant for all dependent variables except for population density (Lee et al. 
2013). This follows the stress that Clark (2004) placed on tourism as 
one of the top industries in the world. These results suggest that tour-
ism promotion is playing an increasingly effective role in contributing to 
urban development. The effect of tourism is not limited to Beijing and 
a few other major sites but includes a robust domestic tourist trade that 
is related to development across a range of Chinese cities. In contrast, 
foreign tourism was negative for every dependent variable except for 
population density. Coupled with the strong domestic tourism results, 
this suggests a strong tourism industry in China that is not very oriented 
towards foreign tourists, who have different demands from the domestic 
market.
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Unemployment was negatively associated with all dependent variables, 
except for population density, suggesting that more economic develop-
ment comes with more employment opportunity (while dense concen-
trations of people are not necessarily centers of jobs). The economic 
variables measuring the level of secondary and tertiary economic activity 
relative to GDP (RSI, RTI) were positive across all dependent variables, 
though not significant for population density (or for per capita GDP 
in the case of RTI), reasonably suggesting that continued manufactur-
ing and industrial development as well as services and the post-industrial 
economy continue to be paths to urban development in China, a major 
argument of Wang (2015).

Social welfare was positive with the two variables (annual income and 
urbanisation level) where it was significant. These suggest that cities are 
responding to demands of citizens for more well-being as incomes rise. 
On the other hand, science and technology expenditures were signifi-
cant for three variables but negative for two of them (annual income and 
urbanisation level). This may function more as an investment fixed to 
population (increasing with density) more than associated with generat-
ing wealth or urbanisation, meaning it could decline in relative terms as 
incomes and urbanisation increase.

Infrastructure effects were supported with the road area in all of the 
models but population density. However, public transport only related 
to annual income, though taxis were negatively related to annual income, 
suggesting that less economically developed cities need more taxis to 
compensate for a weaker transportation infrastructure. Taxis were also 
positively related to urbanisation level.

Studies have frequently mentioned the importance of FDI to develop-
ment in China (Anderson et al. 2015) but there were significant results 
only for per capita GDP and urbanisation level, offering only limited sup-
port for this common proposition. The dummy variables for the dynamic 
Eastern Coastal Economic Zone and the lagging underdeveloped 
Western Region did not have the expected effects. West had no signifi-
cant relationships and East was only related to Population Density.

Conclusion

Population density is not as useful a measure of urban development in 
China in the way that it is in less developed nations where greater con-
centrations of people are more urban and more developed. Meanwhile, 
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though urbanisation level is still a good measure and had the highest 
number of significant results in this study, China has become a majority 
urban nation so its usefulness is becoming limited as other studies have 
had cities that had a 100% urbanisation level, which will happen to more 
Chinese cities over time. Moreover, urbanisation level had a positive rela-
tionship with Pollution and a negative relationship with Movie Theatre. 
This suggests a need to start paying more attention to the positive devel-
opment of cities for the quality of life of residents. GDP and average 
annual pay are generally available and do not seem to be linked to these 
negative factors although they have most of the same positive relation-
ships as urbanisation level. A policy focus on improving urban economic 
development through increasing GDP and income will likely also pro-
mote urbanisation, developing cities but also paying more attention to 
resident welfare.

Both industrial and post-industrial paths to development continue to 
function and the development of transportation infrastructure can sup-
port this process. Cultural industry development in the form of contin-
ued tourism development oriented towards the domestic market that does 
not sacrifice other features of the city can develop and enhance features 
as suggested by amenity/scenes studies to develop the tourism market 
to benefit local residents, as well as visitors. Other policies that increase 
development include spending on education, especially higher education 
for human capital formation and to attract the creative class. Pollution 
continues to be an issue, with it even correlated to urbanisation level, 
while less pollution appears to be related to development, making envi-
ronmental spending advisable. Policy makers can also shift from propa-
gating heavily-polluting industries for development and shift to cleaner 
development and to cleaning up the pollution already in the environment.

The results regarding FDI appear to fly in the face of research into the 
factor’s importance for Chinese development, though it was associated 
with GDP and urbanisation level. This may mean that more needs to be 
done to attract foreign investment to more parts of China and not just 
concentrate it on the eastern seaboard, or it may mean that FDI has a 
less important effect overall. Perhaps there just needs to be a lot more of 
it. More work should be done to clarify this important factor.

China has been undergoing a very rapid phase of development that 
has left it with striking accomplishments alongside the usual problems 
of urbanisation, including congestion, pollution, and loss of natural 
resources. These issues seem to be coming to a head at the same time 
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as China is moving into its “new normal.” Other nations, such as South 
Korea, have made the transition from a period of rapid development to 
a model of more balanced growth in a more livable environment. More 
attention to urban development by improving quality of life within cit-
ies (measured by GDP and income) is more desirable than emphasising 
moving more people into cities (measured by population density) or 
expanding cities (measured by urbanisation level). China scholars and 
Chinese policymakers have more knowledge than ever to contribute to 
and accelerate this process. Shifting to paying more attention to qual-
ity of urban life in promoting urbanisation and urban economic develop-
ment will play a critical role.

References

Anderson, C., Lee, J. Y., & Wang, B. (2014, May 24). What drives urban devel-
opment in China? Paper presented at Korean Association for Policy Studies, 
Seoul National University.

Anderson, C., Lee, J. Y., & Wang, B. (2015). Determinants of foreign direct 
investment in Chinese cities: Evidence from Liaoning province. Korean 
Journal of Local Government & Administration Studies, 29(4), 409–421.

Bin, H. U. (2003). Research on connotation of city network developing model 
in Changjiang Delta Region. China Industrial Economy, 10, 004.

Bluestone, B., Stevenson, M. H., & Williams, R. (2008). The urban experience: 
Economics, society, and public policy. New York: Oxford University Press.

Bruegmann, R. (2005). Sprawl: A compact history. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.

Castells, M. (1996). The information age: Economy, society and culture, vol. i: The 
rise of the network society. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Clark, T. N. (2004). The city as an entertainment machine. Amsterdam: Elsevier.
Clark, T. N., Anderson, C., Byun M., Jang, W., Kim, S., Yoshiaki, K., Lee, J. Y., 

Navarro, C. J., Silver, D., & Wu, D. (2014). Karaoke together vs. bowling 
alone: Scenes illuminate how western rules can be transformed to drive devel-
opment and democracy. In T. N. Clark (Ed.), Can Tocqueville karaoke? global 
contrasts of civic participation, the arts and development (pp. 15–30). Howard 
House, UK: Emerald.

Dai, H. Z. (2001). Study on the type of urban scale distribution and it’s develop-
ing mechanism in China. Human Geography, 16(5), 40–43, 57.

Deng, C. H., & Li, G. P. (2012). Research on the impact of information upon 
urbanization: Positive analysis based on provincial panel data. Journal of Xian 
University of Technology, 28(1), 121–125.

Florida, R. (2002). The rise of the creative class. New York: Basic Books/Perseus.



8  URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN CHINA: MOVING FROM URBANISATION …   207

Florida, R. (2007). The flight of the creative class. New York: Harper Collins.
Han, R. B., & Wang, L. N. (2013). Challenges and opportunities facing China’s 

urban development in the new era. China Perspectives, 2, 15–27.
Hong, Y., Shen, K., & He, X. (2000). Study on the transformation of the eco-

nomic growth mode. Jiang Su Social Science, 2, 71–79.
Jacobs, J. (1969). The economy of cities. New York: Random House.
Ladd, H. F. (1992). Population growth, density and the costs of providing pub-

lic services. Urban Studies, 29(2), 273–295.
Lee, J. Y. (1997). Jutaeggagyeoge michineun yeonghyangyoinbunseog. 

Hangughaengjeongnonjib, 9(2), 337–351.
Lee, J. Y. (2012). Urban sprawl index and the factors affecting it: A comparison 

of Korea and China. Hangug Geobeoneonseuhaghoibo, 19(3), 67–86.
Lee, J. Y., & Wang, B. (2013, April, 19). Impact of policy on urbanisation in 

China. Paper presented at Korean Association for Policy Studies Conference 
at Myongji University, Seoul.

Lee, J. Y., Tao, J. L., & Anderson, C. D. (2012). Urban administration: Issues 
and practices. Seoul: Daeyong Moonhwasa.

Lee, J. Y., Anderson, C., & Wang, B. (2013, December 9). Drivers of urban 
development in China: Measuring development and comparing models. Paper 
presented at Public Policy in the Asian Century, Melbourne School of 
Government, The University of Melbourne.

Lee, J. Y., Anderson, C., & Wang, B. (2015, July 17). What determines cultural 
expenditures in local Chinese government in Liaoning? KAPA International 
Conference, Cheonan.

Li, M. (2011). The rise of the working class and the future of the Chinese revo-
lution. Monthly Review, 63(2), 38–51.

Lin, L. (1995). Urbanisation and economic development. Wuhan: Hubei People’s 
Publishing House.

Lin, Y., Hu, X., Wu, M. C., & Shen, Y. L. (2004). Comparative studies on 
science and technology competitiveness of 18 cities of China. Science & 
Technology and Economy, 17(3), 7–10.

Lucas, R. E. (1988). On the mechanics of economic development. Journal of 
Monetary Economics, 22, 3–42.

Luo, Q. (2008). Effect of FDI on urbanisation of China. Research on 
Development, 4, 19–23.

Mehedi, H., & Lee, J. Y. (2014). What affects urban development in 
Bangladesh? Korean Journal of Local Government and Administration Studies, 
28(2), 1–19.

Meng, X. (2006, May). Urbanisation procession study-economic analysis on 
urban, urban group’s development and the affecting factors based on space-
time background. Ph.D. Dissertation, Beijing Normal University Institute of 
Economics and Business Administration.



208   J.Y. LEE ET AL.

OECD. (2015). National accounts at a glance. Retrieved from http://www.
oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/ national-accounts-at-a-glance_22200444.

Renaud, B. (1981). National urbanisation policy in developing countries. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Roh, J. Y., & Lee, J. Y. (2013). Urban industrial structure and its impact on 
development: The case of Incheon. Journal of Korean Policy Studies., 13(4), 
21–35.

Schultz, T. W. (1990). Human capital investment and urban competitiveness. 
Beijing: Beijing Economic College Press.

Silver, D., Clark, T. N., & Rothfield, L. (2006). A theory of scenes. Available 
from http://sites.google.com/site/tncresearch/atheoryofscenes.

Small, K. A. (2002). Chinese urban development: Introduction. Urban Studies, 
39(12), 2159–2162.

Song, S. F., & Zhang, K. H. (2002). Urbanisation and city size distribution in 
China. Urban Studies, 39(12), 2317–2327.

Tiebout, C. M. (1956). A pure theory of local expenditures. Journal of Political 
Economy, 64(5), 416–424.

Wang, B. (2015, December). Three faces of urban development in China: State, 
market, and reform. Ph.D. Dissertation, Incheon National University, 
Department of Public Administration.

Wang, B., & Anderson, C. (2016). The cultural contents industry in the devel-
opment of Dalian. Asian Journal of Cultural Policy, 3(1), 18–31.

Wang, J. H. (2003, April). Research on social security system of urban-rural 
under population flow conditions–an empirical analysis of the floating pop-
ulation of Shanghai. Ph.D. Dissertation, Fudan University Institute of 
Population, Resources and Environmental Economics.

Wu, F. (2008). China’s great transformation: Neoliberalization as establishing a 
market Society. Geoforum, 39, 1093–1096.

Wu, F. (2012, February 6). Urbanisation and its concerns. China Daily, 9.
Xue, F., & Yang, C. (1995). Urbanisation affected by foreign capital–case of 

Pearl River Delta of China. City Planning Review, 6, 21–27.
Zhang, H. C. (2005). Industrial factors promoting the competitiveness of city. 

Commercial Economy Studies, 12, 65–68.
Zhao, Z. J. (2008). The evidential analysis about the promoted effect to scien-

tific and technical investment on GDP in China. Mathematics in Economics, 
25(1), 58–63.

Zuo, X. G., & Li, Z. C. (2003). Analysis of the relationship between the devel-
opment level of the third industry and per capita GDP and the proportion of 
agricultural population. Statistics and Decision, 1, 50–51.

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/
http://sites.google.com/site/tncresearch/atheoryofscenes


209

CHAPTER 9

Public Sector Reform and National 
Development in East and Southeast Asia: 

Specificity and Commonality

Mark Turner

Introduction

From the first development decade of the 1960s, public sector reform 
has been a constant pursuit of Asian governments. Initially, it focused 
on the expansion of the scope of government and the number of pub-
lic servants as the state filled functional gaps left by the departing colo-
nial powers, or simply attended to the increasing demands of society 
on modern government. Much experimentation followed with a vari-
ety of efforts to improve performance through initiatives in areas such 
as restructuring, human resource management, and training and devel-
opment. This was the era of big government when the state not only 
steered but also took on much of the rowing. Changes were incremen-
tal and non-threatening to public services. Some planned changes had 
the desired effect in states that were serious about reform but in many 
cases the initiatives failed to make the anticipated impact. This led to 
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disappointment with big government and coincided with the rise of 
neoliberal ideologies that argued for the state to get out of business, to 
become lean and cut back on expenditure. Many new reform initiatives 
of a neoliberal nature were introduced by governments or imported by 
international financial institutions (IFIs) and other aid agencies. Changes 
were more significant although state institutions proved to be remark-
ably resilient to attempts to make radical transformations. But the gen-
eral point is that since the beginning of the 1960s, constant attention 
has been paid to public sector reform in Asia and while the resources 
and enthusiasm devoted to it have varied over the decades, in every Asian 
country there has always been some reform activity.

Despite this common interest in public sector reform, Asia-Pacific 
states have often shown divergence in their approaches to public sector 
change, which is not surprising given the diversity of political economies, 
social conditions and cultures across the vast and highly populous region. 
Some of this diversity will be highlighted in this paper to show the need 
to understand the ‘specificity’ of public sector reform in countries that 
have different histories, institutional structures, levels of economic devel-
opment, political regimes and cultures (Caiden and Sundaram 2004). 
These contexts need to be taken into account when trying to make sense 
of the multiple reform trajectories found in Asia. But one should not go 
too far down the road of exceptionalism as there are some important 
shared experiences and variations on common themes. Several of these 
themes are pursued in this chapter.

In the first section, the meaning of ‘public sector’ reform is explored. 
Then, commonalities and divergences evident in Southeast Asia are illus-
trated through a brief environmental scan of economy, polity and society 
in just one region of the ‘Asian continent’. This is followed by obser-
vations on the persistency of bureaucracy in Asia and the long roots of 
multiple bureaucratic traditions. The next section deals with the relation-
ship between policy transfer and public sector reform to illustrate how 
longstanding interest in such transfer is invariably complemented by 
selectivity in choice of what to transfer and local engineering to suit local 
circumstances. The widespread problems of accountability and corrup-
tion are dealt with next but empirical evidence demonstrates that there 
is wide variation from almost ‘squeaky clean’ to the worst in the world 
as far as corruption goes. Finally, we deal with government’s numerous 
experiments with decentralisation. All are interested in re-engineering 
central-local relations but there are many ways in which this interest has 
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been manifested—from radical decentralisation to lengthy conversations 
producing little action.

What is Public Sector Reform?
A first step in exploring public sector reform in East and Southeast Asia 
is to clarify what is meant by the term. Public sector reform, also often 
used interchangeably with public management reform, ‘consists of delib-
erate changes to the structures and processes of public sector organiza-
tions with the objective of getting them (in some sense) to run better’ 
(Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004, p. 8). The changes could be in structure 
such as splitting large organisations into smaller ones or devolving 
power and finance to local governments. Other changes might focus on 
the processes used to perform the tasks of public management such as 
speeding up the issue of licenses for setting up businesses, introducing 
IT solutions to budgeting or setting quality standards for health provid-
ers. There are also changes in human resource management (HRM), the 
systems used to recruit, promote, discipline, train, measure performance 
and reward employees of public organisations. Reforms can be to specific 
organisations or system-wide. They can be focused on one activity or 
cover multiple items across structure, process and HRM. Different com-
binations of measures will be used by governments according to their 
perceived needs and capacities, and the make up of these measures will 
vary over time. However, a narrative of improved government perfor-
mance in terms of efficiency, effectiveness and quality is invariably used 
to justify and legitimate the reforms although this narrative may disguise 
political and ideological motives such as a preference for market solutions 
to policy problems, seeking legitimacy or a method of attracting votes 
(De Guzman and Reforma 1992).

Public sector reform is not new to East and Southeast Asia although 
some of the drivers of contemporary reform were much less evident in 
the early development decades of the 1960s–1980s. Now, there is fre-
quently a message of ‘urgency’ from leaders about the need for reform 
due to the ‘uncertainties and rapid changes taking place in the organiza-
tional environment’ (Turner et al. 1997, p. 106). In East and Southeast 
Asia, leaders see public sector reform as making an important contribu-
tion to enhancing international competitiveness, a major policy goal in 
all the region’s countries‚ and achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals and now the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
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Promoting good governance and satisfying citizens’ demands for services 
provide additional motive force for public sector reform. Also, budget-
ary constraints place limits on government activities and encourage the 
search for efficiency with effectiveness.

Finally, when defining public sector reform care must be taken to 
avoid an exclusive focus on instrumental rationality that is only con-
cerned with precisely calculated technical solutions for improving gov-
ernment operations. There is certainly a rational aspect to designing 
reforms but there is also a strong political component relating to interac-
tions among stakeholders. The latter influence what changes are selected, 
how they are implemented, what resources are allocated and what pri-
ority is given. There will always be stakeholders who oppose reforms 
and will take steps to prevent or dilute them. As Caiden (1969, p. 8) 
astutely noted of public management reform almost half a century ago, it 
is ‘an artificial inducement of administrative transformation against resist-
ance’. This resistance may explain the poor performance of public service 
reform initiatives funded by donors (DFID 2013; IEG 2008).

Asian Diversity: Comparing the Countries of Southeast 
Asia

One of the arguments of this paper is that that there is a great deal that 
is specific to each country’s public sector reform experience and that this 
is in large part explained by the diversity of the environments in which 
reform takes place. This diversity provides opportunities or challenges for 
particular reform prescriptions. It also indicates the inappropriateness or 
unacceptability of particular change initiatives.

In one short chapter it is impossible to deal with all the countries 
of East and Southeast Asia to demonstrate the enormous diversity that 
confronts the analyst and leads to many contrasting experiences in pub-
lic sector reform. However, we can compromise and focus on Southeast 
Asia to illustrate the perils of generalisation among so many substantial 
differences. Such differences become even greater if East, South and 
Central Asia are added to the mix.

Geographical proximity is what binds Southeast Asia rather than 
similarity in politics, culture, demography and economy. This is clearly 
seen in the countries of the Association of South East Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), the longstanding regional grouping that has assiduously pur-
sued a policy of non-intervention in the affairs of fellow members.
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The economies of Southeast Asia span a wide range of the World 
Bank classification, from ‘high income’ to ‘lower middle income’ (see 
Table 9.1), with three countries Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar only 
recently graduating from the ‘low income’ to ‘lower middle income’ 
ranks. This variation is reflected in greatly contrasting Gross National 
Incomes (GNIs) per capita. On the high end is Singapore with 
US$52,100 in 2015 while at the low end is Cambodia, with a GNI of 
US$1,070.

The size of absolute GNI also varies considerably between countries 
especially because of great population differences. At one extreme is 
Indonesia, the fourth most populous country in the world, with 258 mil-
lion people in 2015 while at the other is Brunei with a mere 423,000. 
There are great contrasts in between with the city state of Singapore 
housing only 5.5 million persons and Lao PDR with 6.8 million as com-
pared to the Philippines with 101 million and Vietnam with 91.7 mil-
lion. Overall there are about 630 million people in the relatively compact 
geographical area of Southeast Asia.

Despite considerable differences in GNI, in recent years all of the 
Southeast Asian economies (with the exception of Brunei) have enjoyed 
substantial and often sustained economic growth. In the period 2010–
2014, their average annual rates of GDP growth ranged between 4.4% 
in Thailand and 8.5% for Lao PDR. Eight countries that accounted for 
the vast bulk of the region’s economic activity had annual average GDP 
growth rates of above 5.7% between 2010 and 2014 making the region 
the most economically dynamic in the world.

While economic growth rates point to economic dynamism, global 
surveys which gauge the ease of doing business or the extent of eco-
nomic freedoms paint a more mixed picture. Singapore is consistently 
rated at the top of these tables: first in the World Bank’s 2016 Doing 
Business rankings and second in the Heritage Foundation-Wall Street 
Journal’s 2016 Economic Freedom. Malaysia and Thailand are moderately 
well ranked in these global classifications but the other Southeast Asian 
countries are far behind. For example, Vietnam is ranked 90 out of 189 
in Doing Business, the Philippines 103 and Indonesia 109 with each one 
allocated to the ‘mostly unfree’ category of the Economic Freedom rat-
ings. The combination of excellent growth rates with mixed, often poor, 
rankings in the Doing Business and Economic Freedom tables suggest that 
most governments are still heavily engaged in the economy and that the 
market forces have not been unfettered. Even in top-ranking Singapore, 
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there is considerable evidence that the government is an active and sub-
stantial player in the economy, especially through its government-linked 
corporations and statutory bodies (Shemirani 2011).

Table 9.1  Selected economic indicators for Southeast Asia

Source World Bank 2016; Heritage Foundation 2016

Country Population
2015

World 
Bank
economy
type
2015

GNI per 
capita
(Atlas 
method
current 
US$) 
2015

GDP 
growth
(annual 
average
% 2010–
2014)

Doing 
business
ranking 
(189)
2016

Economic 
freedom
2016

Poverty 
head-
count 
ratio at 
national 
poverty 
lines
% of 
popula-
tion

Brunei 423,000 High 
income

37,300 1.27 84 Moderately 
free

Cambodia 15.6 m Lower 
middle 
income

1070 6.95 127 Mostly 
unfree

17.7

Indonesia 258.0 m Lower 
middle
income

3440 6.2 109 Mostly 
unfree

11.3

Lao PDR 8.0 m Lower 
middle
income

1730 8.5 134 Repressed 23.2

Malaysia 30.3 m Upper 
middle
income

10,600 5.72 18 Mostly free 0.6

Myanmar 59.0 m Lower 
middle 
income

1280 7.5 167 No record

Philippines 101.0 m Lower 
middle
income

3540 6.32 103 Moderately 
free

25.2

Singapore 5.5 m High 
income

52,100 6.92 1 Free

Thailand 68.0 m Upper 
middle
income

5,620 4.35 49 Moderately 
free

10.5

Vietnam 91.7 m Lower 
middle
income

1980 5.8 90 Mostly 
unfree
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Southeast Asian countries have performed well in terms of improving 
the overall welfare of their populations. Political legitimacy is often tied 
to such achievement with governments frequently relying more on their 
economic performance than on guarantees of political freedoms. Indeed, 
organised labour is often weak or ‘underdeveloped’ with governments 
using a wide range of tactics: corporatist-style co-option, government 
sponsorship, high levels of regulation and outright repression (Ofreneo 
and Wad 2010).

But the welfare gains in Southeast Asia have been impressive. Poverty 
affected 45% of the population of the region in 1990 but had dropped to 
14% by 2010. Country performance on poverty reduction has been var-
ied as can be seen in Table 9.2. Myanmar, Lao PDR, Cambodia and the 
Philippines still have significant percentages of their populations living in 
poverty, perhaps surprising for the Philippines, a long-time lower mid-
dle income country. Life expectancy has increased everywhere providing 
clear indication of improved household conditions, nutrition and health 
services. Overall, unemployment is low with high labour force partici-
pation. Gender inequality varies and there has been limited progress in 
some of the region’s countries such as Cambodia and Indonesia which 
are located in the bottom half of the UNDP gender inequality rankings.

Politically, historically and culturally there are similarities between 
some nations but more contrasts. This is significant as politics, history 
and culture provide the context and direction of institutional develop-
ment which can have profound influence on public sector reform. All 
except Thailand were colonies but of different imperial powers including 
Spain, US, Britain, France and the Netherlands. The colonial inheritance 
can be seen in their institutions such as legal systems and politico-admin-
istrative arrangements. All colonies except Brunei received or seized 
political independence soon after the end of the Second World War 
starting with the Philippines in 1946 and culminating in Malaysia (then 
including Singapore) in 1957. The new states installed democratic gov-
ernmental arrangements of varying types—for example, presidential and 
parliamentary—largely according to their colonial inheritance. However, 
many regimes slipped into authoritarianism through military coups, such 
as Burma and Indonesia in the 1960s, or revolutionary movements, such 
as Vietnam and Lao PDR in the 1970s.

Other states incorporated authoritarian elements into their democratic 
practice such as Malaysia and Singapore. The Third Wave of democrati-
sation which commenced in Southeast Asia in 1986 with the overthrow 
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of President Marcos in the Philippines led to a resurgence of democratic 
practice. However, today no Southeast Asian country can be classified as 
‘liberal democratic’. Many are what Diamond (2002) describes as ‘hybrid 
regimes’ featuring varying mixtures of democratic and authoritarian fea-
tures. At the democratic end of the regime continuum are the ‘electoral 
democracies’ of the Philippines and Indonesia, in the middle the ‘com-
petitive authoritarian’ and ‘hegemonic electoral authoritarian’ regimes 
of Malaysia, Cambodia and Singapore, and at the authoritarian end the 

Table 9.2  Select indicators for politics and culture in Southeast Asia

Source UNDP 2016; Diamond 2002; Freedom House 2016

Country Human 
develop-
ment index 
(rank out 
of 180)

Life 
expec-
tancy at 
birth
2014 
and 
(1990)

Gender 
inequal-
ity index 
2014
(rank 
out of 
180)

Date of
inde-
pend-
ence

Regime type Political  
rights
(Freedom 
House 2016)
1 most free  
7 most 
unfree

Dominant 
religion

Brunei 31
(very high)

78 (74) n/a 1984 Politically 
closed 
authoritarian

6
Not free

Islam

Cambodia 143
(medium)

71(55) 104 1954 Hegemonic 
electoral 
authoritarian

6
Not free

Therevada 
Buddhist

Indonesia 110
(medium)

71 (63) 110 1949 Electoral 
democracy

2
Partly free

Islam

Lao PDR 141
(medium

68 (54) n/a 1954 Politically 
closed 
authoritarian

7
Not free

Therevada 
Buddhist

Malaysia 62
(high)

75 (71) 42 1957 Competitive 
authoritarian

4
Partly free

Islam

Myanmar 148
(low)

65 (59) 85 1948 Ambiguous 6
Not free

Therevada 
Buddhist

Philippines 115
(medium)

69 (65) 89 1946 Electoral 
democracy

3
Partly free

Christian

Singapore 11
(high)

82 (76) 13 1965 
(1957)

Hegemonic 
electoral 
authoritarian

4
Partly free

Mixed

Thailand 93
(high)

74 (70) 76 Not 
colo-
nised

Politically 
closed 
authoritarian

6
Not free

Therevada 
Buddhist

Vietnam 116
(medium)

76 (71) 60 1954 Politically 
closed 
authoritarian

7
Not free
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‘politically closed authoritarian’ regimes of Brunei, Lao PDR, Thailand 
and Vietnam. The dominance of political regimes with at least some 
authoritarian characteristics suggests that incumbent parties and govern-
ments are keen to maintain their control over society and can intervene 
in the economy when they so desire.

One final and major aspect of variation among Southeast Asian 
countries is religion. There are four countries in which the major-
ity of the population follows Therevada Buddhism, three in which 
Islam is dominant (including Indonesia, the most populous country), 
one (Philippines) in which Christianity is the major religion and one 
(Vietnam) where religious beliefs can be described as Confucianism-
Taoism-Buddhism. Each religion provides values which strongly influ-
ence behaviour and which are used to legitimate power and authority 
structures. There are also minority groups in most Southeast Asian coun-
tries that follow alternate religious beliefs which may form the primary 
basis of identity. In some cases these identities have been used to mount 
armed challenges to the state as in Southern Thailand, the Southern 
Philippines, Aceh and West Papua in Indonesia, and among hill tribes in 
Myanmar. These internal conflicts have adverse effects on socioeconomic 
development in the regions concerned and public administration suffers.

The Persistence of Bureaucracy

Bureaucracy has long roots in many Asian societies and ‘has been and 
continues to be a favoured organizational form’ (Turner and Halligan 
1999, 131). But, its origins are diverse, temporally differentiated and 
its manifestations vary in character. Thus, Farazmand and Balilaj (2015) 
have identified six indigenous models of public administration in their 
historical survey commencing with ancient Persia and early Iran where 
they see the first signs of bureaucratic organisation. Gladden (1972) 
traces Chinese bureaucracy to the Qin dynasty (221–206 B.C.) and 
dates merit entry and competitive examinations to the Han dynasty (206 
B.C.–220 A.D.) while Heady (1984) describes China at around this 
time as a ‘centralized bureaucratic empire’ and attributes the ‘staying 
power’ of Chinese civilization to bureaucracy. Dreschler (2015) traces 
the widespread Confucian influence on effective public administration 
in China from ancient times to the present day and indicates its associa-
tion with other contemporary national development success stories such 
as Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea. In Japan, the development of 
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a civil bureaucracy with patrimonial characteristics was the work of the 
Tokugawa shogunate, that began in 1603 (Gladden 1972). And before 
European imperialists moved into Southeast Asia, other forms of state 
organization with bureaucratic features were being introduced into king-
doms and empires based on irrigated rice production (Wertheim 1993). 
Related structures bearing Chinese Confucian influence also entered into 
the northern parts of Vietnam. Meanwhile, bureaucratic origins as old as 
China can be found in the ancient Indian Mauryan Empire while other 
polities in South Asia subsequently adopted bureaucratic characteristics 
in their pre-colonial administrations (Eisenstadt 1972). Some features 
of these early bureaucracies were even continued by the British colo-
nial and independence administrations, such as the overlord or collector 
which still forms the basis for contemporary field administration in India 
(Subramanian 1998).

The arrival of imperialist European powers in Asia brought the sec-
ond wave of bureaucratisation. The areas previously unaffected by 
bureaucracy were gradually brought under the control of the imported 
bureaucratic mechanisms of the colonial state. Even those countries that 
had avoided imperial control, notably Thailand and Japan, also installed 
Western-style administrative arrangements to improve administrative effi-
ciency and rebuff the attentions of the colonial powers. But the imported 
administrative structures and processes were not replicas of arrangements 
at home, but were geared to maintaining control over conquered popu-
lations and making the factors of production as easily available as pos-
sible to colonial business interests. Only towards the end of the colonial 
period were there ‘belated efforts to extend the benefits of ‘develop-
ment’ to native populations’ (Turner and Halligan 1999, p. 132).

The postcolonial years in Asia were marked by the entrenchment and 
massive expansion of bureaucracy in both democracies and one-party 
states. It was widely viewed as the means to achieve the prime state objec-
tive of development. The state was not perceived as simply facilitating eco-
nomic development by the private sector even in democracies. Rather, it 
assumed the leading role and was expected to both guide and participate 
in socioeconomic development. Such expectations of the state’s prominent 
role in development had their antecedents in both pre-colonial and colo-
nial bureaucratic forms. This gave rise to depictions of dynamic Asian states 
as ‘developmental’ (Johnson 1982), ‘governed markets’ (Wade 1990) and 
‘plan rationalism’ (Henderson 2011) all of which indicated that ‘state and 
market have always advanced in a fused fashion’ (Cheung 2013, p. 251). 
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While the classic versions of these state-market arrangements have mod-
ified over time, plenty of examples of state intervention in the economy 
are still much in evidence today (Turner et al. 2013). The organisations 
of the state which have orchestrated the dynamic economic growth and 
welfare gains have often been bureaucratic in character. There has been 
a fondness among elite Asian public servants for the Weberian ideal type 
as a vehicle for government action as they could identify with its dimen-
sions, even if reality was somewhat different. The administrative elite could 
engage in incremental change to fine tune their public sector organisations, 
often without challenging core elements. Even where public administra-
tion reform has been most evident, such as in South Korea, it is apparent 
that embedded indigenous models of bureaucracy have mediated reform 
especially involving policy transfer from the West (Im et al. 2013).

So what does public administration look like today after years of 
reform? As demonstrated in this volume and elsewhere, there is no one 
Asian public administration. There are multiple origins and trajectories 
and highly varied environments in which countries’ public sector organi-
sations operate. However, it is still possible to make some general points 
that may help to distinguish Asian public administration from Western 
theory and practice, with which it is so often unfortunately and ethno-
centrically compared.

First, there is a preference for hierarchy. Delayering by reducing the 
number of levels in hierarchies has not been welcomed in Asian bureau-
cracies. Where there has been experimentation with such Western 
imports there has been resistance and disappointing results. Asian soci-
eties are generally ‘high power distance’ meaning that the less power-
ful defer to those in higher positions and see such behaviour as normal 
(Hofstede 1980; Blunt and Turner 2005). This aligns with the views of 
proponents of Asian values but clashes with those who see such Asian 
values as devices to shore up authoritarianism (Mahubani 2004; Milner 
2004). However, this latter view ignores or perhaps downplays the his-
torical legacy of Asian civilizations and seems to impose a Western frame 
of good governance and liberal democracy on Asian societies. The pref-
erence for hierarchy can also lead to risk avoidance especially at lower 
levels in the hierarchy with decision-making always being passed up the 
line to senior bureaucrats. This emphasises the concentration of power 
and authority in the higher ranks and also discourages innovation in pub-
lic organisations where conformity is valued and commitment is oriented 
to maintaining one’s employment in that organisation.
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Second, and related to hierarchy, there is still a strong preference 
for a clear division of labour as manifested in position descriptions and 
charts of structures with neatly arranged boxes. But it is perhaps between 
organisational units that the division of labour is most clearly seen. 
Ministries, departments and other divisions demarcate their functional 
territories and defend them against intruders, thus making whole-of-gov-
ernment approaches far more challenging and less appealing than in the 
West. Horizontal communication is often for upper level public servants 
only.

Third, there is still a strong orientation to process as manifested in 
reliance on formal rules to guide behaviour. Streamlining has certainly 
been a policy choice for many years but has often encountered opposi-
tion, especially in implementation. The attachment to process is also 
linked to risk aversion, hierarchy and preference for the status quo. 
Fourth, all public services claim to practice merit-based employment in 
recruitment and promotion. There are exams, competency tests, specific 
training for particular levels and all the formal organisational parapher-
nalia that goes with merit-based employment. However, seniority still 
appears to be important for career advancement while patronage net-
works and loyalty may also influence job prospects. In many bureaucra-
cies, opportunities for moving between ministries and departments may 
be severely limited and little practiced.

Fourth, the division between politics and administration is far more 
blurred in Asia than in Western countries and the Weberian ideal. The 
relative power of bureaucrats may vary between different countries and 
at different times but they are expected to be engaged in a joint ven-
ture with the political leaders. If they work together for national develop-
ment and public sector reform they make a formidable team for change, 
while somewhat paradoxically defending the status quo and stability in 
their government organisations. However, the networks binding political 
and administrative leaders may also be mobilised against reform that they 
judge to be not in their best interests.

Fifth, there is a strong pragmatism among senior public servants. This 
is expressed in seeking accommodation with political leaders and choos-
ing reforms originating in the West that might have chances of suc-
cess on foreign soil. Pragmatism is also evident in building networks of 
support both within and outside of their organisations that will secure 
and sustain their positions of authority. The public service leaders will 
claim adherence to ideology when necessary but are also willing to make 
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decisions in which national and organisational interests take precedence. 
The reformers are flexible as described in China where they allegedly 
have ‘tried to embrace Lenin, Confucius, Weber and Thatcher all at the 
same time’ (Cheung 2012, 276).

Sixth, certain values appear to be more deeply embedded in Asian 
bureaucracies than in the West. Prominent among these is loyalty. 
Although partially eroded through downsizing (generally on a mod-
est level in Asia despite the rhetoric) loyalty is the cement of the Asian 
bureaucracy. It often operates through hierarchical networks that bind 
members of the organisation and involves reciprocity. The strong are 
expected to look after the weak and in return the weak give their uncon-
ditional support. Such loyalty can be expressed in a variety of behaviours 
ranging from predatory patron-client activities through to high levels of 
commitment to the organisation. Loyalty can also be demanded from 
political parties. This is especially the case in one-party states where devi-
ation from the party line can be a risky business.

What has been erected so far is a model containing some of the com-
mon features of Asian public administration with some indication of 
where the features came from and how they fit together. However, two 
major elements are missing. These are the variations that are found in 
public administration across Asia and the nature and content of reforms 
that have taken place. In the space of a short paper like this, it is impos-
sible to provide a comprehensive account of these phenomena across 
multiple countries. Thus, the focus is narrowed to three representative 
items which will provide insight into the processes at work in Asian pub-
lic sector reform and the paradoxes and differences that occur. The first 
item deals with change by looking especially at New Public Management 
(NPM) while the second examines the issue of accountability and cor-
ruption. The third deals with territorial decentralisation.

Policy Transfer and Public Sector Reform in Asia

Asia has a long history of importing ideas and practices of public adminis-
tration from Western countries (Weidner 1970; Esman 1972; EROPA vari-
ous years). These innovations in management include a wide range of items 
such as performance management systems, IT-assisted budget processes, 
organisations with new functions (e.g., Ombudsman), human resource 
management (HRM) practices and many more. They have been viewed by 
leaders in Asia as new and potentially useful sources of thinking and practice 
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in public administration. These managerial innovations have been acquired 
by Asian leaders as vehicles for giving momentum to modernisation and 
development through ‘world class’ public sector management. Western 
governments and academics in concert with IFIs have greatly assisted in 
this one-way flow of administrative solutions and have been complicit in 
depicting Asian public administration as a problem. As Cheung (2013,  
p. 252) has observed, the West has begrudgingly acknowledged ‘economic 
Asia’ but ‘political Asia’ is still characterised as a ‘backwater’, and while 
there is little appreciation of ‘cultural Asia’. Asia has been perceived as infe-
rior and therefore a natural recipient of policy transfer. It is a situation in 
which Western academics, politicians and public sector managers have expe-
rienced difficulty or perhaps demonstrated myopia when trying ‘to under-
stand Asia within its own right and within its own history and civilization’ 
(Cheung 2013, p. 250; Dreschler 2015).

Close scrutiny of Asian public administration’s relationship with the 
West reveals a longstanding pattern. Governments in Asia seek knowl-
edge of Western practices and innovations in public administration. They 
consider the appropriateness of these items for transfer to their own 
countries and select those which seem to suit their purposes. The choice 
will be influenced by evaluation of the contribution an innovation will 
make to bureaucratic performance, the degree of fit with domestic prac-
tice and the amount of opposition that would be generated. Pragmatism 
rules the process.

With developing countries in Asia, push factors have been very evi-
dent with IFIs and other donors vigorously promoting Western public 
administration solutions to Asian governments although passive resist-
ance has often seen these imported practices failing to make much 
impression on well-established and self-confident organisations. For the 
more developed and larger countries of Asia, push factors have been 
less important but nevertheless still significant. These push factors have 
come with globalisation and the need to conform to international stand-
ards and also apply to the developing countries. However, the richer and 
larger countries have been able to exercise much more discernment in 
what they judge to be useful from the West.

To illustrate the points made above, we can consider one of the 
major policy transfers in recent years for public administration, that 
of NPM. It became a ‘globalised’ phenomenon which attracted 
much interest in Asian countries and which had enthusiastic export-
ers from its Western countries of origin and IFIs (OECD 1996).  
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In an earlier article on the transfer of NPM to Southeast Asia, I described 
it as ‘the continuation of a well-established strategy. They [Southeast 
Asian leaders] select particular items and ignore others’ (Turner 2002, 
p. 1494). During the transfer process items can be modified to varying 
degrees to suit a country’s particular circumstances. These will be deter-
mined by a range of contingent environmental factors such as the political 
system, state strength, economic conditions, institutional history and cul-
ture. Similarly, Samaratunge et al. (2008) have stressed the importance of 
contextual factors in accounting for the relative success of NPM reforms 
in Singapore and Malaysia and their failure to achieve the desired results 
in Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. One major reason for differential perfor-
mance appears to be that somewhat spongy concept of ‘political commit-
ment’ (Samaratunge and Bennington 2002) but there are other factors 
which in combination have often led to ‘mixed results at best’ (Batley 
and Larbi 2004) or to the achievement of ‘little’ (Manning 2002; see also 
Turner et al. 2015).

In the case of Southeast Asia, NPM can be likened to ‘a menu of 
practical initiatives’ and the governments of Southeast Asia as the din-
ers (Turner 2002). Among the diners there were various reactions to 
the menu. Some were ‘enthusiastic’ and consumed many items, but cer-
tainly not all. Singapore and Malaysia fell into this category. Then there 
were the ‘cautious’ diners who dabbled in a few of the NPM dishes. The 
Philippines, Thailand and Indonesia fell into this group. Finally, there 
were those who were ‘unfamiliar’ with the menu and were unwilling to 
sample much of what was on offer. These countries included Vietnam, 
Laos and Cambodia. Since that time, there has been more experimenta-
tion and a wider range of dishes has been tested by the ‘cautious’ and 
‘unfamiliar’ diners. However, in no case has a Southeast Asian country 
attempted to replicate the experiences of the NPM originators. They 
have continued to investigate, observe and consider a range of public 
administration innovations of Western origin whether NPM or not and 
make choices based on the contingencies that they bring to the process.

Finally, it is useful to consider the experience of what happens when 
NPM items are imported into Asian nations and how domestic forces 
reshape those imports to suit local conditions and local interests. In a 
comparative study of NPM reforms in the Netherlands and South Korea, 
Bransden and Kim (2010, p. 368) demonstrate that while the reforms 
bear some similarities, their significance varies according to state-civil 
society relations. It is especially in the organisational reforms that this 
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claim is borne out. For South Korea, Bransden and Kim (2010, p. 383) 
note that the reforms occurred at a specific juncture in the country’s his-
tory—in the early years of democratisation and under the effects of the 
Asian Financial Crisis—so ‘even minor changes of position represented 
a major step forward’. While each of these minor changes represented a 
large step forward in the South Korean context, this was not the case in 
the Netherlands.

The Korean comparison and the Southeast Asian experiences add 
weight to Cheung’s (2013, p. 253) contention that Asian countries ‘may 
defer to the instrumental superiority of Western institutions and prac-
tices’, but once these have been mastered, they ‘embed such instrumen-
tality within their own indigenous cultures and values’ so that what has 
been imported becomes itself indigenised. This is perhaps the experience 
of NPM in Asia.

Accountability, Corruption and Public Sector Reform 
in Asia

Despite receiving plaudits for dynamic economic performance and sig-
nificant gains in human welfare, Asian countries also attract unwanted 
attention because of corruption. It is not a new problem but it seems to 
be one that does not go away. According to the latest 2015 Transparency 
International Corruption Perceptions Index only three Asian ‘countries’ 
appear in the top 20 least corrupt countries/territories of the 167 ranked 
in the world (see Table 9.3). These are the city state of Singapore (8), 
the Chinese Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong (18), and 
Japan (18). But most Asian countries languish in the lower reaches of 
the corruption league table. There is a very rough correlation with GNI 
per capita, the richer nations generally performing better than the poorer 
ones. For example, the three poorest performers in Southeast Asia are 
the three poorest countries—Myanmar, Cambodia and Laos. The best 
Southeast Asian performers are the highest in terms of GNI per capita—
Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand. However, the correlation between 
level of perceived corruption and GNI per capita is far from being exact.

The issue of corruption in Asia came to attention during the first 
development decade (Myrdal 1968) and was noted rather than being 
seriously addressed. Only in the era of ‘good governance’ from the mid-
1990s did IFIs, other donors and Asian governments themselves begin 
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to take concerted actions on corruption. Strategies were developed to 
stamp out corrupt practices, agencies were established to specifically 
combat corruption, the World Bank and other donors began to threaten 
sanctions if corrupt practices did not cease while citizens, the media and 
NGOs added pressure on officials to do something about corruption.

One of the problems with corruption is that it often leads to pub-
lic sector reform failure, however many initiatives are introduced. 
Corruption is associated with ‘a particular constellation of reform 
inhibitors’, prime among which is patronage (Turner 2013, p. 278). 
Patronage has a long history in rural East and Southeast Asia often bind-
ing landlords and tenants (Scott 1972). It builds on the ‘personalization 
of power’ (Khan 2005, p. 714) as an asymmetrical dyadic relationship 
between patron and client governing the flow of resources, exchanges 
and power relations (Eisenstadt and Roninger 1980). While the patron 
dominates the relationship, it is not in itself all bad, although it often 
may be. For example, Grindle (2012) has shown how patrons may enjoy 
the flexibility of selecting highly capable clients to enable the achieve-
ment of organisational goals. But, where government officials use state 
resources as their own property to draw on as needed then patron-
age loses its commitment to development goals. It can combine with 
five other phenomena to produce outcomes that adversely affect pub-
lic administration reform. The first of these is weak accountability that 
leads to corruption or at least creates the conditions in which corruption 
can thrive. Second, if there is a hegemonic political regime (Diamond 
2002), then it becomes difficult for domestic political actors to hold 
governments to account. Third, societal perceptions of the legitimacy of 
hierarchy and high power distance support the acceptance of patronage 
which in turn creates an environment for corruption. Fourth, low wages 
lead officials to seek membership of patronage networks where values of 
loyalty and trust far outweigh those relating to achievement. Also, low 
wages may encourage corruption in order to achieve incomes that are 
considered sufficient. Finally, bureaucratic dysfunctions play into the 
hands of patronage. Support for cumbersome procedures, lack of struc-
tural flexibility and other pathologies allow patronage to thrive as lower-
level personnel seek security and upper level officials build their power. 
Within these patronage networks ‘the state is treated as an extension of 
the property of the leader, and the leader rules with the help of clients 
who get a pay-off for this support’ (Khan 2005, p. 174).
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This is not to say that public sector reform success is impossible where 
patronage and corruption are well established. Far from it; in Indonesia 
there have been significant efficiency and effectiveness gains in impor-
tant institutions specifically targeted for public sector reform such as 
the anti-corruption agency and the Ministry of Finance (DFID 2013). 
Also, in China there has been remarkable sustained economic success and 
improvements in citizen welfare despite a rising tide of corruption. The 
improvements are, however, in great part due to constant public admin-
istration reforms that have seen the orientation and practice of public 
administration change significantly since the People’s Republic of China 
was established in 1949 (Xue and Zhang 2012). The bureaucracy has 

Table 9.3  Corruption perceptions index rankings and scores and GNI per cap-
ita for selected Asian countries

Source Transparency International 2015

Country TI corruption percep-
tions index ranking 
(out of 167) 2015

TI corruption
perceptions index score
(0 = highly corrupt,
100 = very clean)

GNI per capita
(Atlas method
current US$) 2014

Singapore 8 85 55,150
Hong Kong 18 75 40,320
Japan 18 75 42,000
Bhutan 27 65 2370
South Korea 37 56 27,090
Malaysia 54 50 11,120
Mongolia 72 39 4280
India 76 38 1570
Thailand 76 38 5780
China 83 37 7400
Sri Lanka 83 37 3440
Indonesia 88 36 3630
Philippines 95 35 3500
Vietnam 112 31 1890
Pakistan 117 30 1400
Timor Leste 123 28 2680
Nepal 130 27 730
Bangladesh 139 25 1080
Laos 139 25 1660
Myanmar 147 22 1270
Cambodia 150 21 1020
North Korea 167 8 n/a
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moved from being a Russian-style centralized model to one in which effi-
ciency, flexibility and innovation are valued in the creation of an enabling 
environment for the economy and public services to citizens.

But citizens and governments are more concerned about corruption 
in the current era than they were in the past. They have expressed their 
voices often very loudly and accompanied it with actions. Seven out of 
ten people in East and Southeast Asian countries believe their govern-
ment institutions to be corrupt according to the AsiaBarometer survey 
(Carlson and Turner 2008). Over half believe that politicians stop caring 
about citizens once elected while six out of ten persons see government 
officials as paying little attention to what people think. These views are 
now making themselves felt in democratic politics. Candidates all prom-
ise faithfully to stamp out corruption and to provide more responsive 
services. Entrenched political parties in countries such as Malaysia and 
Cambodia have seen massive political backlashes over corruption while 
China’s political leaders have made the eradication of corruption a policy 
priority.

Decentralisation, Specificity and Endogenous Forces 
in Asian Public Sector Reform

Historically, centralisation has been a dominant theme in Asian state 
development. Rulers from early Chinese dynasties onwards have engaged 
in long-term nationalist projects to centralise the states that they have 
striven to create. Their aim has been to establish control over resources 
and people to achieve stability and consolidate the authority of the cen-
tre. It has often taken much effort to bring the peripheries under the 
centre’s control (and still does today in some countries) but infrastruc-
ture development and the attractions of state services have often boosted 
centralisation projects. In East and Southeast Asia, it seems that it is only 
when that central control has been established can the matter of decen-
tralisation enter the policy agenda. However, such consideration and 
subsequent actions have produced contrasting results across the region. 
We can see the full spectrum of possible central-local arrangements, 
ranging from marginal delegation of authority to radical experimenta-
tion. Such variation reflects the contrasting political economies and other 
environmental circumstances of the region’s countries and illustrates the 
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specificity that can be encountered in Asian public administration reform. 
A few examples will illustrate this.

Thailand

In all countries of Asia there is a discourse on decentralisation but its 
content and ensuing state actions have varied. In Thailand, for instance, 
there has been debate on decentralisation for many years and local gov-
ernment institutions have been in place over many decades. There have 
even been directives to decentralise in at least one constitution. While 
there has been some delegation of authority, the reality is of a central-
ised state where powerholders, including the bureaucratic elite, have pre-
vented the devolution of significant power to local governments (Warr 
2014; Chardchawarn 2010). The Thai military, national government 
politicians and the bureaucratic elite wish to maintain central command 
while big business is satisfied with this status quo. All 76 provincial gov-
ernors are appointed by the Ministry of Interior while decentralisation 
legislation and rules keep local control in central hands.

Cambodia

In Cambodia, in the aftermath of the genocidal Khmer Rouge regime 
there was no state. All had been destroyed and the new government sup-
ported by Vietnam set about building the requisite government institu-
tions. The object was to create a strong central government, a goal that 
was handed on to the democratically elected government that came 
to office after the 1991 Paris Peace Agreement. When the Cambodia 
People’s Party (CPP) had established its hegemony in the late 1990s, its 
leaders decided it was time for decentralisation on a modest scale. The 
policy combined decentralisation (political) and deconcentration (admin-
istrative). Voluntary deconcentration moved at glacial speed largely 
because central ministries did not want their functions, budgets and 
powers reduced (Blunt and Turner 2005). On the political front, elected 
commune councils were a major innovation, the first locally elected gov-
ernments in Cambodia’s history. However, they were allocated very few 
powers and minimal budgets. What they did do, however, was to facili-
tate the building of CPP nodes in villages across the land, thus creating 
a vast network for the central party to monitor and dominate local affairs 
(Eng 2014). More recent attempts to deepen decentralisation—still on a 



9  PUBLIC SECTOR REFORM AND NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN EAST …   229

modest scale—have led to foot-dragging by central ministries and limited 
power to the people. The new councils at district and provincial level are 
selected by representatives, not the public at large.

Indonesia

Indonesian decentralisation provides a radical contrast to Thailand and 
Cambodia. Perhaps the most centralised state in Southeast Asia under 
the authoritarian rule of President Suharto’s New Order, Indonesia 
was badly affected by the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis. Economic trou-
bles rapidly became political troubles and Suharto was ousted in favour 
of democracy. In the interim between the departure of Suharto and the 
election of a new president, legislation was enacted, in 1999, to dra-
matically change central-local relations. Most service delivery functions 
and the funds that accompanied them were decentralised to the districts 
which were placed under the control of elected councils in a multi-party 
system (Turner et al. 2003). Provinces still retained some functions but 
had much reduced significance and authority in local affairs. The radi-
cal decentralisation move reflected the political economy of archipe-
lagic Indonesia where centrifugal tendencies had been evident from 
the birth of the republic. Decentralisation was a way of satisfying the 
local elites who represented these forces. And the choice of districts as 
the major winners was a deliberate move as they would not attempt to 
secede whereas provinces might if they were made powerful and wealthy 
(Turner et al. 2003). However, centrifugal tendencies did continue after 
implementation of decentralisation in 2001, as manifested in the large 
number of new districts and provinces that have been created (Fitrani 
et al. 2005). Further decentralisation is also being enacted with the deci-
sion to devolve significant funds and expenditure responsibilities to the 
village level (Lewis 2015).

China

A final example is China, a country that is more decentralised than most 
developing and transition states. It is also an authoritarian political sys-
tem, an arrangement not normally associated with decentralisation. An 
interesting reform strategy has been the use of fiscal decentralisation as 
a tool of economic development—‘a cornerstone of China’s transition 
to market economy’ (Shen et al. 2012) and a way to foster economic 
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development while maintaining political control (Lin and Liu 2000; 
Landry 2008). Between 1949 and 1979, fiscal centralisation was preva-
lent with locally collected revenues going to the centre and no local dis-
cretionary spending allowed. With the decision to take the market route 
to development in 1979, there was an ‘ad hoc decentralisation’ whereby 
the state allowed increased fiscal autonomy to promote economic devel-
opment, through ‘market-preserving federalism’ (Montinola et al. 
1995). This had an adverse effect on central government revenue and a 
game of ‘hide and seek’ ensued. This involved subnational governments 
hiding funds and central government seeking them out, a situation that 
led to a fiscal condition of a ‘weak trunk with strong branches’ (Shen 
et al. 2012, p. 9). In 1994, there were major reforms which involved 
the central state restoring its fiscal authority. The ratio of central gov-
ernment’s revenue to total revenue leapt from 22% in 1993 to 56% in 
1994 (Shen et al. 2012, p. 16). The situation is one in which expendi-
ture remains decentralised with most service delivery functions devolved 
to subnational governments and revenue centralisation with prov-
inces reliant on the centre for 67% of their resources (Shen et al. 2012,  
pp. 17–18; Wu 2012).

These few examples illustrate that decentralisation has been a very spe-
cific reaction to domestic conditions. It has been an endogenous affair 
with governments responding to domestic political forces and interests 
rather than exogenous ones. IFIs and foreign governments have not 
been involved in the basic design of decentralisation in Asian countries. 
Asian governments perceive it to be too important to delegate such deci-
sions as it involves fundamental decisions about the design of the state. 
IFIs and aid donors have provided technical assistance but have been 
kept out of determining the structure and basic content of decentrali-
sation arrangements. There has also been precious little policy transfer 
indicating that central-local relations are determined with reference to 
domestic considerations. These considerations are specific to each coun-
try. Furthermore, in the cases of Indonesia, the Philippines and possibly 
more Asian countries, local governments can be the sources of innova-
tion in public sector management and governance. This demonstrates 
that innovation in public sector management in Asia does not necessarily 
derive from exogenous stimuli.
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Conclusion

Public sector reform has been a constant activity for governments in 
Asia. It has been viewed as important for a variety of reasons including 
enhancing national competitiveness, saving money, addressing public 
demands for services, and providing legitimacy for political leaders. The 
sources of innovation in public service provision have been both endoge-
nous and exogenous. It is, however, the latter that has attracted the most 
attention. The West has been viewed as the source of new and poten-
tially superior methods in public administration, most recently as seen in 
the Asian interest in NPM. Western observers have often interpreted this 
interest as proof of convergence in public administration and the supe-
riority of Western methods of addressing managerial and governance 
problems (Dreschler and Cheung 2013). However, Asian reality diverges 
from this view. Asian leaders acknowledge the instrumental value of 
many Western innovations but this has not meant that they uncritically 
accept all that emanates from Western countries. Indeed, the history of 
policy transfer has typically involved Asian leaders seeking out and select-
ing particular innovations in public administration which they regard 
as having utility in Asian contexts. Once the innovation is adopted, it is 
then adapted to suit the novel Asian surroundings. It is a process of fil-
tering, first of ideas and then of what is useful.

Other reforms are authentically domestic as we have seen with decen-
tralisation. But there is remarkably little curiosity in the West about Asian 
public administration and a casual disregard of how it is structured and 
operates despite the astonishing economic and social success of many 
Asian societies. Indeed, the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis was interpreted 
by many Western observers as the Asian bubble bursting and evidence 
of the unsustainability of Asian solutions to public policy problems. 
The return to dynamic economic growth and social progress in Asia 
has received a muted response from the West where most countries are 
struggling to extricate themselves from the damage still being caused by 
the Global Financial Crisis. But the export of Western public adminis-
tration innovations continues as a one-way process. Certainly, Asian 
countries have become more interested in how success stories like South 
Korea, Japan, Singapore and China have reformed their public sector 
management. Perhaps it is time to consider whether Asia has innovations 
to offer to Europe just like in the nineteenth century when Cambridge 
University used China’s imperial examination system as a model for the 
university’s reform (Cox 2016).
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CHAPTER 10

A Capabilities Framework for a Globalised 
Public Service

Sara Bice

Introduction

This book has so far made clear that the very concept of ‘public policy’ 
is changing in light of complex global problems and the breakdown of 
barriers that historically delineated between the local and the global. This 
chapter explores that context by turning the focus to the public servants 
whose daily work makes public policy possible. Today’s public adminis-
trators and policymakers face challenges of climate change, global health 
epidemics, terrorism, migration and economic failure while still retaining 
the charge of providing sound government and services at the national, 
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state and local levels. This progressively complex policy environment is 
encapsulated throughout this volume in terms of the ‘Asian Century’. It 
might also be thought of as the felt implications of globalisation. Either 
way, it is clear that we need to rethink the ways that we do policy and, 
with that, what it takes to be a successful public servant in the Asian 
Century, the twenty-first century.

This chapter pursues the above challenges by addressing a cen-
tral question: What are the skills, knowledge and capabilities critical 
to effective public administration in the Asian century? It draws upon 
a 12-month research study with Australian public servants to intro-
duce a research-based framework of capabilities for a globalised public 
service. The chapter surveys relevant ‘Asia literacy’ and ‘Asia capabili-
ties’ literature and analyses in-depth interviews with Australian public 
service leaders on this issue. In so doing, it contributes to a growing 
body of scholarly composition concerning the nature of public service 
work in the twenty-first century (Denhardt and Denhardt 2015, 2009; 
Dickinson and Sullivan 2014; Dickinson et al. 2015; Needham et al. 
2014; Shergold 2013; Drechsler 2013; The University of Birmingham 
2011) and to a similarly emergent literature concerning the intersections 
of ‘Western’ and ‘Asian’ public administration (Drechsler, Turner and 
Moloney in this volume; Drechsler 2013; Haque 2013, 2007; Bell 2010; 
Turner 2002).

The research findings presented in this chapter stem from an earlier 
paper (Bice and Merriam 2016) that considered the knowledge and 
skills necessary to equip Australia’s public servants—those individuals 
‘directly employed by government who operate on the border between 
the political executive and the population’ (Dickinson and Sullivan 
2014, p. 3)—to be more ‘Asia-capable’. The Asia capabilities project was 
itself catalysed by a series of Government initiatives, including a major 
White Paper on ‘Australia in the Asian Century’ (DFAT 2012). Much 
of this early research and commentary initially concentrated on ‘Asia lit-
eracy’—defined primarily in terms of Asian language proficiency—but 
eventually expanded to incorporate broader values and skills, although 
these were poorly defined. To progress our thinking about what Asia 
capabilities might mean from an Australian perspective, the Melbourne 
School of Government undertook a 12-month project to better define 
these rather vague ‘Asia Capabilities’. Meanwhile, colleagues in the UK 
and Australia were advancing notions of a ‘twenty-first century’ public 
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servant (Needham et al. 2014). We also became attuned to a nascent 
but clearheaded scholarship about the work of business and organisa-
tion scholars on global leadership and cultural intelligence (CQ) (Earley 
and Mosakowski 2004; Rosen et al. 2000). This chapter presents the 
Australian research findings and integrates them with these two broader 
fields of research to suggest an emergent capabilities framework for a 
globalised public service.

The chapter presents a strong starting point for understanding the 
capabilities necessary to facilitate successful participation in a globalised 
policy environment. At the same time, the framework remains untested 
and is particularly limited in two, important ways. First, any notion of 
‘global’ is necessarily problematic. Just as the collective term ‘Asia’ belies 
tremendous diversity, ‘global’ is at once suggestive of the universal while 
also encompassing a multiplicity that can never really be pragmatically 
accounted for or managed. Secondly, the research that underpins the 
initial framework presented here was undertaken within Australia, with 
Australian public servants. While these individuals hail from a variety of 
backgrounds and experiences, further development of the framework 
requires engagement with other, especially Asian, countries. Otherwise, 
the research may only further reify the ‘west to the rest’ approach that 
Drechsler warns about earlier in this volume.

Some of the suggestions made throughout this chapter may appear 
obvious, but they risk being ignored if not clearly articulated and set 
within the context of a framework that can add value across depart-
ments, agencies and a variety of relationships and activities. For exam-
ple, is being a capable public servant in a globalised environment a task 
that simply requires awareness of one’s own specificity while operating 
in diverse contexts? Or is it about working within inescapable values or 
‘hypernorms’? Are there individual attributes or skills critical to success? 
Are these inherent in particular personalities or can they be acquired 
through study, experience or training? And are such skills necessary 
across the whole of government, or are they best concentrated within 
particular, especially outward-facing departments or agencies? These 
are but a few of the myriad questions engaged as the chapter seeks 
to understand whether and how global capabilities represent a strate-
gic endeavour to support successful public management in the Asian 
Century.
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The Twenty-First Century Public Servant

The work of this chapter takes place within a limited but growing lit-
erature concerned with better understanding both the lived experience of 
twenty-first century public administrators and the ways in which our the-
orising about public administration must necessarily shift to remain rele-
vant to dynamic, globalised environments. It is valuable briefly to review 
these contributions here, as they set the scene for the relevance, utility 
and (arguably) necessity of a capabilities framework for a globalised pub-
lic service.

Concerns about diverse countries’ abilities to engage with one 
another are coloured by a shifting policymaking environment where 
public administrators and policy scholars are seeking to (re)define what 
it means to be a public servant in the present day. Key influencing fac-
tors include: changes in the public administration workforce (Grimshaw 
et al. 2002; Corby 2000); evolving citizen expectations of government 
and new forms of citizen engagement (Denhardt and Denhardt 2015; 
Newman et al. 2004; Needham 2008); increased emphasis on ethics 
and values (Hebson et al. 2003; Brereton and Temple 1999) require-
ments for more non-hierarchical organisational structures; and legacies 
of New Public Management (NPM) that promote generic over tech-
nical skills (Needham et al. 2014). As Dickinson et al. (2015, p. 24) 
argue, public administrators of the twenty-first century face clear and 
agreed challenges related to “problem complexity, financial constraints, 
IT developments, employment flexibility, and industrial relations.” To 
these challenges, Bice and Sullivan (2014) add operating effectively in 
a policy environment in which certain, traditionally local, issues have 
become global. Today’s public servants must therefore be equipped for 
global engagement, with roles in a variety of policy areas holding the 
potential to influence economic development, global health, environ-
ment and security.

The role of the twenty-first century public servant demands dif-
ficult trade-offs, with a stronger focus on policy over service delivery 
and development of particular skills, including “international literacy” 
which reflects the increasing interactions between “public services and 
global influences and specific attention to the need for ‘Asia capabil-
ity’” (Dickinson et al. 2015, p. 25). It also appears likely that as the 
key tasks of public servants shift from service to policy, the cohort will 
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shrink and these individuals will require a range of technical, human 
and conceptual skills that build upon but are substantially different to 
those demanded of past public administrators (Dickinson and Sullivan 
2014). This situation leads Dickinson and Sullivan (2014) to suggest 
four new roles for public servants this century: curators, commission-
ers, foresighters and storytellers. Space to delve into these roles in any 
depth is limited here. What is important, however, is that these new 
role types represent shifts in the general expectations about what public 
servants can and will do within their occupations. The chapter asserts 
that novel or different skills and experiences, or at least novel combina-
tions of existing ones, will be required to support these emergent roles. 
Indeed, Dickinson and Sullivan (2014) make a start towards outlining 
these, but the idea requires better articulation and stronger theoretical 
support.

Global Leadership and Cultural Intelligence

Business and management scholars have made substantial advances in 
understanding the skills and capabilities necessary for successful opera-
tion in globalised environments (Mendenhall 2012). Driven by their 
subjects’ need to respond to rapidly changing financial markets, the 
identification of causal links between socio-cultural diversity and global 
economic performance and by increased multinationalisation, the theo-
ries and frameworks developed by these researchers show applicabil-
ity and promise for public administrations undergoing aligned shifts. 
Importantly, and presumably because the nature of public administration 
has transformed in more recent years, business literature appears to be 
ahead of policy scholarship in its consideration of global skills, capabili-
ties and leadership. It is important to keep in mind, however, that while 
these literatures offer pertinent and helpful insights as we begin to con-
sider a ‘globalised’ public service, the work of business remains distinct 
to that of the public service. There will be great opportunity in future 
development of global leadership theory targeted specifically at public 
administration. Nevertheless, the business literature’s notions of ‘global 
leadership’ and ‘cultural intelligence’ are particularly salient, and it is 
worthwhile briefly introducing them here.

Traditional leadership theories remain mostly bound to domestic mar-
kets, while global leadership offers a capability considerably distinctive 
to these traditional conceptualisations (Vesa 2002). Global leadership is 



242   S. Bice

distinguished by a primary focus on cross-cultural interaction with oth-
ers from diverse countries (Juhnee and McLean 2015). Importantly, it 
“transcends [even] a multi-country comparison of domestic leadership 
approaches” or more homogenised notions of ‘universal leadership’ models 
(Junhee and McLean 2015, p. 240) to suggest a suite of global literacies, 
including personal, social, business and cultural skills (Rosen et al. 2000). 
As such, it aligns with the concerns of certain public administration scholars 
who emphasise the need for ‘public administration with a global perspective’ 
as distinctive to the learnings and leadership styles possible through adopt-
ing a comparative public policy perspective (Gulrajani and Moloney 2012).

In many ways global leadership focuses on the ‘negative leadership 
space’; that is, it is concerned with the ways in which leaders respond 
effectively to the novel or unknown, including how they may react to 
culture shock or knowledge deficits inherent to operating in disparate 
environments (McCall and Hollenbeck 2002). Consequently, global 
leadership also emphasises the centrality of relationships and personal 
networks, which certain scholars argue are made possible through strong 
capabilities that are learnable, as opposed to inherent (Julsrud and 
Gjerdacker 2013).

The assertion that global leadership capabilities can be attained 
through training and practice, rather than simply lying dormant 
within individual personalities, is supported by related studies of 
CQ. CQ is visible when, “occasionally, an outsider has a seemingly 
natural ability to interpret someone’s unfamiliar and ambiguous ges-
tures in just the way that person’s compatriots and colleagues would, 
even to mirror them” (Earley and Mosakowski 2004, p. 139). While 
such high CQ may appear ‘natural’, studies suggest that the ease 
with which those who display high CQ engage in diverse environ-
ments usually belies considerable experience and, sometimes, explicit 
training (Kivland and King 2015). In other words, the “capability 
to adapt effectively to new cultural contexts” can be taught (Earley 
and Ang 2003, p. 59). As a result, employers now pay more attention 
to CQ “as a way to synergize differences in international organiza-
tions and to build capacities adapted to the strategic outlook of mar-
kets”, (UNESCO 2009, p. 178).

When applied to the public sector, global leadership and CQ litera-
tures provide a helpful framework for considering the skills, attitudes and 
experiences that support successful operation in a globalised environ-
ment. These might include: behaviours that support multinational team 
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members; flexible working styles; capacity to pick-up on behavioural 
cues; reproduction of cultural knowledge and behaviours; problem-solv-
ing and strategic approaches to new hurdles; and the capacity to put oth-
ers at ease through empathy and a desire to reach shared understanding 
(Junhee and McLean 2015; Berke et al. 2008). Research suggests that 
these skills, attitudes and capabilities can be built through dedicated 
training (Earley and Peterson 2004), especially of the type that supports 
the development of habits (Kivland and King 2015). Given the longer-
term nature of such endeavours, it is important to consider whether and 
how public administrations might better support such training through-
out individuals’ career paths. There is a depth of experience and stability 
of habit to be gained through dedication to this style of capacity-build-
ing. It may also contribute to administrations’ capacities to build and 
retain strong talent.

The business literature also focuses on the importance of global expe-
rience to developing global capabilities, in addition to an emphasis on 
habit-forming and skills-based training. Perhaps unsurprisingly, studies 
confirm that in order to build a global capacity, it is helpful for people to 
undertake work in globalised environments. As McCall and Hollenbeck 
(2002) put it, people learn to ‘be global’ from doing global work. Rosen 
and colleagues (2000) further explain how doing such global work helps 
business executives to develop ‘global literacies’, an idea reflected directly 
in the public service arena, at least in the Australian case (Bice and 
Merriam 2016). Much like the changes in the contemporary public pol-
icy environment, a concern for global literacies in business was spurred 
by the development of ‘borderless economies’ and a slippage between 
markets that were historically more bounded by geography and culture 
(Rosen et al. 2000).

Clearly, both global leadership studies and CQ literatures offer 
insights that could be applicable to public administrators experiencing 
similar shifts in their roles and experiences, related to globalisation and 
the compression of policy issues across space and time.

Cases from Australia’s Public Service

The study adopted a qualitative approach, involving in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with 23 opinion leaders, working in or closely 
with Australian governments at Commonwealth, state and local lev-
els, and one large group interview with 16 representatives of a major 
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Commonwealth government department. Interviewees represented all 
levels of government across three states, Victoria, New South Wales and 
Queensland, and the Australian Capital Territory. In-depth interviews 
provided a method appropriate to the study’s aim of outlining a rela-
tively new area of consideration, giving us the ability to open discussion 
on a topic that was relatively under-researched. Use of a semi-structured 
interview instrument allowed us to explore themes and ideas as they 
emerged in each discussion, and supported interrogation of new ideas 
(Flyvbjerg 2001).

Interviewees were selected based upon their knowledge of their own 
organisation’s attention to Asia capabilities and their leadership within 
their organisations, related to these issues. While this resulted in rich 
information, it also seems to have contributed to strong congruence 
between interviewees’ responses. For this reason, findings revealed largely 
homogenous views with little dissonance. Future research could involve 
public servants with more limited experience in global environments to 
expand the views, opinions and themes represented. The interviews lasted 
from 45 minutes to 1.5 hours and aimed to capture ideas about Asia 
capabilities from a wide scope of areas and perspectives. Departments rep-
resented through the interviews perform work in the areas of: national 
security; foreign affairs; trade; policing; justice; the arts; premier and cab-
inet; local government; state services; business and innovation; primary 
industry; education; sustainability and environment; regional develop-
ment; public service commissions; and health and human services. The 
project was undertaken with university human research ethics approval, 
including provision of anonymity for interviewees.

Interviews were structured as in-depth conversations (Legard et al. 
2003; Flyvbjerg 2001) about Asia capabilities, guided by an interview 
schedule centring on questions about organisational understanding of 
global capabilities; practice of Asia-specific capabilities; the components 
or qualities necessary for a public servant to be globally capable; percep-
tions of existing levels of capability within the organisation; the extent 
to which proposed skills or competencies can be taught or are innate; 
differences between Asia literacy and capability; the value of global 
or Asia capabilities to the organisation; and benefits and challenges. All 
interviews were fully transcribed and results analysed thematically using 
N*Vivo10 software (Bazeley and Jackson 2013).
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Global Capabilities Framework

Other chapters in this volume point to the variety and depth of skills nec-
essary to successful public administration in a globalised policy environ-
ment. From understanding the cultural values that underpin bureaucratic 
structures (Drechsler, Chap. 2 of this volume) to the role of intergovern-
mental decision-making in relation to non-communicable diseases (Kay, 
Chap. 12 of this volume), the contemporary policy environment is one 
that demands capabilities that are enriched and extended beyond those 
common to more traditional, domestic public service (Moloney, Chap. 11  
of this volume).

Also in this volume, Mark Turner (Chap. 9 of this volume) describes 
the application of ‘Western’ policy models in a variety of Asian countries. 
His earlier work (Turner 2002) explained the ways in which Southeast 
Asian public administrators apply NPM as “choosing items from the 
menu”. Adapting Turner’s metaphor, a menu of ‘global capabilities’ 
is suggested here, as defined in the Australian study. This menu offers 
public administrators the opportunity to indulge fully or choose selec-
tively for purpose, but ultimately illustrates the staples required for suc-
cessful engagement in a globalised policy environment. The ‘menu’ 
builds on the global business leadership and cultural intelligence litera-
tures reviewed earlier to consider two capabilities dimensions (global and 
specific) that incorporate four core elements (skills, attitudes, knowl-
edge and experience), with each element comprising five components  
(see, Fig. 10.1).

Each of the four elements may be combined with others in a variety 
of ways, allowing individual administrators or agencies to determine their 
own best-fit selections. In this way the framework avoids being overly 
prescriptive. Rather it aims to clarify better the contours of an emerging 
discourse on public service capabilities, acknowledging the most com-
monly voiced narratives concerning the Asian Century, as arising from 
the literature and research interviews. These include political and socio-
logical perspectives, encompassing such issues macro-economic shifts, 
the importance of scientific and technological cooperation with emerging 
innovation centres and the political leverage necessary to do so (Palmer 
and Jensen, Chap. 6 of this volume).

The menu incorporates two distinct dimensions of global capabili-
ties. First, it captures a foundational level of ‘generic’ or globally-rele-
vant capabilities characterised by skills and attitudes. Secondly, it denotes 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_12
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_6
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Fig. 10.1  Global 
capabilities framework: 
Dimensions, elements 
and components
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more specific knowledge and experience, usually applied at the country 
level. These two capability dimensions are necessarily interrelated, with 
strong feedback loops. Their relevance will vary according to a public 
administrator’s role, department and level of government, among other 
things.

Elements and Components of Global Capabilities

The following section provides a concise overview of the four core ele-
ments of global capabilities and their five components, defining each and 
providing illustrative quotes from the analysis which support and explain 
their inclusion.

Specific Dimensions

Knowledge
Knowledge, in this dynamic context, is broadly applied and contextu-
ally idiosyncratic. Its core components, as derived from the research, are 
summarised below.

Cultural Understanding
When asked to list the “five core skills, competencies or capabilities cen-
tral to Asia capabilities”, almost all individual interviewees named aware-
ness and understanding of specific Asian cultures. Going beyond travel 
guide titbits, this includes the “broad set of rules and expectations that 
people have that govern how you interact” (Interview 26); that frame 
what defines “context” (Interviews 2, 11, 13); “perspective, values and 
normative frameworks” (Interviews 20, 25); or knowing what will “mat-
ter to people at an emotional level, rather than a sort of formal, technical 
level” (Interview 20). Cultural understanding is, therefore, more about 
knowing, rather than doing.

Interviewees pinpointed foundational factors of cultural under-
standing about Asian countries, including cultural values, such as those 
regarding the individual versus collective, family versus state, or varying 
definitions of democracy. Yet painting Asia in such broad strokes also has 
its drawbacks. Not only does ‘Asia’ not possess any essential economic, 
political, legal or cultural characteristics in the same way that Europe 
does, values vary even within particular countries at “different times 
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under different historical conditions and [at] particular, different institu-
tional [levels]” (Interview 25). For Australian public servants, develop-
ing a layered cultural understanding of particular Asian cultures demands 
nuance.

Knowledge of Role of Government
Understanding the role of Asian governments and interactions 
among politics, economics, law, public policy and public manage-
ment was mentioned by most of the interviewees. While politics and 
administration tend to be disassociated into disciplinary silos in the-
ory (Svara 2001), interviewees expressed them as very much interre-
lated in the applied sense. This was articulated in a variety of ways, 
including discussion of understanding various systems or environ-
ments (Interviews 2, 22), especially economic (Interviews 2, 15, 20), 
political (Interviews 15, 22) or concerning public policy and manage-
ment (Interviews 3, 4, 15). A lack of consensus and precision around 
language (e.g. interchanging ‘politics’ and ‘policy’ throughout dis-
cussions) may indicate a lack of consensus on analytical frameworks 
through which to understand these forces in Asia, or more generally. 
This is certainly an issue that has been raised in the literature (Cheung 
2013, 2005; Haque and Turner 2013). As one interviewee who has 
spent a great deal of time working in various Asian nations empha-
sised, knowledge of the role of government in Asian countries is  
particularly pressing, as:

…the role of government is probably much greater in Asia than it is in 
Australia…[and] the role of government is very different to that of 
Australia and it’s viewed differently and it’s very important. (Interview 22)

Historical Knowledge
History was described as an important means of catalysing social inter-
action and developing trust (Interview 23); as a background for under-
standing contemporary institutions (Interview 26) and cultural values 
(Interview 9, 13), including important institutional values (Interview 
25); and as part of the understanding necessary to develop key attitudes, 
such as respect (Interviews 1, 9). As one interviewee described, even a 
basic understanding of history can assist with sensitivity to and under-
standing of policies (or in this instance, lack thereof):
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I think giving the respect of understanding [a country’s] history and 
the evolution is really important. Like, you’ll have people [who] went 
to Vietnam, for example, ‘Did you see all those people who didn’t have 
helmets on their motorbikes?!’And I’m going, ‘Those folks are probably 
bloody excited that they’ve got a way of getting to a job. (Interview 9)

Language
Further to the notion of Asia literacy, language skills were perceived as 
important, but not foundational to a global capability. Language is incor-
porated into the capabilities skill set here, however, as all interviewees 
discussed language. Even where interviewees felt that knowledge of an 
Asian language was not essential to successful engagement, they noted 
its usefulness. Where language skills were held, they were seen as but one 
component of the broader suite of necessary capabilities.

You can have a degree of literacy around Asia if you know any language 
because it introduces you to a whole new culture and all that sort of thing. 
But capability, for us, is knowing how to do business in those markets and 
that’s another layer on top. (Interview 18)

Many interviewees felt that Asian language capabilities remained rela-
tively underutilised in their departments due to structural reasons. For 
example, several interviewees suggested that substantial Asian language 
skills existed within their departments but that the individuals holding 
these skills were rarely tapped for them because they were assigned to 
other roles. Better skills identification within the existing public adminis-
tration workforce and greater role flexibility and opportunities may offer 
one means of allowing Australia’s public service to make better use of 
existing language skills. This was certainly the case in the Australian con-
text and it would be important to consider whether similar, structural 
barriers exist in other country’s administrations.

Role-Specific Knowledge
The findings demonstrate that there is considerable value in pub-
lic servants understanding the roles of their counterparts in Asian 
nations. For the Australian public servants interviewed, this role-spe-
cific knowledge encompassed often taken-for-granted but nevertheless 
critical understandings such as: the location of the role within the admin-
istrative system; functions of the role; reporting structures; authority 
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and responsibility; managerial styles; and even day-to-day worklife. 
Interviewees discussed how understanding of others’ roles assisted their 
ability to work more effectively with Asian counterparts, as they could 
align processes and expectations accordingly. One interviewee went fur-
ther, describing how exposure to the daily work of public servants in a 
different environment (here, via an exchange program) created a deeper 
appreciation of the work being achieved:

There’s so many examples like that from within Asia, where, even from an 
objective measure, [if we] look at what they’re achieving on a day to day 
basis, in terms of public service provision, it far exceeds what we would 
ever have to do because of our population size. (Interview 10)

Understanding others’ roles is therefore often linked to experience, the 
next of the four core elements of global capabilities to which the chapter 
now turns.

Experience
Interviewees asserted that the practical learning garnered from expe-
rience engaging with Asian counterparts, businesses and clients is an 
important part of turning passive, academic learning into an active capa-
bility. As one interviewee summed up, “A lot of it, I think, is about 
being worldly and having life experience” (Interview 14). Importantly, 
in terms of recruitment into the public service, interviewees suggested 
that a willingness to have international experiences was most important, 
and that experience could be gained within a role. Lack of prior experi-
ence, therefore, need not preclude selection, but should be incorporated 
into opportunities offered to public administrators by their employers. 
Interviewees’ discussions of the value derived from on-the-job experi-
ences underline this point, below.

Moreover, several interviewees explained how the values and out-
comes of experiences may be unpredictable and extend well beyond 
those which appear obvious or are expected. Interviewees asserted the 
need for organisations to invest in supporting public administrators’ 
experiences within Asia or with Asian counterparts visiting Australia, as a 
critical and effective means of improving policy development and service 
delivery. The experience of one interviewee’s colleague in China sums up 
this perspective well:
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[My colleague is] in a policy role [concerning] agribusiness policy, particu-
larly some policies of trade with China. …So he took [a scholarship] and 
stayed in China for six months. He took an extensive trip—not just in lan-
guage—an intensive trip in China to all different places. [It was] in the 
winter [and he] experienced the cold, minus 30 degrees, and went to some 
remote villages and countryside, and then [he saw] the real sort of farm-
ers and what the rural policies in China do and why that’s important to 
Chinese farmers. And then he understands why an FTA [free trade agree-
ment] with China is mixed up with a lot of agribusiness access issues. If he 
gets to see the rural farmers in China, he gets to see the poor areas, and 
he understands why this thing’s stuck; the access, it’s so difficult. So it’s 
the first-hand information, understanding the culture and not just the lan-
guage. (Interview 24)

Similarly to knowledge, however, the transferability of experience var-
ies across space and time. For example, interviewees suggested that 
while experience in Vietnam may translate to improved capabilities in 
China, this may be less the case in India. Equally, experience in China 
thirty years ago may translate better to an understanding of contempo-
rary North Korea than contemporary Shanghai, unless that knowledge is 
updated. Thus, experience may help to understand how cultural values, 
policies and practices shift over time. “There are different values used 
at different times under different historical conditions and particularly 
under different institutional instructions” (Interview 25).

Reputation Development
Interviewees also suggested that regular experience with Asian counter-
parts was important to building reputation, a factor vital to long-term 
relationships. They described the value of experience for building knowl-
edge and cultural understanding of particular countries, but also in terms 
that are best represented as ‘reputation development’. Many emphasised 
the importance of related concepts of trust and long-term relationships 
at both the individual and the institutional levels. Reputation is devel-
oped through long-term, repeated interactions characterised by integ-
rity and trust and requires person-to-person interaction (Putnam 1995), 
which is both vital and difficult. As one interviewee explained:

The personal relationships, the individual, the ability to build trust, which 
is what underpins the relationship, to understand what that means in the 
cultural context, and it can be quite different and it can be very challeng-
ing. (Interview 11)
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For several interviewees, the reputation development possible through 
experiences like those outlined above was seen as instrumental to 
“leverag[ing] a relationship” (Interview 24). Here, reputation devel-
opment through individual experience becomes a means of extending 
positive relations back into relevant departments or agencies. As one 
interviewee stated, “…If, at a personal level, you build a good relation-
ship with [your overseas counterparts] and that person feels comfortable 
with dealing with the government here, it’s likely there will be interest in 
that investment later on” (Interviewee 24). Interviewees were also asked 
which particular types of experience best foster reputation development 
and build long term relations or result in greatest value back to their 
departments. These key types of experiences are noted in Fig. 10.1 and 
outlined, below.

Key Types of Experiences
From work placements abroad to leisure travel, in-country experience 
helps to develop an understanding of cultural dynamics and to improve 
intercultural communication. Domestic interactions with Asian counter-
parts can be equally helpful. The main types of experiences suggested in 
the interviews included:

•	 Overseas internships or study opportunities;
•	 Overseas work experience (e.g. being embedded in a ‘sister’ depart-

ment or working in a domestic department’s overseas office);
•	 Domestic work experience with visiting Asian counterparts; and
•	 Domestic intercultural exchanges, such as one-off seminars or 

programs.

More targeted experience in business or government overseas provides 
an extra layer of building the networks and reputation applicable to pub-
lic service work. Interviewees also described how participation in con-
ferences or study tours in Asia helped to extend networks and catalyse 
relationships. For example, one interviewee explained how it is eminently 
useful to have someone in the department who is able to telephone Asian 
counterparts and receive an immediate, cooperative response (Interview 
18). Yet as mentioned earlier, a fully realised global capability is found 
at the nexus between Asia-specific knowledge and experience and more 
generic skills and attitudes, to which the chapter now looks.
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Generic Capabilities

Skills
Skills and attitudes were generally conceptualised by interviewees as 
‘generic’ or generally relevant. As such, skills represent the personal char-
acteristics that differentiate capability—the ability to perform and achieve 
outcomes—from ‘literacy’, which is more often equated to book learning 
or language, as discussed previously. Interestingly, the majority of inter-
viewees stated they believed that skills such as interpersonal relationship-
building are not inherent to particular individuals but could be taught 
through good training programs. These opinions are echoed in the train-
ing literature (Rosen et al. 2000) and suggest that even those capabilities 
more commonly associated with individual personality can be acquired. 
But, as one interviewee pointed out, attitudes about training and profes-
sional development may also need to change in order to support the type 
of training necessary to develop these generic capabilities:

I’m not sure that that discussion [about training] is going to yield quite 
the depth and richness that perhaps it might. It’s more likely to be in terms 
of ‘Oh yeah, I need to go along and learn how to do Word 7 or how to do 
a particular mechanical skill,’ as opposed to [a manager] sitting back and 
saying [to an employee], “Look, you’re doing very well, these are areas in 
your general skillset where you might want to focus’. (Interview 12)

The five generic skills identified in the research: intercultural, interper-
sonal, relationship building, agility and diplomacy are summarised in the 
following sections.

Intercultural
Intercultural skills may be classified according to varying degrees of com-
fort interacting and communicating within different cultures, mindsets 
and perspectives. This includes the sensitivity not to offend, and general 
awareness or appreciation of difference. At its most basic level this may 
mean simply the passive ability not to “stomp all over” others’ cultural 
practices (Interview 17), instead exercising a healthy dose of circumspec-
tion that filters into behaviours. As one interviewee explained, intercul-
tural skills can be critical to achieving desired policy outcomes:
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The whole notion that I’ve been putting forward is that if you’re going 
to reach a satisfactory outcome, you have to understand where the other 
person is coming from in a broad sense. You have to understand what 
their motivations are, what they’re seeking to achieve, where that inter-
acts and overlays with what you are seeking to do and to achieve. So, you 
need to actually be able to interpret what they are saying, what it means 
and what it doesn’t mean. Another good example from Japan was a clas-
sic book published a number of years ago. Its title was Never Take ‘Yes’ 
for an Answer. Because what does ‘yes’ actually mean? It can mean in a 
Western sense, ‘I agree’. In a Japanese context, it’s often taken to mean, 
‘I’ve heard what you’ve said, I’m acknowledging what you said. It’s not 
that I’m agreeing with what you say.’ And that’s an important distinction 
to understand. So, when you’re actually interacting with people, if you are 
listening to what they are saying, you may be able to understand where 
they are coming from and hence where you’ll be able to achieve an out-
come. (Interview 12)

Thus, a deeper level of intercultural skills involves working within: “dif-
ferent expectations, mechanisms of human respect” (Interview 23); hav-
ing the “sensitivity” to interact in an environment where your native 
language is not the dominant language (Interview 11); the ability to defy 
one’s own assumptions to identify where people are coming from and 
then adjust your words and behaviour accordingly (Interviews 9, 12, 
26); skills that result from practice interacting or negotiating with Asian 
counterparts (Interview 13); “incredible comfort” in an “Asian environ-
ment” or dealing with Asian business people or diplomats partly through 
adopting a certain “mindset” (Interview 15); general social awareness 
and understanding of sociology (Interview 25); and an honest appraisal 
of one’s own biases and viewpoints (Interview 10).

Overall, interview findings suggest that sophisticated intercul-
tural understanding is perceived as being uncommon in the context 
of Australia’s relatively homogenous and monolingual population. 
Intercultural skills involve the ability to “traverse different worlds in a 
cohesive way”, reconciling behaviour that is appropriate both as a public 
servant and in engagements with Asian counterparts, as well as identify-
ing government priorities and translating them to outcomes in a differ-
ent cultural context (Interview 26). One interviewee suggested that this 
ability may be more common in Europe due to geography (Interview 
25). Yet intercultural skills may also be developed not only through 
intercultural experience, as defined above, but also through personal 
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experience of difference (e.g. cultural, linguistic, religious, sexuality or 
otherwise). It may be the type of skill developed over a lifetime of con-
forming without being consumed, of operating within the context of 
recognised dissonance and contradictions. As one interviewee explained, 
this requires great awareness and balance:

When I first went as a student to Japan, the Japanese were not accustomed 
to Westerners. They are a very exclusive society. A lot of people find that 
very, very personally threatening. So the reaction was typically one of 
two—rejection, or alternatively so deep immersion that you actually try to 
become more Japanese than the Japanese, which is fine at some point in 
your overall development of that understanding but to be effective, you 
also have to retain that sense of personal identity and the interests that you 
actually maintain. I had this classic kind of case usually dismissed under the 
title ‘local-itus’. (Interview 12)

Interpersonal
Interpersonal skills include a broad range of skills and abilities relevant 
generally to engaging with people. Interviewees described interpersonal 
skills as involving empathy with the positions of others (Interview 10, 
12); listening (Interview 12); adopting and understanding nuances of 
interaction, including body language (Interview 13); and skilled commu-
nication through being able to meet people “where they are at” (inter-
view 8). In line with an extensive field of literature on interpersonal skills 
(see, Spitzberg and Cupach 2011 for a meta-analysis), the findings sug-
gest that, while broad, interpersonal skills are “the fulcrum on which 
the levels of social life are maneuvered” (Spitzberg and Cupach 2011,  
p. 481).

Relationship-Building
Relationship-building skills—those which comprise both developing and 
managing relationships—were emphasised by many of the individual 
interviewees and in the group interview. Interviewees noted that a focus 
on relationship-building skills is critical, given their perception that “a 
great deal more interaction in Asia is based on trust and personal rela-
tionships” (Interview 12) which makes it important to “network” and 
“maintain international networks” (Interview 15) in business and gov-
ernment. Relationship-building was described as being focused on the 
long-term, and interviewees consequently discussed how organisations 
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must facilitate interactions that allow the development of “lifelong” part-
nerships (Interview 16) and relationship maintenance, such as following 
up on trade missions (Interview 14). One interviewee who had worked 
extensively on building ‘Asia capabilities’ throughout departments in his 
state said that relationship-building skills were the foundation on which 
successful engagement with non-Western countries must be founded:

To be able to do whatever you have to do in Asia or whatever part of Asia 
you have to do it, you’re going to need skills, knowledge, personal quali-
ties, mindsets. But you’re also going to have to have a network of relation-
ships and more than that, not just a network but you’re going to have to 
have standing and credibility. (Interview 2).

Agility
The interview findings also demonstrate that a general flexibility and 
ability to adapt to circumstances as they develop and to respond to the 
unexpected is required. Numerous interviewees employed terms like 
“adaptability” (Interviews 2, 13, 14, 24, 26), “nimbleness” (Interview 
27), “resilience” (Interview 14, 27) and an ability to “operate in a 
dynamic environment” (all but Interview 1). For the purposes of refin-
ing the global capabilities framework, this generic skill is defined as ‘agil-
ity’. Agility allows public servants to go beyond “just being able to speak 
the language or know when to offer your hand and shake it or when to 
bow” (Interview 26) to being able to pick up rapidly on and respond 
to cultural and emotional cues. Agility supports public servants to “navi-
gate instability” via “an appreciation and understanding of different 
perspectives and an ability to navigate between them and across them” 
(Interview 26). Furthermore, as one interviewee explained when discuss-
ing urban development planning in partnership with a Chinese firm, agil-
ity helps public servants to balance the competing pressures of others’ 
expectations with policy requirements by navigating through the relation-
ships they have built:

We can’t necessarily change our planning rules, because we have a commu-
nity that has expectations, but if we can actually deal with the relationship, 
then we can actually manage through it. (Interview 17)

Agility is also related to nuance and comfort in ambiguity. Interviewees 
noted this as particularly important in Asian contexts:
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In the Western world we tend to be very black and white. We like things to 
be clear cut. We like direct responses. Whereas, in Asia, it’s not always like 
that. (Interview 13)

Similarly, another interviewee stated, “Unless you’re open to [the 
nuance] you won’t firstly pick up on the cues and you won’t be as effec-
tive as you could be” (Interview 14). Agility is therefore also related 
to the ability to discern among Asian cultures and even to recognise 
regional and other differences within one country. For instance, while it 
is important to understand Chinese values, it is a fallacy to imagine the 
country as a monolith, or even that it may be captured by conceptions of 
one single value such as collectivism (Interview 25).

Diplomacy
Interviewees stressed the importance of maintaining “a sense of personal 
identity and interests”, in these cases within the context of acting as a 
representative of Australian government (Interview 12). For many, this 
meant striking a careful balance between intercultural and interpersonal 
skills and cultural understanding, while maintaining an ‘Australian’ posi-
tion, outlook or identity. For the purposes of the framework, the skill 
of maintaining a sense of one’s self while responding to the interests or 
requests of others is defined as ‘diplomacy’. One interviewee described 
this balancing act as follows:

I see …people engaging for the first time—as a very basic example in 
Japan—feeling the need to bow down lower and longer and they have to 
act more Japanese than the Japanese themselves. That’s a bit like us when 
you meet an Asian who says, ‘Where are you from?’ and you say, ‘Australia’ 
and the response is ‘G’day mate. Have you had a vegemite sandwich 
today?’ I think we need to be conscious that we still have our own identity. 
When we negotiate, we have outcomes in our interests that we have to 
achieve and it’s about doing it the right way and not necessarily copying 
Asia. …It’s about the balance and understanding how it works and being 
respectful of that. (Interview 13)

Attitudes
Many interviewees suggested that the Asian century may disrupt con-
ventional Australian perspectives, sentiments and mindsets regarding not 
only ‘Asia’ but also Australia vis-à-vis Asia. The following attitudes repre-
sent those deemed most helpful to ensuring that Australia can thrive in a 
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socio-political world potentially very different to the one we know today. 
Importantly, the attitudes defined below are viewed as mindsets which 
will facilitate successful application of the global capabilities framework’s 
skills, knowledge and experience.

Respect
Nearly half of the interviewees referenced an attitude of respect as under-
pinning successful Asian engagement. Respect may be the basis of any 
healthy and productive relationship. In relation to Asian nations, inter-
viewees suggested that an attitude of respect requires transcending 
neo-colonial attitudes that lead us to “look down” on Asia (Interview 
9). Here, interviewees argued that Australia’s public servants must dem-
onstrate a willingness to “come to the table on equal terms” (Interview 
13). Such respect is vital both to effective engagement with Asian coun-
terparts and to opening up numerous possibilities of policy transfer, to 
learn from others’ experience (Interviews 1, 11, 22, 23). As one inter-
viewee summed up:

We engage from Asia almost from a colonial sense, in a sense that, ‘Well 
it’s in your interest to deal with Aussies ‘cause we’ve got such a great sys-
tem and we can help you and we can teach you.’ And that comes across as 
a little bit arrogant or very arrogant. They have their systems, cultures and 
processes based on a range of factors. (Interview 13)

In this manner, respect creates an environment in which influence flows 
two ways.

Curiosity
The importance of general inquisitiveness and the ability to ask genuine 
questions, listen to and understand others’ opinions was noted by ten 
interviewees. Defined here as ‘curiosity’, this attitude involves a “willing-
ness to try new things—to think broadly, to think creatively” (Interview 
15). Curiosity is being open about different ways of thinking and doing 
(Interview 22). Broadly, this attitude captures a “general level of curi-
osity about the world and understanding how the world fits together” 
(Interview 25). Two interviewees described curiosity as being even more 
important than any specific knowledge or experience in Asian nations 
(Interview 25, 20). Curiosity, therefore, reflects the framework’s posi-
tioning away from ‘literacy’ and towards generic capabilities which foster 
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strong critical thinking and an inquiring mind. To paraphrase one inter-
viewee, a public servant who is curious may be much more effective at 
Asian engagement than someone who has developed entrenched, inflex-
ible ideas about the way Asia is or was (Interview 25).

Openness
The attitude of ‘openness’ encompasses a willingness to recognise 
and interrogate one’s own biases, assumptions and cultural filters. 
Interviewees described openness as a key aspect of any intercultural 
engagement. It is related broadly to identifying where assumptions, 
perspectives and values diverge (Interview 12), in part as the recogni-
tion of one’s own lenses through which the world is experienced. This 
awareness of one’s own positioning or unconscious biases is a necessary 
step to transcending or changing those lenses to view the perspectives of 
others (Interview 20). An attitude of openness which allows for critical 
self-reflection must be supported at the organisational level, as it requires 
vulnerability. In the opinion of at least one interviewee, sector-wide sup-
port for openness is something that Australia’s public sector as a whole 
could “afford to do some work on” (Interview 20).

Integrity
An attitude of integrity, encompassing a desire to “do right by people” 
(Interview 27) underpins building the long-term relationships and repu-
tation defined within the generic skills element of the framework. Like 
the other core attitudes, integrity may prove difficult to teach or meas-
ure. Yet it is widely recognised in existing capabilities frameworks at all 
levels of Australian government and has been acknowledged as a char-
acteristic central to leadership and the sustainability of Australia’s pub-
lic sector (Podger 2004). It is therefore important but unsurprising that 
integrity (or its synonyms) was positioned by all interviewees (including 
the group interview) as critical to operating successfully in a global policy 
environment. Integrity was demonstrated throughout the interviews as 
an attitude already well-entrenched within the Australian public sector. 
Its inclusion here may therefore serve to add another facet to its already 
robust justification.

Humility
Finally, interviewees were quick to note the role of humility in demon-
strating respect, supporting openness, creating two-way dialogues and 
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fostering successful engagement throughout Asia. For purposes of the 
framework, the findings suggest that humility is related to recognising 
the “strengths of other countries” (Interview 1) or the idea that “we 
haven’t designed the perfect world and that there are other ways of view-
ing things” (Interview 23). Humility was strongly connected to listening 
skills (Interviewee 17), a notion which aligns strongly with the manage-
ment literature on humble inquiry (Schein 2013). Within the global 
capabilities framework, a humble attitude supports self-reflection. One 
interviewee described how humility among the public service leadership 
is particularly important to the future success of building global capabili-
ties throughout the sector:

To some extent, I think this brings us into the conversation about silos and 
barriers and ways of information flow to and from and across and that’s 
why we’re now thinking about this … We’re trying to move away from 
having to own all the capability but move the idea of unlocking capabil-
ity and being able to say, ‘Okay, [government], you have certain needs 
and interests in terms of understanding what’s happening in Asia and 
being able to take opportunity of that. Well, how are you going to get 
that knowledge?’ You’ve already got people who think in this clever way. 
You’ve already got people who are really good at community engagement. 
You’ve already got a number of Asian communities who are very well-con-
nected to Asia and already know what’s happening in the culture and the 
economy and they have very high-level interactions. You’ve got the aca-
demic community. You’ve got the business community. Let’s bring all that 
together and start making those connections. (Interview 2)

In this example, humility allows public sector leaders to identify and 
engage existing resources, a perspective which taps into existing capabili-
ties as opposed to operating from “a deficit model” (Interview 2).

Opportunities for a Global Capabilities Framework: 
Application and Future Research

This chapter has introduced a research-derived global capabilities 
framework for public administrators. It builds on theory and experi-
ence from business and management literature to suggest how com-
ponents of global business leadership and CQ might be applied in a 
globalised public service environment. The research extrapolates four 
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key elements—knowledge, experience, skills and attitudes—which are 
central to facilitating successful engagement in a global policy environ-
ment. The framework goes on to define five key components for each of 
these elements, offering a comprehensive ‘menu’ from which individual 
administrators, groups or departments might select and build their own 
capabilities. Importantly, the chapter has suggested that these capabili-
ties, many of which relate to strong interpersonal and intercultural skills, 
are not necessarily inherent within particular personality types. Instead, 
these are learnable capabilities that can be developed through good and 
consistent leadership training, especially of a type that concentrates on 
habit-formation and relationship building.

The framework can support public administrators’ growth and 
development in these key areas in a number of ways. Returning to the 
chapter’s opening discussion, it is clear that capabilities for a globalised 
public service must stretch beyond basic ‘literacy’ to encompass more 
generic skills, but also culturally specific experiences. In terms of prac-
tical implementation, the framework could be employed at several key 
points within public service careers: through incorporation into public 
policy studies at university; during the recruitment or graduate in-take 
process; as a key component of professional development or managerial 
‘upskilling’ programs, including internal training; or via incorporation 
into statements that define organisational culture or values. For exam-
ple, global capabilities could contribute an enriching component the 
leadership frameworks used widely throughout different branches of the 
Australian public service.

The global capabilities framework is steeped within CQ and global 
business leadership literature that relies heavily on the needs and experi-
ences of corporate executives. Future research could enrich the frame-
work by exploring whether and how the identified capabilities may differ 
from or be better refined to suit the unique roles of public administra-
tors. Exploration of public servants’ motivations for wanting to work 
more proactively into global environments could also offer interesting 
insights to enhance the framework. The framework’s early iteration also 
suffers from a ‘Westerner looking outward’ approach, like much other 
public policy scholarship. The words of one interviewee remind us of the 
importance and value of shifting perspectives and ensuring that tools like 
the global capabilities framework are informed from multiple, diverse 
vantage points:
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I think that Asian Capabilities, you can deal with as two ways. For us it’s 
that we need to understand Asia more, but at the same time, how do we 
position ourselves in those Asian countries and make them understand us 
more? It can’t be one way, because otherwise there will still be misunder-
standing, miscommunication. (Interview 24)

Future research could explore global capabilities from non-Western 
perspectives to interrogate whether and how the generic values, skills, 
knowledge and experience hold. This would result in a framework better 
able to support truly global engagement.

The chapter’s focus on global capabilities stems from a broader con-
cern about the changing nature of public policy, public administration 
and policy scholarship. The development of the global capabilities frame-
work also reflects the more theoretical and values-based concerns of this 
volume. Ultimately, the framework intends to offer a means of improv-
ing public servants’ understandings of one another and each other’s 
values, positions, roles and principles. Awareness of these concerns, as 
highlighted through application of the framework, provides an important 
opportunity to improve relationships and encourage self-reflection.
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CHAPTER 11

Hurdles to an Asian Century of Public 
Administration

Kim Moloney

Modern public administration (PA) scholarship is dominated by Western 
scholars, theories, and concepts (Gulrajani and Moloney 2012). This 
influence extends to non-Western states, pervades international organi-
sations, and influences relations among states, citizens, and civil soci-
ety. It reflects the economic and political power of its two key actors: 
the United States and Western Europe. In the last five decades, how-
ever, Asian economic growth and socioeconomic progress has increased 
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the power and influence of its states. In an altered global environment, 
this chapter explores whether there has been a concomitant rise in 
Asian PA influence. The unfortunate answer is “not quite”. This answer 
is explored across space and time to unravel “how we know what we 
know”, where knowledge is created, and how it is diffused.

The chapter framework is focused on the structure of knowledge and 
its intellectual histories and the values espoused in administrative life. 
This involves asking whether administrative models are largely Western1 
and if the intellectual histories, model choices, and methodological tools 
are “decolonised”. The “not quite” answer indicates which knowledge 
is prioritised and how training, hiring, and publication opportunities 
influence knowledge creation. Barriers which limit a full bi-directional 
influence between Western—and Asia-based administrative scholarship 
include language, methods, concept relevancy, editorial space limitations, 
and questions about which scholars (e.g., by gender, ethnicity) dominate 
the intellectual discourse.

Space, Time and of Whom We Speak

This section has three tasks. The first is to select a geographic bound-
ary to Asia. The second explores the limits of evaluating a century as 
“Asian” before the end of this century. Each task prefaces the third: an 
incomplete decolonisation of what is “Asian” public administration. 
The “Asian” label (and its Western counterpart) requires definition. 
We cannot know from where our intellectual currents emanate if we 
do not clarify to whom we are making geographical reference. This is 
more important than asking any “big” questions of public administration 
(Behn 1995, p. 26; Kirlin 2001), whether public administration is an art 
or science (West 2005), or whether New Public Management (NPM) is 
indeed “new” (Rosenbloom 2001). It is not that each question is unim-
portant but rather, the questions are often asked in an ahistorical man-
ner and often do not consider geographic location. The structural (and 
value-based) assumptions behind what is knowledge or a “big question” 
(in the West) are assumed to exist across time and to be relevant to all 
regions. This is unlikely to be the case.
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Assigning Geographic Boundaries

This geographic exercise begins by defining the West to include Western 
Europe, the United States of America, Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand. It is a narrower categorisation than the OECD’s inclusion of 
Japan and South Korea. This “West” does not refer simply to wealthy 
and democratic states but the states from which the dominant intellec-
tual currents of twentieth century PA largely originate.

Less clear are the boundaries of Asia. Should it include Australia, 
as per the former Australian Prime Minister Paul Keating? Perhaps it 
should include South Asia and the Pacific island states, or extend west-
ward along the path traveled by Marco Polo to Baghdad and the Western 
Mediterranean. It might also include the Silk Road through Kazakhstan 
or the sea trade routes running throughout Indonesia, the sub-continent, 
Madagascar, and East Africa. The inclusive answer is that all are Asia. The 
narrower answer might include Northeast Asia, South Asia, Southeast, 
and Southwest Asia—none of which include the South Pacific or Australia 
and New Zealand. Given word limits, chapter discussion limits “Asia” to 
China, South Korea, Japan, and to a lesser extent, India. This limitation 
creates its own bias since each country often dominates “Asian” PA intel-
lectual exchanges. Since global intellectual dominance need not equate to 
“right” or “appropriate”, this observation must also be extended as a cau-
tionary note to each of the four countries discussed here.

This geographic boundary simplifies the chapter task via a narrower 
scope of countries, cultures, and histories. However, complication also 
arises since Asia, like the West, lacks a singular administrative history 
or even identity (Cheung 2005; Painter and Peters 2010). If Asia has 
“no settled identity” (Ibrahim 1996, p. 186) and there is no “collective 
actor” called Asia, then claiming an “Asian Century” is nearly impossible 
(Cox 2012, p. 379). It is to this question of “century” to which atten-
tions now turn.

Assigning a Century Boundary

Answering the “what is a century” question also appears simple. A cen-
tury begins at Year 0 and stops at the end of Year 99. Using 1900 as a 
start-point, European PA scholarship has dominated the twentieth cen-
tury even as its focus changed from domestic and colonial administra-
tive concerns to a literature that incorporates multilevel governance and 
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the European Union. In contrast, early twentieth century scholarship 
in the United States infrequently travelled across borders and instead, 
was informed by European ideas. It was not until the second half of the 
twentieth century that US (and European) PA scholarship would jointly 
dominate the PA discipline. This chapter goes to press just before the 
end of the first fifth of the twenty-first century. Just as a student essay 
cannot be evaluated with just two of its ten pages, caution is required if 
labeling a century as either Asian or even Western. The folly of such an 
early characterisation is discussed in the next paragraphs. At the start of 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, US scholarship for the twenti-
eth century, and Asian scholarship for the twenty-first century, did not 
yet dominate their centuries. As illustrated below, this changed for the 
United States shortly after the end of WWII. For Asia, this may also hap-
pen if some of the hurdles discussed in this chapter are overcome.

If the question of whether the twentieth century would become 
a century of US public administration had been asked in 1920, the 
answer would have been “no”. It was still too early in 1920 to foresee 
the United States’ later influence. WWI had just ended, the Bolshevik 
Revolution was only a few years old, the Germans were in flux, and 
Australia had just begun to internalise Gallipoli. The British, French, 
Portuguese, Dutch, and Spanish were at or near their height of colo-
nial power. Global administration experiments at the League of Nations 
and the International Labor Organization were less than a year old. The 
1929 stock market crash, escalating tariffs, and the Depression were not 
on the horizon. In the aftermath of WWI, the US slipped back into its 
pre-war isolation. Few could have imagined how the “war to end all 
wars” would somersault within a generation into WWII. Atomic bombs, 
a Western Europe in disarray, a rising Soviet threat, and the Cold War 
were unfathomable in 1920.

In 1920, US-based public administration scholarship was dominated 
by European trends (Heady 2001). The US had just extended women 
the right to vote. Labor concerns, a new taxation system, progressive 
debates, meritocracy, and Taylorism were shaping US public administra-
tion theory and practice. Concepts that anchor current administrative 
scholarship were not fully articulated, for example: the politics-admin-
istration dichotomy; satisficing; the importance of implementation; 
the interaction of social justice with public administration; street-level 
bureaucracies; neoclassical economic influences on development admin-
istration; public service motivation, NPM; networks; and collaborative 
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governance, among others. Unlike Western Europe’s development (colo-
nial) administration studies (Gulrajani and Moloney 2012), US admin-
istrative scholarship infrequently reflected its (neo)colonial forays (e.g., 
regarding the Philippines). The exportation of a still-developing US 
administrative model was a generation away.2

What was already occurring by 1920, however, was a reframing of 
perspectives to recognize (what was known about) local values, expec-
tations and responses as uniquely US contributions. Within three dec-
ades, this history included the progressive and orthodoxy eras, the 
Administrative State, debates among Waldo, Appleby, and Simon, and 
the tensions between Friedrich and Finer; each defined and redefined US 
public administration for generations to come (see Appleby 1946; Finer 
1941; Friedrich 1940; Simon 1946; Waldo 1984 (1948)). Shortly after 
WWII, and in parallel with the increased global importance of the US 
economy, bi-directional US and Western European administrative inter-
action was on the rise. This coincided with an increased US interest in 
the administrative development of post-colonial societies (Gulrajani and 
Moloney 2012), the Marshall Plan, and a US desire to strengthen secu-
rity arrangements in Western Europe.

In contrast to the United States’ early twentieth century, many parts 
of Asia in 1920 were either colonised and/or had not yet formalised 
their modern-day borders. Much of the Asia-focused PA research that 
gained international (e.g., Western) attention was written not by Asian 
scholars but by Westerners. The directionality of who created twentieth 
century administrative knowledge and how it was distributed was largely 
unidirectional to Asia, from the West.

In the first fifth of the twenty-first century, this chapter asks if Asian 
PA is bi-directional influence. The answer is “not quite”. This answer 
rings true (and disappointingly so) despite the comparative youth of 
US administrative life against a millennium of documented administra-
tive writing in India and China. The historical and intellectual impor-
tance of the latter has not translated into diffusible “lessons learned” for 
Asian and non-Asian societies. While the colonial yoke has been legally 
dismantled, a modern and internationally dominant Asian century of 
public administration has not arrived. Before illustrating the hurdles 
that prevent a bidirectional Asian administrative influence, the next para-
graphs reference the ongoing decolonisation of the Asian administrative 
experience.
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The (De)colonisation of the Asian Experience

Scholars of Asian PA have published within Western-based academic 
journals for more than half a century. Publication, however, need not 
imply that Asian administrative models and concepts have substan-
tively influenced Western scholarship or its practice. Before unpacking 
this troubling situation, the next paragraphs highlight typical Asian PA 
scholarship.

Outside of multiple colonial administration studies or post-colonial 
studies carried out by former colonial powers (see Cooke 2003 for a 
critical perspective), early Western-written examples include Fred Riggs’ 
book on Thailand (Riggs 1966), his sala model3 (Riggs 1964, 1967), 
or his editorship of a 19-chapter reflection on development administra-
tion in 1969. This edited book, which was largely written with contribu-
tions by Western-born administrative scholars, included two chapters on 
pre-Nixon Communist China (Barnett 1969; Vogel 1969). Other early 
examples include reflections on India (Appleby 1953; Merriam 1928), as 
well as Malaysia and Pakistan (Braibanti 1966; Esman 1972).

Among the many Asian PA scholars with substantial scholarly legacies, 
there are those who focus on Thailand (Bowornwathana 2000; Burns 
2013), write on Japan’s civil service reforms (Kim et al. 1995), explore 
Singapore and other ASEAN states (Quah 1980, 2003), and focus early 
on Indian pubic administration (Ruthnaswamy 1956). Recent exam-
ples include work on China by Hon S. Chan or on India by Krishna 
Tummala (e.g. Chan 2004; Tummala 1999, 2003), as well as edited col-
lections highlighting diverse administrative experiences (Berman et al. 
2010; Kim 2009, 2010, 2011; Sabharwal and Berman 2016).

By expanding the time horizon beyond a century, the US’ compara-
tively short administrative history becomes clear. With dynastic origins 
as early as 1600 BCE, the Chinese administrative state predates Athens 
by more than 800 years. One of the earliest public administration texts is 
not Western, but Chinese. Wan Yan Shu (published in 1058) addressed 
Chinese civil service challenges, encouraged public sector reform, and 
considered human resource management issues (Drechsler 2013). 
India’s fourth century BCE Arthashastra text focused on how to govern 
a (largely autocratic) state. Broadly speaking, most Chinese and Indian 
administrative histories (as opposed to a broader political and economic 
history) are condensed into text not yet translated or made accessible 
to readers unfamiliar with Mandarin or Sanskrit. Western unfamiliarity 
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with a discoverable Asian administrative canon extends beyond China 
and India. The translation of pre-twentieth century Korean and Japanese 
texts is increasingly discoverable but infrequently distributed across Asia 
and the world.

Western public administration builds upon several early history doc-
uments. One such document is the Athenian Oath, written in the fifth 
century BCE. The Oath is an honor code and a call to serve the pub-
lic good. Its creation existed alongside the Athenian decision to pay its 
civil servants, a radical decision for its time (Gilman 2005). An Asian PA 
not built upon its earliest works nor shared across languages creates a 
“missing” history inhibiting the placement of Asia-specific administrative 
events into a larger global timeline. The outcome is an under-emphasis 
on what was administratively known in Asia, an overemphasis on the 
Western experience, and a narrowed discourse. Given that many of the 
ideas Western scholars ascribe to their own civilisational development 
may originate from Asia (Turner 2002), any under-emphasis is trou-
bling. In other words, it is not Asian PA that is in its infancy but rather 
a Western understanding of Asian PA. This includes also an insufficiently 
deep comparative effort among and between Asian PA scholars on coun-
try-specific administrative differences. The existing (but still suppressed) 
Asian PA tradition sits in flux. The next section explores whether an 
Asian model exists and how Asian PA scholars interact with Western PA 
ideas.

Structure and Values: Which Model for Asian PA 
Research?

The earliest US public administration scholars reflected both European 
scholarship and early US history (Heady 2001). Asian public adminis-
tration scholarship also reflects its history, the selective insertion of non-
Asian intellectual currents, and the modification of foreign currents to 
suit its state-driven development practice. But whereas Western PA schol-
arship may infiltrate Asian PA and its scholarship, there has been minimal 
infiltration of broadly Asian ideas into Western PA theories, concepts, or 
practice.
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Western Model and Asia

Western PA scholars, aid agencies, and international organisations fre-
quently recommend Western administrative ideas for Asia (Turner et al. 
2013). Scholars have explored the applicability of Western ideas to an 
Asian context (e.g. Kim 2009; Samaratunge et al. 2008; Turner 2002) 
and/or what happens when Western ideas do not apply to Asian contexts 
(e.g. Bowornwathana 2000; Kilby 2004; Manning 2001). While some 
scholars accept that what works in Bangladesh may not work in Bhutan, 
many scholars infrequently question whether what works in the West 
should apply elsewhere. In addition, Western administrative history often 
reflects its earlier origins while Western-written scholarship on Asian PA 
infrequently incorporates dates or administrative histories earlier than 
colonial reinterpretations of its past. Some academics might suggest that 
Western models need not apply even if their base values do not change, 
that is, the West’s market-based democracies are not just desirable but 
perhaps also an End of History (Fukuyama 1992).

An Asian “Developmental State” Model?

Western characterisation of Asia’s public sector describes the region as 
administering a “developmental state” model (see, Pierre, Chap. 13 of 
this volume). This model emphasises a state- and export-led growth 
along with limited democratic commitments and a downplaying of 
Western prescriptions for transparent and accountable administrative 
practices (Haque 2007). Using the narrowest Western characterisation 
of this “Asian” model, the Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) rattled many of 
its assumptions (Haggard 2000). Subsequent model modifications have 
occurred as Asian countries democratise or, as in the case of China, pub-
licly tackle corruption and to a lesser extent, financial opacity (Tu 2016; 
Wang 2014). Despite Western condemnation of Asia’s “crony capital-
ism” and despotism (Philippi 2003; Woo-Cummings 2005), this model 
persists as a descriptive tool for Western scholars. This includes Korea’s 
state-industrial complex (chaebol), its export-ready “New Village” (sae-
maul undong) agricultural modernisation (e.g. Kim 1988; Park 2009) or 
studies that extol a Chinese nomenklatura (Chan, 204).

In the aftermath of the AFC, scholars questioned whether East 
Asia’s “spiritual features” (Philippi 2003, p. 292) influenced the crisis 
onset. Such features were said to influence public sector institutions and 
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state-government relations and include “loyalty, faithfulness, and obe-
dience to the ruling party as well as adherence to party decisions and 
policies” (Chen 2010, p. 371). From the Western perspective (includ-
ing traditional PA and NPM), such values may undermine individualism 
and encourage corruption. This includes the Weberian assumption that 
Confucianism is not “conducive to the individual achievement to fuel a 
capitalistic system” (Rarick 2007, p. 26). Others, such as the late Prime 
Minister of Singapore (Lee Kuan Yew) believed that that “cronyism and 
corruption” occurred due to a broad “debasement of Confucian values” 
and not as an outcome of Confucianism itself (Milner 2000, n.p.).

Certainly the classification of this model as “developmental” is itself 
contested. Asian administrative practices are amalgams of national and 
Western practice. The Meiji administrative state (and its restoration), its 
partial exportation to Korea, and its influence on other Asian states is 
one such example. Model developments are autonomous and innova-
tive and they reflect the coexistence of local tradition, modernity, and 
increased regional and global engagements (Cheung 2005; Painter and 
Peters 2010). Turner et al. (2013) argue that an Asian developmen-
tal state “does not simply dominate society but interacts with it, some-
times intimately and at other times aggressively in pursuit of the joint 
project of socioeconomic transformation” (p. 486). The resulting Asian 
“model” is less a reflection of a single influence but instead, many.

An Asian “Amalgamation” Model?

Just as there is no single Western model (Raadschelders 2008), there 
may also be no single Asian administrative model. Instead, its frequently 
state-driven characteristics are both reflections of its past and its vision 
for the future. Asia has incorporated and adopted external influences 
while seeking to redefine its differences from the West. In Korea, for 
example, the Japanese occupation altered the Korean administrative land-
scape by its method of linking law with public administration. The 1950s 
occupation of South Korea by the US furthered encouraged a borrow-
ing of ideas (Kim 2012). This occurred alongside an indigenisation 
drive that sought to revise Western concepts for the Korean experience. 
This indigenisation rhetoric was (and is) often pitted against a separate 
“Koreanisation” effort. In contrast to indigenisation, Koreanisation seeks 
to understand and study its past, to question Western influence, and to 
create Korean-specific theories. Counterintuitively, indigenisation and 
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Koreanisation may over-emphasise border importance while limiting the 
development of an Asian PA capable of crossing Asian and non-Asian 
borders (Kim 2012).

Nonetheless, there are key administrative differences between Asia 
and the West. As noted by one Chinese observer, “authoritarian” in the 
Western sense “implies that the state controls society through coercion. 
It assumes that the state and society are separate… [t]his is a western 
dualist view of state-society relations” (Wu 2008). In contrast, there is 
no clear politics-administration dichotomy in China (Wu et al. 2011). 
The “good” Chinese civil servant is loyal to the Communist Party and 
as such, is political (Chen 2010). This “reform with Chinese character-
istics” with a “crossing the river by feeling the stones” shares one goal: 
economic growth (Aufrecht and Bun 1995; Wu et al. 2011). At the local 
level, economic growth was paired with “conducting ideological indoc-
trination and recruiting new party members” (Chan and Gao 2013, p. 
367). The resulting administrative reforms were to be non-political in 
order not to upset the larger political structures (Wu et al. 2011). Others 
use a Western-derived Weberian model to justify existing practice. The 
Chinese perceive the creation of a “modern state in the terms defined 
by Max Weber. That is, China created a centralised, uniform system of 
bureaucratic administrative that was capable of governing a huge popula-
tion and territory” (Drechsler, Chap. 2 of this volume; Drechsler, 2013, 
p. 327 citing Fukuyama 2011, 2012; Jacques, 2011, 2012; Tao, Chap. 4 
of this volume).

An Asian reframing of Western trends is also found elsewhere. Under 
Mao and the Cultural Revolution, administrative reform did not dimin-
ish state importance but instead, strengthened the Party and its state 
(Cheung 2005). The creation of a neoliberal urban class is less a reflec-
tion of Chinese direct incorporation of Western values than an output 
from a Chinese indigenous modernisation or “capitalist restoration” 
project (Wu 2008, p. 1094). Even the efficiency-first focus of NPM is 
reframed for Asian states. Rather than such an emphasis leading to the 
“dispensing with bureaucracy altogether,” Asian scholars reframe effi-
ciency as an important value for retaining bureaucracy. In this perspec-
tive, efficient practices strengthen the state and not, as Western scholars 
assert, weaken or “hollow out” the state (Cheung 1997).

In the West, scholars focus upon how impartial administra-
tive structures may increase state efficiency. In contrast, Korea’s cul-
tural and structural hierarchies may require the opposite. Korean civil 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_4


11  HURDLES TO AN ASIAN CENTURY OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION   277

servants’ “non-substitutability” and individualised jobs means that in a 
“Confucian understanding of government workers… [they are] defined 
not by the range of tasks that they have mastered but rather by the 
underlying general character of their education and the presumption that 
they are aligned with the public interest” (Im et al. 2013, p. 293). The 
links among employee non-substitutability, hierarchy, a highly-bureau-
cratic structure, and a civil service rooted in their duties and a societal 
meaning of bureaucracy imply that a West-based PA focus on responsibil-
ity, motivations, incentives, and performance measurement may have lit-
tle direct application (Im et al. 2013).

In many Asian states, the “rule of man” refers to the values espoused 
by an individual’s relationship with the state and society. Just like pre-
modern China emphasised a “society of acquaintances” under a benevo-
lent and paternalistic state, both ancient and modern civil service exams 
reflect societal expectations of its bureaucracy. In China, this included 
requiring applicants to be familiar with the Four Books and Five Classics 
of Confucianism (Rarick 2007). Similar requirements were emphasised 
during Korea’s five-century Joseon dynasty (1392–1897). Latter-day 
Korean exams “tested both a scholar’s learning as well as their ability to 
apply the principles of the Neo-Confucian philosophy to the practical 
affairs of government” (Im et al. 2013, p. 287). In addition, the learned 
civil servant and his importance reinforced a weak monarch who served 
as both “master and student” of his civil servants (Im et al. 2013, p. 
289).4 In other words, meritocracy or the entrance into civil service life 
through qualification is not a Western invention (see, Drechsler Chap. 2 
of this volume, 2013).

Further indigenisation and assertion of Asian concepts and claims 
is underway (Frederickson 2002; Kim 2012). One example links 
Confucianism, family elder relations, and favor exchange (quanxi) to ask 
what is administratively discussed in Asia and how such discussions influ-
ence Asian politics and economic development (see, Pierre, Chap. 13 of 
this volume; Jun and Sherwood 2007). This includes efforts to define 
an Asian identity that is more nuanced than is often asserted. Ongoing 
intellectual, ideological, and political debates are working to marry 
modern states with their pasts, re-conceptualise national identities, and 
potentially, an Asian identity (Milner 2000).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
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Limited Bi-Directionality of Asian Models

Asian PA is deepening and broadening its administrative scholarship. 
It is a field increasingly reflective of its pre-colonial past and its efforts 
to adopt or partially internalise external influences. This engagement 
is the opposite of the minimal adoption or even adaptation and inter-
nalisation of any Asian administrative ideas into modern Western theory 
or practice. A key barrier to the incorporation of Asian administration 
into non-Asian models is a frequent assumption that modernisation 
equates to Westernisation (see, Drechsler, Chap. 2 of this volume). 
Unfortunately, this assumption “delegitimize[s] the former in those con-
texts in which Westernization is at least an ambiguous concept for many” 
and as such, simply acknowledging that “modernization is not necessar-
ily Westernization, would be a major accomplishment” (Drechsler 2013,  
p. 322).

Discussions of Asian administration by either Asian or Western schol-
ars infrequently suggest that what is learnable in Asia is potentially trans-
ferable to the West. It is highly unlikely that what is learnable in China 
or Pakistan has no potential policy transferability. Just as medicine has 
benefitted from the discovery and use of indigenous plants or the Zulu’s 
indaba helped climate change negotiators find solutions previously con-
sidered unachievable (Zimmer 2015), Asia-to-West policy ideas transfer 
could offer new pathways. But still-limited Asia-to-West transfer hampers 
administrative theory developments. The application of selected Asian 
histories and ideas to Western understandings of administration would 
symbolise an end to colonisation. The next section explores in greater 
detail many of the hurdles to bi-directional learning and practice.

Structure and Values: Education, Publication, 
Language, and Methods

Several hurdles prohibiting deeper exchanges between Asia and the West 
are inseparable from which administrative histories are deliberated or 
shared across contexts. This includes from where scholars receive their 
training, academic hiring practices, publications, language, methods and 
concept relevancy, and gender and ethnic balances. This section discusses 
each hurdle and its implications for an Asian Century in PA.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
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Terminal Degree Location and Hiring Practices

Many of the contemporary Asian-born scholars who publish in top-
ranked journals obtained their terminal degree at an American, 
Canadian, Western European, or Australian universities. Within this 
cohort, the greatest prestige is often reserved for scholars with a terminal 
degree from the highest-ranking US/UK public administration, public 
management or public policy programs. The choice of where to obtain 
a PhD influences where a scholar is hired, which conference papers are 
valued, publication preferences, and ultimately, the promotion practices 
that may harden a perception of what is considered valuable or legitimate 
administrative knowledge.

If an Asian PA student desires a career at a Western or top Asian uni-
versity, terminal degrees obtained at Western universities are more likely 
to lead to academic employment. This bias reflects the location of colo-
nial and neocolonial knowledge hubs, as well as the academic hiring 
preferences of Asian and Western faculties. Variation may exist for Asian 
scholars who obtain PhDs from the top four or five Asian universities. 
Regardless, the general perception exists that terminal degrees obtained 
in Asia are more likely to lead to employment at a low- or mid-level Asian 
university than employment either at a top-ranked Asian university or 
even less likely, a Western university. If the desire is to work in the West or 
land a job at a top Asian university, West-based PhDs are a near necessity.

Despite an offering of PA courses in many countries, the prevalence of 
graduate-level Master of Public Administration (MPA) programs remains 
low. An important exception is South Korea. Korea has the highest num-
ber of PA programs as a proportion of its universities (Kim 2012). At the 
PhD level growth is harder to ascertain. India offers nearly 30 PhD pro-
grams in PA and many more at the MPA level. China’s first PhD in PA 
was created in 1998 (Wu et al. 2013).

Specific to the “Social Policy and Administration” category within 
which Public Administration sits, twenty Asian universities were in 
the world’s Top 100 in 2016–2017. Two universities were Top Ten: 
University of Tokyo and University of Hong Kong. Four of China’s 
seven top 100 universities in this subject area were not from main-
land China but from Hong Kong (QS 2017). More broadly, there is 
a centering (or perhaps, insufficient de-centering) of knowledge in 
Asia. In this landscape, only universities in China, Hong Kong, Japan, 
Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan were found in the top 100. 



280   K. Moloney

Despite two Malaysian universities placing in the bottom half of the 
“Social Policy and Administration” top 100, universities from other 
Asian countries are not in the top 100. In a university-wide evaluation, 
and as noted by Cox (2012), China only has five universities among the 
top 100 in the world with three of those five based in Hong Kong. This 
statistic compares unfavorably with the US and the UK who were home 
to 76 of the top 100 while Asia, as a whole, only had 13. By 2017, the 
number of Asian universities in the top 100 increased to 19. Four of the 
eight Chinese universities in the Top 100 were based in Hong Kong 
(QS 2017).

The University of Hong Kong, University of Tokyo, Seoul National 
University, Yonsei University, and the National University of Singapore 
are not just respected Asian universities but also universities with two 
or more decades of international collaboration. But crucial to an intel-
lectual tradition and its regional or international transmission are grad-
uates capable of securing jobs in countries outside their own. Current 
knowledge colonisation suggests that Asian students are best served (in 
terms of employment, publishing capacity, theoretical and methodologi-
cal training) in their study of Asia by leaving Asia to earn a PhD in the 
West.5 The intellectual colonisation which results may devalue (or often, 
infrequently discuss) the Asian experience (Haque 2007). A hiring pref-
erence for Western-educated PhDs creates a river of Asian administrative 
intellectuals leaving Asia, entering Western PhD programs, and in most 
cases, not returning to Asia (Haque 2013; Jun 2006).

This reality also reflects not just the language utilised in one’s terminal 
degree but also the historic relationship among Asian states, their civil 
service exams, and the universities that graduate individuals capable of 
passing such exams. In a cultural environment that attaches prestige to 
civil servant employment, many Asian-based universities focus less on 
doctorate-level PA training than ensuring their undergraduate students 
pass the civil service exam. In 2016, nearly a million Chinese took the 
civil service exam for the chance at 27,000 jobs (Liu and Wang 2016). 
In India, nearly a half million test-takers recently sought approximately 
1000 federal-level jobs (Agarwal 2016). Similar to China and India, civil 
service appointments also earn prestige in Korea. In the last 20 years, 
Korean test-takers numbers more than doubled despite acceptance rates 
infrequently higher than two percent (Park 2017).
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Publication Outlets

No matter whether one utilises a global Thomson-Reuters Journal 
Citation evaluator or an Australia-specific “Excellence in Research” 
guide, Asia-driven PA journals infrequently hold an impact fac-
tor higher than their global peers. This includes journals with forty 
or more years of publication experience such as the Asian Journal of 
Public Administration, Asia Pacific Journal of Public Administration, 
Indian Journal of Public Administration, and the Hong Kong Journal 
of Public Administration. Nearly twenty years into this century, Asia-
based journals are not first-choice locations for a scholar who desires a 
journal with a high impact factor. Greater reputational, promotion, and 
career rewards may accrue when scholars publish in a top-ranked US—
or UK-based journal. In some Asian universities, such publications may 
also pay financial rewards such as a congratulatory fund to an Asia-based 
scholar who publishes in faculty-identified “top” journals.

If Asia’s administrative knowledge is neither decolonised nor creating 
strong bi-directional flows of influence, it is not a leap to suggest that 
journal editors and reviewers may also show discomfort or an inability 
to evaluate (value-free) an Asia-dominant perspective. The impact of this 
implicit bias may push Asia-focused scholars to research what is under-
stood, and not what reflects Asia-driven intellectual histories, theories, 
and trends. The outcome of journal impact factor pressure and a Western 
bias may be an altered intellectual agenda and a limiting of theoretical 
and practice-based developments. Living and working in a non-Western 
context inevitably poses contradictions between the literature familiar to 
Western editors and reviewers and the reality in a particular Asian coun-
try. Examples include asking whether public service motivation indices 
(e.g. Perry 1996), as constructed in the US, should apply without modi-
fication to another country (see Appendix of Moloney and Chu 2016) or 
why NPM struggles in developing country contexts (Schick 1998).

Journal location and intellectual preferences are not unrelated to 
where conferences are held and which abstracts are procured and 
accepted by conference committees. Excluding recent efforts by top 
universities to host more administrative conferences, most conferences 
remain outside the region. With more than 60 percent of the world 
identifying as Asian and one-third of the globe identifying as Chinese or 
Indian, this trend will need to reverse if Asia is to claim its (modern) cen-
tury of PA.
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Language, Methods, Concept Relevancy, and Space

Knowledge creation is a difficult enterprise regardless of a scholar’s ori-
gin, theories, or methods of analysis. However, what is difficult for 
Western scholars may be even more difficult for Asia-based scholars. This 
is not due to the brilliance (or lack thereof) of one group or the other 
but that Asian scholars face additional hurdles. One such hurdle is lan-
guage. Language reveals its importance in three ways. The first relates 
to the prior argument about where Asia-focused knowledge is created. If 
the dominant disciplinary journals are written in English and draw upon 
Western constructs and methodological preferences, then scholars wish-
ing to publish in such journals will require an advanced familiarity with 
the English language. One method of inserting oneself into such “elite” 
scholarly circles is attainment of a PhD from an English-language univer-
sity in the West.

In addition, much of what the English-speaking West knows about 
Asian administration is written in English. Nearly all top-ranked PA jour-
nals use English as their method of communication. One exception is the 
mid-ranked International Review of Administration Sciences that trans-
lates its articles into French and Chinese. Certainly English-language aca-
demic journals are not the only academic outlet. In one analysis, three 
Chinese journals produced nearly 2500 Chinese-language articles (Wu 
et al. 2013), whereas only fifty or so articles were published on Chinese 
administration within English-language journals between 1999 and 2009 
(see, Bice, Chap. 10 of this volume; Walker et al. 2013). The Chinese 
journals are not unique. There are dozens of local journals published 
across Asia in a language other than English. But without translation, or 
an explicit agreement by local-nonlocal co-author teams to share non-
English articles, the result is a missed opportunity for English and non-
English language scholars to engage in a bi-directional dialogue.

Second, and looking specifically at Chinese-language administrative 
scholarship, insufficient methodological engagement in Chinese public 
administration journals “cannot be overstated” (Wu et al. 2013, p. 269). 
Chinese public administration journals were less likely than their Western 
peers to include rigorous methods. The authors found an empirical 
analysis in less than five percent of reviewed Chinese-language articles 
between 1998 and 2008. Even “more disconcerting” was their finding 
that 90 percent of published articles contained no research methods (Wu 
et al. 2013, p. 272). Explanations include Chinese-language journals 
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with article word limits as low as 4000 (Wu et al. 2013) or more broadly 
a problem of conducting survey research in which the “conflation of 
politics and administration” in Chinese administrative life may chal-
lenge academic surveyors (Chen 2013; Su et al. 2013). Questions about 
Chinese rigor and its insufficient methodological depth may “perpetu-
ate archaic and highly inefficient bureaucratic practices in Chinese insti-
tutions” and ultimately, threaten the intellectual engagement between 
imported Western practices and China’s administrative history (Wu et al. 
2013, p. 262).

Values are not removed from this discussion. In one interpretation, 
the “positivist-empiricist research in American public administration… is 
inappropriate for the inter-subjective and context-based analysis need for 
understanding the sociocultural milieu of public administration in Asian 
countries” (Haque 2013, p. 270). Most damning of all is that while 
other social science disciplines may actively discourage anti-Western 
biases, in “PA, this is certainly not the case” (Drechsler 2013, p. 323).

In addition, a conflation of politics and administration in some Asian 
contexts reflects both a systemic choice and a (lack of) robustness in a 
state’s accountability and transparency pressures. Censorship, in particu-
lar, will alter what might be questioned and what is knowable. Local or 
regional Party leaders may be as prominently displayed on a university 
website as its professoriate. Government limitations of social media dis-
cussions (e.g. Communist Party removal of Panama Papers analysis) or 
even ministerial declarations on what is a “no speak” and thus what is 
researchable6 shall limit publication depth and variety.

Another barrier is the relationship between article space and which 
knowledge is valued. Scholars of under-researched countries often must 
use 1000 or more words to familiarise their journal audience with public 
sector context. The relative injustice of this requirement becomes clear if 
we ask whether Western authors must deliver similar summaries for each 
of their publications. The implication for an Asia-focused scholar is even 
less space from which to position and defend an argument. In addition, 
the effort to politely engage reviewers that an “accepted” Western the-
ory or concept may not, and perhaps should not, apply in their specific 
case is often more arduous and word-consuming than the application of 
a likely inapplicable Western concept to Asia. Asia-focused research ques-
tions are often more intellectually costly in their design and risk to the 
scholar. Deviation from Western constructs (and without the space from 
which to deviate) may raise the rejection risk. It takes significant time 
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to modify Western constructs along with their infrequently-tested cul-
tural assumptions. With few article translations and limited Asian scholar 
participation within top editorial boards, it is no surprise that “serious 
challenges” remain (Candler et al. 2010; Gulrajani and Moloney 2012; 
Haque 2013, p. 271).

Gender and Race

The above discussion was largely written without specific gender or eth-
nicity identifiers. This is problematic. Simply stated, knowledge crea-
tion within public administration is dominated by white men from the 
West (Feeney 2015). This chapter has not asked whether there is a Black 
or Chicano century of public administration or if we are in a “female 
century” of administrative scholarship. Instead, the chapter questions 
whether we are in a century dominated by an “Asian-ness”. Such distinc-
tions are about more than geography. It is about race, gender, and the 
intersectionality which arises from boxing a region or country into one 
characterisation. A failure to critically reflect about who researches and 
teaches Western and Asian administrative life risks overemphasising what 
is “known” and devaluing voices less frequently heard.

Feeney (2015) observed that few female public administration schol-
ars become journal editors, sit on editorial boards, or serve in asso-
ciational leadership positions. Potential explanations such as insufficient 
numbers of female faculty members or female faculty without seniority 
were dismissed upon her empirical review. While Feeney (2015) does not 
explore ethnicity or scholarly origin, the perusal of faculty pages at top 
Asian public administration faculties suggests a strong majority are men. 
Many of these Asian men (like their female colleagues) will also not hold 
a majority of the top positions explored by Feeney (2015) even if the 
dominance of such men within Asia will alter what is knowable.

Explored less frequently than gender are questions about whether 
Asian PA is dominated by men of a particular ethnic origin, caste (as in 
India), economic class, or geographic origin. It may be that placement of 
universities from only a few Asian states in the world’s Top 100 may also 
create questions of whose voice is heard. Just as scholars have explored 
whether Western university faculty reflect diverse experiences, similar 
questions must be asked in Asia. The “American century” of PA was and 
is a century dominated by a particular gender and ethnicity. The discour-
agement of diverse voices limits knowledge creation and its reflections. 
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As Asia moves towards (or returns to) an Asian century of PA, considera-
tion of who speaks and from where they originate will become increas-
ingly important.

Conclusion

Asian PA has existed for more than a millennium. But unlike its Western 
peers, this scholarship has infrequently received the attention it deserves. 
The present hurdles suggest that we are not yet in a modern Asian cen-
tury of public administration scholarship. This answer is disappointing. It 
is uncomfortable to suggest that an administrative history extending over 
a millennium has not reached its “century” of global influence. Defining 
the Asian space, clarifying the boundary of time, and understanding its 
incomplete intellectual decolonisation is a contested terrain. The hurdles 
faced by Asia-based scholars of PA are largely structural. This includes 
the location of a scholar’s terminal degree and university hiring practices. 
It also includes value-influenced variables such as language, methods and 
concept relevancy, journal space, and the gender and ethnic characteris-
tics of Asian faculty. The reasoning behind this chapter’s “answer” has 
as much to do with the West, its neocolonial and parochial histories as 
its global power over the last several centuries to impose its perspectives 
upon Asia.

Looking forward, we must be cautious in our model identification 
and utilised concepts. If the current structures and values have created 
a largely unidirectional arrow of intellectual engagement, then we have 
short-circuited the opportunity to engage each other. If the Western 
scholar asks why Asia is not like the West, and if the answer is because 
they (Asia) are not yet enough like ourselves (West), then there is a 
missed opportunity to sufficiently question assumptions, directionality, 
and the dynamics that limit the reward offered by translating, interpret-
ing, and publishing Asia-driven administrative histories.

To infiltrate and critically engage assumptions and to encourage a 
global bi-directional and multi-directional engagement among PA schol-
ars, we must expect to be challenged by alternative perspectives, to not 
assume that modernity equates to Westernisation, and to constantly 
reassess how knowledge is created, distributed, and rewarded. A reflec-
tive and critical administrative historicism will deepen engagement and 
improve intellectual understanding. It is certainly true that the desire 
to “constantly question oneself” is “not too high a demand… of the 



286   K. Moloney

university” and must be honed (Drechsler 2013, p. 338). By being aware 
of our assumptions and willing to question “how we know what we 
know”, the first step may be taken toward both a global and context-
specific PA practice. If done, this will create a space for a modern Asian 
century of PA to not only rise but to also influence and engage Western 
administrative theory and practice.

Notes

1. � For the purposes of this chapter, “Western” models are assumed to be rela-
tively similar. In reality, however, there is no monolithic “Western” admin-
istrative model (refer Raadschelders 2008).

2. � It is arguable that PA still has not cast a critical eye on the colonial period 
(Haque 2007). This limits the West’s understanding and interpretation of 
its past and ultimately, limits knowledge generation and the historical basis 
upon which we create our theories and frameworks.

3. � Based on Riggs’ comparative work on the United States and Thailand, he 
developed an administrative model in which developing country societal 
views are altered by the arrival of bureaucracy. The prismatic society or sala 
(living room) model describes a mix of formality and informality as the 
bureaucracy (and state) negotiates its developmental path.

4. � This late Joseon pattern stood in contrast to China where “imperial govern-
ments without limits on their powers” reigned from 1368 to 1912 (Im 
et al. 2013, p. 289).

5. � This need not imply that other options do not exist. With over 4000 
accredited Asian universities, it is likely that the majority of PhDs are 
locally-earned. Nonetheless, a perusal of highly rated Asian PA programs 
indicates that significant numbers of faculty (with top journal publications 
credited to their name) earned their terminal degree in the West.

6. � The “seven no speaks” in China include “universal values, citizen rights, 
civil society, judicial independence, freedom of the press, the privileged 
capitalist class, and past mistakes of the Communist Party” (Anderlini 
2015; Clark 2013).
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CHAPTER 12

International Policy Coordination and its 
Impacts

Adrian Kay

The traditional dominance of Western nations in global governance is 
being increasingly counter-balanced by the rise of Asia, whose nations’ 
growing economic power and distinctive values, principles and strategies 
of international engagement may unsettle existing understandings of the 
processes, practices, and prospects for policy-making across borders. As 
Bice and Sullivan (2014) note, the ‘Asian Century’ is one amongst many 
manifestations of the globalisation phenomenon regularly identified. 
However, far from observing the erosion of national political borders 
and state capacity as proxies for globalisation, studies of international 
policy coordination in Asia have consistently observed a strong assertion 
and recognition of sovereignty at the nation state-level as a central and 
defining feature. In terms of international policy coordination, national 
sovereignty claims are expressed in norms of non-interference in internal 
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affairs by global governance actors, a typical preference for international 
agreements that are non-binding and lack legal force as well as declara-
tions that do not commit resources.

As a corollary, the general argument is advanced that such tightly 
held claims of nation state sovereignty in Asia limit international policy 
coordination. In dealing with the policy problems of growing economic 
interdependence and policy spillover effects across borders, assertions of 
nation state sovereignty are argued, in many policy sectors, to cut into 
the options available for the effective implementation of international 
governing arrangements (for example, in health, see Stevenson and 
Cooper 2009). Ultimately, the argument runs, successful international 
policy coordination relies on undermining national sovereignty and the 
development of strong, formal institutions at the international level are 
necessary.

In case study methods terms, Non-Communicable Diseases (NCD) 
policy is a typical case of international policy coordination in Asia; health 
is a policy sector where strong norms of national sovereignty tend to 
operate, and by hypothesis, these would be expected to act as a bar-
rier to the development of effective governing arrangements for inter-
national policy coordination. Case allows us to explore the claim that 
national sovereignty limits the development of international governance 
for international policy coordination. It limits opportunities for innova-
tion, proscribes certain options for coordination and precludes the estab-
lishment of hard, formal authority at the international level. The need 
for effective international policy coordination is manifest in the multiple 
disease patterns associated with globalisation that criss-cross Asia, novel 
in the speed, intensity and directions of their pathways. Although the 
emergence of new infectious diseases in Asia are salient in global health 
agenda, the increasing burden of Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs) 
in poor and middle income Asian countries is the dominant epidemio-
logical transition driven by globalisation. This is both a health challenge 
and development problem in Asia; macroeconomic effects of chronic 
poor health and preventable early deaths are significant in Asia and at the 
level of the household, NCDs may act as a barrier to exit from poverty.

The central argument of the chapter is that there is greater capacity 
for international policy coordination in Asia in health than implied in 
the claim that national sovereignty obstruct effective international policy 
coordination to protect public health. The argument is developed first 
conceptually through an understanding of relationships between formal 
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and informal institutions in the governance arrangements for interna-
tional policy coordination in Asia. Next the argument is illustrated by 
the NCD case of international policy coordination in terms of the WHO 
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control and the ability of Thailand, 
India, Malaysia and Singapore to develop informally health related inter-
pretations of formal institutions in intellectual property rights for medi-
cines. The conclusion reflects on whether this is a health policy-only case 
or of more general relevance to thinking about international policy coor-
dination in Asia.

International Policy Coordination: Two Ideal Types

As a starting point for the analysis of governing arrangements for 
international policy coordination, Ginsburg (2010a, b) posits two 
ideal types: the first is some form of global constitutionalism, follow-
ing the EU model of establishing supranational sovereignty, whilst 
the second is an emerging Eastphalia model constructed in terms of 
Westphalian sovereignty. In an Eastphalia model, the commitment to 
state sovereignty is maintained alongside shallow and weakly institu-
tionalised forms of mutual support and informal cooperation in inter-
national policy coordination that will be explored later in the chapter 
as the ‘ASEAN way’.

There is nothing distinctively Asian about the concept of 
Eastphalia. For example, one could plausibly read UK government 
preferences towards the EU over the last thirty years up to the Brexit 
vote of June 2016 as exemplary Eastphalian. However, as Ginsburg 
(2010a, b) employs the term, it does help to highlight a countertend-
ency to claims of a global constitutionalism driving developments 
in global governance in which the EU model, at least in ideal form, 
is the pioneer of establishing formal legal architectures above and 
beyond states. In the EU, sovereignty is pooled so that formal legal 
integration has been able to underpin a regional governance arrange-
ments in which the European Court of Justice sits above, and super-
venes upon, the policy preferences and actions of the EU member 
states.

Without doubting the analytical value of imposing a dichotomy 
between global constitutionalism and Eastphalia for a macroscale consid-
eration of new world orders, for the practical concerns of public policy 
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and international policy coordination these two ideal types already coex-
ist in practice: policy-making across borders in Asia is typically some mix 
of formal institutions of supranational authority and formal institutions 
of nation state sovereignty. This chapter explores how the effects of this 
mix of formal institutions on international policy coordination is medi-
ated by a set of informal institutions. This chapter looks, empirically in 
terms of NCD policy, at the combination of these two types of formal 
institutions with coexisting informal institutions and what these may 
imply for international policy coordination in Asia.

Although elusive and difficult to reign in analytically, the notion of 
an ‘ASEAN style’ of international policy coordination is a useful start-
ing point for describing the hybrid of formal and informal institutions 
that govern international policy coordination in Asia. At a minimum, 
Fidler (2013) argues it is a preference for non-interference in internal 
affairs by global governance actors, for weak formal institutions and non-
binding coordination solutions. It is a helpful term here by serving as a 
convenient label to contrast two policy coordination styles: an ASEAN 
way as opposed to a more formalised global governance system, charac-
terised by trends such as increasing the legalisation of international trade 
and investment flows. As Fidler (2013), building on Somers Heidhues 
(2000), argues: the ASEAN way is characterised by consensus building 
rather than discord; pragmatism rather than higher order principles; and 
gradualism rather that abrupt change. For our purposes in this chapter, it 
also includes the preference for elite level policy negotiations conducted 
through informal networks rather than formal and strongly institutional-
ised regional organisations.

Once informality is recognised as a central feature in international pol-
icy coordination in Asia intertwined with the two types of formal insti-
tutions, we can state the core contribution of the chapter: investigating 
empirically the relationship between informal and formal institutions 
for international policy coordination in Asia. For example, although the 
ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (FTA) is weakly institutionalised, lacking 
an effective dispute resolution mechanism, ASEAN countries also partici-
pate regularly in the formal institutions of the WTO dispute settlement 
process. The ASEAN Regional Forum has developed as the main security 
structure for the region but as Ginsburg (2010a, p. 865) argues, it is “…
hardly institutionalized in the sense of its institutional structure having any 
independent effect on outcomes”. Rather, it is very much a Westphalian 
conception of discussions and relational, informal policy coordination.  
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Yet ASEAN countries are also members of formal institutions within the 
UN system (Friedrichs 2012).

This chapter uses the case of NCD policy to explore the different 
institutional factors that may shape, constrain and enable the strategies 
of Asian countries in international policy coordination. Four pivotal 
relationships between formal and informal institutions are identified to 
help characterise distinctively Asian features of international policy coor-
dination. The chapter will discuss the role of Asian nations in interna-
tional coordination of NCD prevention policy. This can be divided a 
priori into two sub-cases: (a) tobacco. The development the Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) has been frequently observed 
as a case of ‘binding’ international policy coordination; (b) other com-
modities. The regulation of the consumption of other commodities 
which are NCD risk factors, in particular alcohol and ultra-processed 
food, have conventionally been contrasted as a case of strong national 
sovereignty claims and relatively ineffective international policy coor-
dination. These are employed in the chapter as illustrative cases of the 
different ways in which Asian nations might exert their leadership and 
influence across formal and informal institutions of international policy 
coordination in the coming decades.

Informal and Formal Institutions: Relationships 
and Interactions in International Policy Coordination 

in Asia

The key concept that this chapter seeks to reconsider and recast in terms 
of policy coordination in Asia is informality in institutional design and 
practice. The case studies in international health policy reveal different 
informal institutions, and their relationship to different formal insti-
tutions, as key aspects of governing international policy across Asia. 
Informality in international governance in Asia is most regularly asserted 
as a set of distinctly Asian norms and values—including mutual respect 
for state sovereignty—but for the purposes this chapter we can interpret 
the five principles of peaceful coexistence set out by Fidler (2013) as 
informal institutions that operate in different ways alongside formal insti-
tutions in regional collaboration and international engagement.

Neo-institutional theory stresses the importance of examining insti-
tutions, organisations and the actors within them and the ways these 
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interact to shape policy and its practice. In public policy terms, formal 
institutions refer to official rule-setting and legal obligations with coer-
cive mechanisms acting as the key driving force for action. They count 
as formal in terms of being: codified, official, purposefully designed and 
third party enforced. From this perspective, behaviour is constrained 
and regulated formally: organisations act in a certain way because they 
have to and not necessarily because they want to. Informal institutions 
describe values and norms that not only define goals or objectives but 
also designate ways to pursue them. We can call these informal on the 
grounds they are unofficial, uncodified, self-regulated and often emerge 
rather than being designed. Like formal institutions, they can impose 
constraints but also, at the same time, empower and enable social action.

New institutionalism allows that formal and informal institutions 
may be misaligned in certain contexts, which not only produces confu-
sion and conflict, but may also provide conditions that are highly likely 
to give rise to institutional change. In their summary of new institu-
tionalism, Lowdnes and Roberts (2013) observe a dialectic relationship 
between the formal and informal aspects of institutions and place ana-
lytical importance on agency in the shaping, bending and challenging of 
institutional practices. An emphasis on the interactions and influences of 
different institutional norms, culture and actors within a broader context 
helps gain traction on the balance of informal and formal institutions in 
international policy coordination.

A starting proposition for the study of international policy coordina-
tion is that political-administrative jurisdictions tend to have fixed terri-
torial limits/borders; and these are fixed even as the territorial scale of 
economic activity has changed both globally but also variety in some 
cases, at regional and urban and local scales. These changing economic 
geographies change carry attendant policy problems at those scales which 
are mismatched with the scales of political-administrative jurisdictions 
and national sovereignty as the basis of international policy cooridnation.

Recent research has begun to uncover the role of informal govern-
ance in international policy-making for such problems (e.g. Stone 2013; 
Kleine 2014). A precise definition of informal governance in terms 
of transboundary policy issues remains elusive, however at a minimum 
we can say it refers to the unwritten rules, strong norms and/or shared 
expectations within the international system that may modify, comple-
ment or substitute for formal institutions such as treaty provisions (Stone 
2013). So defined, ‘informalism’ is everywhere: both within formal 
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international organisations (IOs), as well as operating separately as infor-
mal institutions, and in a broad array of international policy networks 
constituted by state and non-state actors.

Importantly, whilst Stone (2013) argues that the informal may well 
complement or substitute for the formal, there remains an important 
possibility that has been neglected by current scholarship: a much more 
tense and problematic relationship where the formal can upset and even 
destroy informal institutions with severe and adverse consequences. For 
example, knowledge-based critiques of formal institutions argue that 
knowledge is necessarily fragmented and dispersed (and in large part 
tacit) which means that any attempt at ‘command and control’ or central 
planning is likely to be inimical to the informal because the ‘all know-
ing’ policy-maker and institutional designer is impossible. Conversely, 
and again ignored in the international governance literature, the work of 
Stinchcombe (2001) develops an argument in favour of formalism: when 
a formal institution is designed to correct and update itself over time in 
response to feedback, it can be successful in adapting and learning for-
mally about processes which are in essence informal.

This chapter argues that it is in the different interactions between for-
mal and informal interactions that we may explore the claim that national 
sovereignty undercuts effective international policy coordination. As 
noted, most institutionalist work in international policy tends to see the 
formal and informal as substitutable and existing in a coordinate rela-
tionship; for example, Stone (2013) describes the growing informality 
of international governance where non-state actors perform important 
functions in advocating for, implementing provisions within and rein-
forcing the legitimacy of formal treaty arrangements. In other literatures, 
the informal develops in the shadow of the formal, and a symbiotic rela-
tionship develops to ensure efficacy and stability of the formal.

Background to Case of International NCD Prevention 
Policy Coordination in Asia

An important feature of Asia’s rise in economic power has been trade lib-
eralisation, the systematic reduction in barriers to cross-border trade and 
investment. It has facilitated the development of the region’s advanced 
cross-border production networks that underlie its status as a ‘global 
industrial dynamo’ (Asian Development Bank 2011). In recent decades, 
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and especially since the Asian financial crisis, trade liberalisation has accel-
erated in both pace and scope through unilateral structural adjustment, 
accession to the multilateral (i.e. World Trade Organization) system, and 
more recently through the proliferation of a ‘noodle bowl’ of preferential 
trade agreements (PTAs) at the bilateral and regional levels.

Amongst its many social and economic consequences, trade liber-
alisation has been identified with some large-scale negative effects on 
the health of Asian populations by facilitating the spread and growth 
of the region’s tobacco, alcohol and ultra-processed2 food industries. 
Consumption of these commodities is rapidly increasing in the region, 
especially within the industrialising middle-income countries (Baker 
et al. 2014). Thus, by way of the commodities they produce, advertise 
and distribute, these industries have been identified as a key driver of the 
region’s rising burden of non-communicable diseases (NCDs), predom-
inantly cardiovascular disease (CVD), cancer, diabetes and chronic res-
piratory diseases. NCDs are the leading causes of death and disability in 
Asia, accounting for 17 million or 65% of regional deaths in 2008 (Dans 
et al. 2011; Baker et al. 2014). Alongside still prevalent rates of infec-
tious diseases, NCDs are generating considerable harms for Asian socie-
ties through costs to health systems, workforce productivity losses, and 
implications for poverty (Baker et al. 2014).

Trade liberalisation allows transnational risk commodity corpora-
tions (TRCCs) to move investments, technologies, production capac-
ity, raw materials and final products more easily across borders and 
thereby drive risk commodity consumption transnationally (Baker et al. 
2014). Attracted by their young and growing populations, burgeoning 
middle-class consumer base, and rapid economic growth rates TRCCs 
have increasingly targeted developing Asian markets. Although trade 
remains important, market penetration is primarily achieved through for-
eign direct investment (FDI) whereby TRCCs establish new affiliates or 
acquire complete or partial ownership of existing firms. Subsequently, 
FDI inflows are correlated with higher rates of risk commodity con-
sumption and NCDs globally (Stuckler 2008). Among developing 
countries East Asia was the recipient of more net FDI inflows than any 
other region since 1990, equating to 64.5% of the world’s total in 2013 
(World Bank 2014). Many countries are also home to large state-owned 
risk commodity enterprises that compete with TRCCs, particularly in 
the tobacco sectors of China, Thailand and Vietnam (Barraclough and 
Morrow 2010).
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A menu of policy instruments are available to regulate these industries 
and attenuate risk commodity consumption including raising product 
prices through taxation, marketing, promotion, and sponsorship restric-
tions, and product labelling controls (Magnusson and Patterson 2014). 
However, because trade agreements contain formal institutional rules 
about how markets are regulated they may constrict ‘domestic regulatory 
space’ or the ‘freedom, scope, and mechanisms available to governments 
to adopt, design and implement such regulations in the public health 
interest’ (Baker et al. 2014). The evolving global and regional trade 
regimes are likely, therefore, to influence risk commodity consumption 
and associated health risks in Asia.

In order to apprehend more fully different dimensions of the relation-
ship between formal and informal institutions and their consequences 
for international policy coordination, the next section sets out four dis-
tinctive patterns: informal institutions support formal institutions; infor-
mal institutions complement formal institutions; informal institutions 
undermine formal institutions; informal institutions coordinate formal 
institutions. These are neither a comprehensive set of relationships nor 
mutually exclusive sets, but instead offered as a means to explore the sali-
ent patterns of intersection and interaction between formal and informal 
institutions operating in international policy coordination. In doing so, 
we unpack some of the hidden drivers in the chapter’s initial argument 
that national sovereignty claims in Asia tend to undermine international 
policy coordination such as the existence of negative or positive feed-
backs from the informal to the informal; and the relevant consistency 
issues between formal and institutions and the possibility is that informal 
institutions may operate at variance with formal institutional arrange-
ments with the potential to undermine them or expand the scope of pol-
icy coordination beyond them.

Informal Institutions Supporting Formal Institutions: Prospects 
for NCD Policy Coordination in Asia

At the multilateral, global governance level Asian nations are members 
of the two principal institutions governing health and trade respec-
tively—the World Health Organization (WHO) and the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). Regulations developed by these institutions are 
likely to be critical to future capacities to address trade in risk com-
modities and health in Asia. But the participation of Asian countries in 
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other institutions whose functions spillover into health, including the 
UN General Assembly (UNGASS), Food and Agricultural Organization 
(FAO), Codex Alimentarius (Codex), World Bank, World Intellectual 
Property Organization (WIPO), and United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) is also highly relevant (Smith et al. 
2009). The capacity of this system to address trade in risk commodities 
in Asia is limited for several reasons.

The first is the limited capacity of these institutions to develop, inde-
pendently and in unison, effective regulations addressing trade in risk 
commodities. This stems at least partially from the divergent roles and 
powers of WHO and WTO. Although it has enabling constitutional 
powers to make legally-binding rules that could in principle regulate risk 
commodity trade, in practice WHO is a largely technical and normative 
agency that shapes national health policy through its power to convene 
national health ministries and to develop technical standards and guide-
lines. The WTO in contrast institutionalises a set of binding trade rules 
(i.e. General Agreements on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and subsequent 
WTO agreements) supported by enforcement panels, and engages more 
powerful ministries of finance and trade (Lee et al. 2009; Magnusson 
2010). Provisions in GATT/WTO agreements designed to protect 
health (so-called ‘flexibilities’) have been interpreted very narrowly to 
date. Health is therefore subject to trade rules much more so than trade 
rules are subject to health regulations.

There is, however, potential for Asian states to use informal institu-
tions to strengthen policy capacity within the formal institutions of trade 
governance. Most Asian countries, as former members of the GATT, 
became members of the WTO upon its establishment in 1995. Others, 
concerned with the protection of domestic industries from foreign com-
petition, proceeded with a more cautious approach to determining the 
depth and timing of trade liberalisation, acceding to the WTO consid-
erably later: China in 2001, Cambodia in 2004, Vietnam in 2007 and 
Laos in 2013 (Baker et al. 2014). Although the GATT/WTO agree-
ments prohibit governments from adopting measures (policies and other 
regulations) that discriminate between foreign and domestic goods and 
investments, and between the goods and investments of different coun-
tries, trade restrictive measures are permitted if they are non-discrimina-
tory, not used as disguised barriers to trade, and when the content of 
those measures is consistent with international standards including those 
developed by the WHO.



12  INTERNATIONAL POLICY COORDINATION AND ITS IMPACTS   303

In this regard, the 2003 Framework Convention on Tobacco Control 
(FCTC) (adopted under Article 19 of the WHO constitution) is a legally 
binding treaty that can be used to uphold domestic tobacco legislation 
in trade disputes. This was exemplified recently in arguments used by 
Australia to defend its plain packaging legislation in response to WTO 
dispute arbitration and in a dispute bought by the tobacco company 
Philip Morris under the Hong Kong–Australia FTA (Commonwealth 
Government of Australia 2011). In this way, formal institutions can pro-
vide a legal mandate for Asian countries to protect domestic regulatory 
space to address risk commodities in trade disputes. However, develop-
ing informal institutions alongside the formal to help provide WHO with 
financial and political support to develop stronger multilateral risk com-
modity standards is a key potential opportunity for addressing risk com-
modities in the region.

For ultra-processed foods and alcohol, however, standards com-
prise non-binding recommendations (adopted under Article 23), espe-
cially the 2004 Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health, and 
2010 Global Strategy to Reduce the Harmful Use of Alcohol respectively. 
The former states that no provisions in the recommendations should be 
construed as justification for trade restrictive measures, while the latter 
recognises the important role of trade as a determinant of alcohol con-
sumption. The feasibility of and approaches for strengthening interna-
tional standards to address ultra-processed foods and alcohol have been 
explored elsewhere, and may include the development of more selective 
mechanisms targeting particular products (e.g. soft drinks) or services 
(e.g. advertising) as well as standards set by other international organisa-
tions including Codex Alimentarius on food labelling, health claims and 
food composition (Magnusson 2007; Barraclough 2009).

The second challenge concerns the power of Asian nations to influ-
ence the development of international standards. Some, such as Thailand 
and India played important supportive roles in the development of the 
FCTC. Their role in strengthening future risk commodity standards 
is, however, uncertain but likely to be constrained by several factors. 
Evidence suggests that Asian governments have engaged in global health 
negotiations in a largely state-centric and individualistic manner rather 
than through regional configurations (Lee et al. 2013). This reflects 
the commitment to state sovereignty discussed earlier and related lack 
of sense of interdependence due to the diverse political and economic 
positions of the countries that may seek to act collectively in this regard. 
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At present Asian governments also make relatively small contributions to 
the financing of multilateral organisations governing health and trade, 
likely to weaken their capacity to influence the respective agendas. A 
much improved understanding of the potential for Asian nations is 
needed in this regard, especially given that their increasing economic and 
political power is likely to lead to greater influence in global health and 
trade governance more generally (Lee et al. 2012; Lee et al. 2013).

Many Asian nations are also at a disadvantage in using WTO rules due 
to existing asymmetries in bargaining power and the resources available 
to nations to make or defend disputes. Of the 26 WTO trade disputes 
made against Asian nations pertaining to agriculture, alcohol, tobacco 
and pharmaceuticals between 1996 and 2013, 21 were made by the 
United States (US) and European Community (EC) alone and of these 
9 were against developing countries. Disputes pertaining to alcohol were 
most common. To the contrary only 5 claims were made by developing 
Asian countries against the US and EC (Baker et al. 2014). These diffi-
culties are accentuated when the delegations of the US and EU countries 
are backed by deep-pocketed TRCC lobbyists and extensive legal teams 
(Shaffer 2003).

Related to sovereignty and lack of sense of shared interests is that rela-
tive lack of programmatic capacity within the multilateral system in Asia. 
In 2006 the World Health Assembly adopted a resolution on trade and 
health, calling for engagement with trade policy-makers to ‘take advan-
tage of the potential opportunities, and address the potential challenges 
that trade and trade agreements may have for health’. The WHO Global 
Action Plan for the Prevention and Control of Noncommunicable Diseases 
2013–2020 (GAPNCD) further recognises the role of WHO in offer-
ing technical assistance to developing country governments to mitigate 
the impact of trade agreements on health. The GAPNCD also calls on 
the FAO to ‘Support ministries of agriculture in aligning agricultural, 
trade and health policies’ and on the WTO to ‘…support ministries of 
trade in coordination with other competent government departments 
(especially those concerned with public health), to address the interface 
between trade policies and…noncommunicable diseases’ (World Health 
Organization 2013, p. 74). Such assistance may be critical to addressing 
the proliferation of risk commodity industries in Asia, especially in devel-
oping countries with limited institutional capacity.

Some WHO programmes have been established to this end. A pro-
gramme on globalisation, trade and health was initiated in 2000, ‘to 
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strengthen knowledge, develop analytical methods, and produce training 
materials for supporting member states in addressing trade and health 
issues’. This led to some collaboration with WTO staff, including the 
production of a joint report on trade and health, although further com-
mitments and activities have been vague (Lee et al. 2009). More recently 
this programme was merged into the WHO programme on global health 
diplomacy, which has produced a number of publications and offers 
executive training including on trade and health. Health diplomacy is 
likely to be a key force in achieving health and trade policy coherence 
for attenuating risk commodities, as it already has for access to medi-
cines under the WTO’s TRIPs agreement (Aginam 2010). This includes 
building leadership capacity within the health community, and skills for 
advocating public health principles and methods in trade policy-making 
and implementation (Lee et al. 2009; Magnusson and Patterson 2014). 
WHO has, in the past, provided critical assistance to Asian governments 
during risk commodity trade disputes. For example Thailand successfully 
defended a 1990 GATT dispute, bought by the US Trade Representative 
on Thailand’s tobacco import restrictions, partly due to scientific evi-
dence provided by WHO officials (Drope and Lencucha 2014).

The future of such programmes is uncertain, however. Political 
pressures from powerful donor countries, particularly from the US 
and EU countries which are home to some of the largest TRCCs 
(Lee et al. 2009), alongside increasing industry engagement (tobacco 
excepted), has led to reluctance from within WHO to tackle issues 
likely to cause confrontations with powerful industries (Lee et al. 
2009; Magnusson and Patterson 2011). WHO is also challenged by 
significant structural changes in global health governance (GHG) 
more broadly that weakens its capacity to govern responses to risk 
commodities. This includes the proliferation of new state and non-
state actors in GHG, so-called ‘third-way norms’ and an expanded 
role for economic actors through public-private partnerships, philan-
throcapitalism, and the financing / disciplinary power of international 
financial organisations. At present many of these actors, particularly 
the most powerful, give little priority to financing or supporting the 
prevention or control of NCDs (Sridhar and Batniji 2008). More 
broadly, these contemporary changes in GHG significantly constrain 
the capacity of WHO and its regional offices in Asia (SEARO and 
WPRO), to enhance responses to risk commodities at the health-trade 
nexus.
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Informal Institutions Complementing Formal Institutions: Trade 
Rules and NCD Prevention Policy

Notwithstanding the US withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP), the proliferation of bilateral and regional preferential trade agree-
ments (PTAs) in Asia, alongside various investment provisions and trea-
ties, is the salient feature international economic policy coordination 
(United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 2012). Trade 
negotiations within the multilateral system have stalled since the failed 
Doha Development Round in the mid-2000s and PTAs have provided 
an alternative institutional mechanism for high-income countries to 
achieve accelerated trade liberalisation. Initial agreements may also trig-
ger a domino effect as other countries initiate further PTAs to retain 
trade competitiveness (World Trade Organization 2011).

Countries involved in PTA negotiations must comply with relevant 
WTO rules governing such agreements. This includes an ‘enabling 
clause’, permitting developing countries to protect certain sectors from 
liberalisation and foreign competition. However, compared with the for-
mal institutions of the international trading system, increasing regional-
ism creates significant challenges for regulating in the interests of public 
health. First, such PTAs are becoming increasingly ‘deep’ with com-
mitments and concessions that go beyond those required by the WTO 
system (WTO-plus), but also those outside of it (WTO-X) (Friel et al. 
2013; Baker et al. 2014). These are not so much concerned with facili-
tating trade but with removing ‘behind-the-border’ regulations that rep-
resent threats to global intra—and inter-firm supply chains. Four types 
of WTO-X provisions are most significant in recent PTAs: competition 
policy, intellectual property rights, investment liberalisation and the 
movement of capital. These are the same issues ruled off the agenda by 
developing countries during the multilateral Doha Development Round, 
but are now common in PTAs led by developed countries, including the 
Trans Pacific Partnership currently under negotiation and involving a 
number of Asian countries (Friel et al. 2013).

Further, while the multilateral system does provide aforementioned 
flexibilities on public health grounds these can be excluded from or 
highly restricted within PTAs. In the WTO system trade disputes are also 
made by one government against another, whereas the investor-state dis-
pute settlement (ISDS) provisions in many PTAs enable corporate inves-
tors to enact proceedings directly against governments to recuperate 
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losses resulting from the adoption of domestic regulations (including 
health regulations). Finally, PTA negotiations are usually ‘closed door’, 
therefore lacking the greater transparency of multilateral negotiations 
and the checks-and-balances that come from closer scrutiny by civil soci-
ety (Friel et al. 2013; Baker et al. 2014). These observations underpin 
the importance of Asian governments acting unilaterally and collec-
tively to build informal institutions to protect regulatory space in such 
agreements.

Informal Institutions Undermining Formal Institutions: The 
Challenge of Policy Coherence in NCD Prevention

Growing economic integration in Asia brings the need for regional-level 
trade and health policy coherence. Yet in Asia, relative to the process of 
European integration, there has been an evolution of a hybrid mixture 
of formal and informal institutional arrangements that govern health 
and trade relations, reflecting the region’s economic, social and political 
diversity. In economic terms, for example, there is a 55-fold difference in 
Gross National Income (GNI) per capita (Atlas method) between Japan 
and Cambodia (World Bank 2014). Politically the region accommodates 
Marxist-Leninist Communism in Laos and Vietnam, unitary authoritar-
ian parliamentary systems in Singapore and Indonesia, and the world’s 
largest parliamentary democracy in India. Unlike in the EU and North 
America, regional economic hegemony is also contested. This is evi-
dent in the two competing opportunities towards further regional eco-
nomic integration, the first led by China, the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) involving the ASEAN + 6 countries, the 
second involving the United States, the Free Trade Agreement of the 
Asia Pacific (FTAAP) to which the TPP is a pre-cursor (Lewis 2013).

This institutional diversity in Asia creates particular challenges for col-
lective action to address trade in risk commodities. Regional institutions 
governing trade include the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum 
(APEC), the East Asia Summit (EAS), and the Association of South East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). Regional institutions governing health include 
ASEAN, and the offices of the World Health Organization (SEARO and 
WPRO) as well as bilateral agreements for health (Lee et al. 2012; Fidler 
2013). The effectiveness of these institutional arrangements in global 
and regional health governance has been variable. During negotiations 
of the FCTC for example, ASEAN and WHO regional offices served 
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as important platforms for consolidating a regional position. These 
same organisations however, have been particularly ineffective at gen-
erating regional consensus in other areas including negotiations of the 
International Health Regulations and pandemic influenza response (Lee 
et al. 2012).

For historical reasons, WHO has divided East Asia into two regions, 
a significant challenge for building cohesion and co-ordination (Lamy 
and Phua 2012). Although WPRO is developing an evidence base to 
inform regional trade and health policies in the Pacific, neither SEARO 
nor WPRO appear to have engaged with the same topics in regards to 
Asia. Although ASEAN has played, at times, an important role in facili-
tating regional cooperation for health its role been relatively minor, and 
ASEAN health ASEAN Post-2015 Health Development Agenda exhib-
its the charactersitics described by Fidler (2013): the predominance of 
national sovereignty over collective action, a culture of consensus-build-
ing rather than open conflict, and highly politicised decision-making 
processes. For example, it remains problematic in the ASEAN Health 
cooperation that is that one of it key constituent members, Indonesia, is 
yet to ratify the FCTC.

Despite the primacy they give to trade liberalisation, ASEAN and 
APEC have recently demonstrated increased commitment to address-
ing regional health issues, in particular infectious disease threats (Lamy 
and Phua 2012). The ASEAN Health Ministers Meeting is held bien-
nially, yet it has confined its work largely to infectious disease control 
and disaster preparedness, with agreements to date focused largely on 
sanitary and phyto-sanitary measures. However, in a joint statement in 
2012, ASEAN + 3 Health Ministers recognised the region’s growing 
NCD burden and affirmed their commitment to implementing the UN 
General Assembly’s Political Declaration on the Prevention and Control 
of Non-communicable Diseases (Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
2012). Actions to address NCDs have fallen under the ASEAN Strategic 
Framework on Health Development (2010–2015) with working groups 
established for regional tobacco control, but not ultra-processed foods or 
alcohol (Association of Southeast Asian Nations 2012).

The literature has yet to apprehend fully the potential for ASEAN and 
other regional bodies to constitute an effective platform for generating 
regional positions or informal institutions to address trade and risk com-
modities. Lamy and Phua (2012) have argued that increased cooperation 
on social issues through ASEAN, including health, is likely to strengthen 
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its ‘soft power’ as a regional and global actor. However, weak financial 
commitments and human resource capacities may limit an ASEAN-led 
response. Such capacity could be buttressed by expanded technical col-
laboration between WHO and ASEAN, by achieving greater financial 
and technical commitments from China, Korea and Japan through the 
ASEAN + 3 framework, and through stronger engagement with regional 
non-government organisations and epistemic communities working to 
address risk commodities (Lamy and Phua 2012).

Coordinating Formal and Informal Institutions: Tobacco Control 
as an Exception

In assessing the capacity of norms as informal institutions to contribute 
to health and trade policy coherence in Asia there are several relevant 
considerations. Health actors often view trade as a threat to population 
health, taking a ‘harm-minimisation’ approach, with little consideration 
for trade objectives. Trade actors, conversely, tend to view health as a 
barrier to trade with the objectives of reducing barriers to cross-border 
commercial flows and economic growth (Smith et al. 2009). Trade and 
health debates usually pivot, therefore, around norms of ‘anti-trade’ and 
‘open-trade’. For example, between an international tobacco control 
norm on the one hand and open tobacco trade on the other (Drope and 
Lencucha 2014).

Asian nations have differed considerably in how they have balanced 
the above norms as they relate to addressing risk commodities. For 
example, during the FCTC negotiations, Japan and China took steps to 
weaken the binding nature of adopted measures, making assertions of 
‘protecting sovereignty’. In contrast Thailand and India demonstrated 
considerable leadership in building regional consensus towards a strong 
tobacco control treaty, alongside their adoption of ‘enabling’ legislation 
at the national level. Thai delegates explicitly emphasised the need to 
achieve a strong treaty with provisions that take priority over trade rules 
(Lee et al. 2012).

These observations tend to suggest that norm divergences serve to 
misalign informal institutions and thereby threaten the potential to 
undermine any collective action to coordinate policy on risk commod-
ity control by Asian nations. Conversely, state sovereignty has also been 
invoked in the public health interest: by India, Malaysia and Thailand 
to challenge intellectual property rules governing access to essential 
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medicines, and by Indonesia to challenge perceived inequities in rules 
governing access to vaccines (Lee et al. 2012; Kamradt-Scott et al. 
2013). Although these are different issues strong assertions of sover-
eignty may have, therefore, potential utility when it comes to protecting 
domestic policy space for risk commodity control. Overcoming anti-
trade vs. open-trade debates is also another path forward. Such debates 
often ignore the potential for trade agreements to promote health. The 
liberalisation of the tobacco sector, for example, could potentially result 
in the dismantling of powerful state-owned enterprises SOEs thereby 
removing the conflict of interest arising from the state as both pro-
ducer and regulator (although admittedly to be replaced by TRCCs)  
(McGrady 2011).

The Future: Emerging Asian Varieties of International 
Policy Coordination

The chapter has explored the argument that assertions of national sov-
ereignty and the primacy of formal national level political institutions in 
policy-making tends generally to undermine international policy coordi-
nation in Asia. The NCD prevention policy case presents some sugges-
tions that there is greater international policy coordination capacity in 
Asia than this argument implies. In addition to challenging the scholarly 
utility of an ideal type dichotomy in international policy coordination of 
the EU and Eastphalian models in which the latter is seen as an imma-
ture and weaker version of the former, this case study casts light on the 
importance of informal institutions and their intersection and articula-
tion with formal institutions in international policy coordination. This 
latter insight is developed conceptually in the chapter through sketch-
ing some possible simple relationships between formal and informal 
institutions.

For example, increasing participation in international trade agree-
ments requires countries to strengthen their domestic policy capacity; 
to evaluate the costs and benefits of entering into trade agreements; to 
ensure compliance with their international obligations when they do; 
and to ensure adequate protections for domestic regulatory space (Walls 
et al. 2015; Baker et al. 2014). This is a significant challenge espe-
cially for poorer countries that may struggle to develop the required 
scientific and legal expertise, as well as formal institutional capacity.  
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However, networks of informal institutions operation across Asia, such 
as technical support and mutual capacity-building, are important in sup-
porting the functioning of formal institutions.

Options identified by the WHO for attenuating risk commodity con-
sumption include raising product prices through taxation, restrictions on 
product marketing, promotion, and sponsorship, and product labelling 
controls (Magnusson and Patterson 2014). This necessitates informal 
institutions to establish collaboration between health and trade policy-
makers to protect policy space in future trade agreements (Thow and 
McGrady 2014). By reducing tariff revenues and imposing significant 
costs associated with compliance and negotiation, trade agreements may 
also reduce the resources available to governments used to fund policies 
and programmes to address risk commodities. Consumption taxes are a 
key strategy for off-setting such losses, and can therefore be adopted for 
both revenue-raising as well as public health reasons.

In public health policy terms, Asia is also home to exemplary coun-
tries that have sought to advance public health through staunch asser-
tions of national sovereignty through unilateral, and uncoordinated, 
regulation their domestic markets. Thailand, for example, has one of the 
most comprehensive tobacco control regimes globally (Chantornvong 
and McCargo 2001). It has implemented a hypothecated 2% tax on 
alcohol and tobacco to fund its Thai Health Promotion Foundation 
(Casswell and Thamarangsi 2009). The re-regulation of risk commod-
ity markets policy option is a key consideration for governments that 
have already liberalised the relevant sectors; this requires the develop-
ment of informal institutions around formal institutions of trade agree-
ments. For example, Thailand is a world leader in establishing novel 
informal institutional designs for public health with trade agreements. 
Its Trade in Health and Social Services committee, for example, brings 
together officials from ministries of industry, public health, food and 
agriculture, as well as various professional groups to investigate how 
trade agreements effect health, to advocate for the inclusion of health in 
trade negotiations, and to coordinate action between concerned agen-
cies (Smith et al. 2009).

Although the health sector was selected for investigation as a typical 
case of international policy coordination challenges, it is moot whether 
the details of the NCD prevention policy explored here is generalisable 
directly to other policy sectors. However, it is hoped that the sketch of 
basic and potential intersections and articulations between formal and 
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informal will help public policy scholars begin to apprehend the varie-
gated patterns, processes and practices of international policy coordina-
tion in Asia across different sectors.
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CHAPTER 13

Beyond the East-West Dichotomy: 
Economic Development Policies in Asia 

and Europe

Jon Pierre

Endemic (adj.),.
Regularly found among particular people or in a certain area.

Functional (adj.),.
The way in which something works or operate.

Oxford Dictionary.

The “Asian Century”: Territoriality, Culture, or 
Functionality?

This chapter explores the issue of whether the institutional and politi-
cal features that we tend to associate with the notion of the “Asian cen-
tury” are endemic to Asia as a political and economic cultural region or 
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whether they are tied to particular models of economic governance and 
stages of economic development. The governance arrangements and 
state-society interactions which the Anglo-American literature sees as 
central to the notion of the Asian century (see, Drechsler, Chap. 2 of 
this volume) are, we suggest, functional, culturally embedded responses 
to challenges associated with economic development centered on a man-
ufacturing industrial sector. This embeddedness will manifest itself in a 
particular model of policymaking and governance.

Designating centuries to different regions of the world suggests not 
only that there exists a continuous process of changing gravities of ideas, 
economic leadership or military supremacy (Massey 1995); it also implies 
that seemingly lagging regions could catch up by emulating the devel-
opment strategies pursued by leading regions. This would, however, be 
missing an important point. Economic governance arrangements could 
be seen as models of mutual role expectations between state and market. 
The nature of state-society exchanges in economic governance depends, 
as Peter Hall (1986) points out, just as much on the configuration of 
the market and society as on the configuration of the state itself. Unless 
economic governance is a case of strict state-centric dirigisme, govern-
ment needs to implement a governance arrangement that allows it to 
articulate collective interests in the market and to perform a coordinat-
ing role without interfering with the allocative efficiency of the market. 
Thus, ideas about economic governance are more deeply socially embed-
ded and therefore more difficult to move from one national or regional 
context to another. In other words, ideas travel less lightly than is some-
times understood.

Furthermore, we need to remind ourselves that economic govern-
ance is to a large extent a self-regulating process. It is interesting to note 
that in the typology of a total of 23 economic governance mechanisms 
in the United States, outlined by Campbell et al. (1991, p. 14), none 
is executed by government institutions. As we will discuss below, politi-
cal presence in the market—particularly assigning a leading or coordinat-
ing role of the economy to government—is a contested policy position. 
Since the Asian Century model accords government such a role, it 
becomes all the more important to investigate whether in fact this model 
is typical to the Asian region or whether it is a functional response to col-
lective action and coordination problems in the economy.

As far as economic governance is concerned, the proposition that 
the Asian Century is more a matter of functionality and societal 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_2
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embeddedness than a coordinating mechanism typical to Asian econo-
mies raises questions about the prospect of similar processes of learning 
and diffusion of policy practices as we move towards a post-industrial 
economy. Furthermore, it gives us an opportunity to study the capacity 
of the political, social and economic underpinnings of the Asian Century 
to accommodate the transformation that this development will entail.

Thus, we are looking at two overarching research questions about 
the degree to which policy making arrangements can travel in time and 
space. First, what are the key features of the Asian Century model and 
is there any point in other countries trying to emulate an Asian model 
of economic governance? Secondly, how will the development towards 
a post-industrial economy—already well underway in some Asian coun-
tries—challenge the entrenched model of economic governance? A 
slightly different way of putting these two questions would be to ask 
how well an Asian model of economic governance travels in space (i.e. to 
other national or regional contexts) and time (i.e. from providing gov-
ernance to an industrial economy to a post-industrial economy). The 
chapter will be devoted to a discussion on these two sets of issues.

The chapter also explores the argument that the developmental state 
model, described by Chalmers Johnson (1982) as state-led market-
conforming development sustained by extensive societal consultation 
on policy is functional only at specific stages of economic development. 
To that effect, we compare the local government policy agenda in Japan 
with those in Sweden and the United States, a sample selected in a  
most-different systems design (for an elaborated discussion see Pierre 
2013). If there is merit to the proposition that the Asian Century model 
of policymaking is geared primarily to economic development issues, 
differences in the Japanese, Swedish and American policy agenda at the 
local level would be good predictors of the degree to which ideas about 
policymaking and public service design should be able to be adopted 
outside the region within which they first emerged.

The chapter proceeds as follows. We first give a broad overview of 
economic governance in the Asian region, using Japan as a main example 
of Asian Century governance as manifested in different versions of the 
developmental state model (Fields 2012). We then look more closely at 
the policy details and governance arrangements that sustain that model. 
The third section asks whether the emergence of a post-industrial econ-
omy in the Asian region poses a challenge to the developmental state, 
given its emphasis on big industry and overseas market penetration. The 
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chapter closes by discussing the capacity of the Asian Century model of 
governance to travel in space, as well as in time.

Economic Governance in the Asian Century

There have been several “Asian Centuries”—we need only think of the 
historical times when Europeans opened up trade paths with China in 
order to bring technological innovations back to Europe—just as there 
are different types of Asian centuries indicating economic, cultural, politi-
cal or military hegemony exercised by countries in the Asian region. 
There has been an extensive debate on whether we are headed towards a 
new Asian Century (Bice and Sullivan 2014; Krugman 1994).

The literature on the twentieth century as the “American Century” 
draws primarily on outcomes in political, cultural, military and eco-
nomic terms as evidence of the predominance of US values (Eckes and 
Zeiler 2003; Spulber 1995). In contrast, the early debate about the Asian 
Century has been more concerned with process and the degree to which 
Asian countries share a common approach to policymaking and state-
society interaction and whether that approach would also work in other 
cultural and economic contexts. The strategy has been to depart from a 
successful outcome, for instance in terms of economic development, and 
uncover the specific features of the policy processes or their social under-
pinnings that led to the successful outcome.

The Asian Century discourse immediately identifies the notion of the 
developmental state as central to this construct (Johnson 1982; Okimoto 
1988; Pempel and Muramatsu 1995; Woo-Cumings 1999). Different 
versions of the developmental state model have only been associated 
with Asian countries, primarily Japan but also to some extent to Taiwan, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Korea (Fields 2012). The model accords the 
state, i.e. executive government and the bureaucracy, a leading and coor-
dinating role in the economy while at the same time subscribing to the 
basic features of market capitalism.

The governance logic of the developmental state hinges on its capacity 
to fend off overseas competition and pressures for domestic regulatory 
reform. Thus, it is to a significant degree a pre-globalisation model of 
economic governance as it emerged mainly in the postwar period before 
global free trade agreements defined the terms of international trade. 
Equally important, domestic perceptions of the overseas world and the 
cultural factors that define those perceptions play a fundamental role in 



13  BEYOND THE EAST-WEST DICHOTOMY …   319

shaping the intellectual frame of policymakers, societal partners and the 
public towards other countries and the values they represent.

The distinction between inward and outward globalisation, which is 
commonly made in Japan, substantiates a tension in Japanese culture 
between sakoku (“secluded nation”) and kokusaika (“internationalisa-
tion”), leading some observers to suggest that kokusaika “has been a mere 
coerced Westernization” (Itoh 1998, p. 13; also, see Stronach 1995). Itoh 
(1998) notes that while Japan has excelled in outward kokusaika, primarily 
in economic terms, it has largely failed to elevate its political significance 
in world affairs to a level corresponding with its economic standing in 
global affairs. Also, Vinh (2004) points out that Japan has not succeeded in 
inward kokusaika; the Japanese society has yet to embrace overseas cultures 
and values.

These deeply entrenched normative structures underpin and shape 
governance, both in terms of the goals of governance and the degree 
to which those norms can accommodate political projects that do not 
conform to what society expects from government (see March and Olsen 
1989). Fundamental to the developmental state model is the political 
perception that there is a very close linkage between economic growth, 
on the one hand, and national security and autonomy on the other. This 
means that economic development and global competitiveness are seen 
as overarching policy objectives and that, by extension, the policymak-
ing and executive institutions in the economic development policy sec-
tor enjoy a privileged and prestigious position. This circumstance helps 
to explain, for instance, the prominence of the Japanese Ministry of 
International Trade and Industry (MITI, later METI) during the 1960s 
and 1970s (Pierre and Park 1997) and its subsequent decline when other 
policy areas such as environmental protection became more prominent 
on the political agenda.

In this respect, the defining feature of the developmental state model 
is the centrality of the state in the governance of a capitalist economy. 
Through the bureaucracy the state coordinates the development of 
the domestic market. This coordinating role covers the full range of 
approaches to solving collective action problems among nominally 
competing businesses, so that for instance, “excessive competition” in 
emerging sectors of the economy is minimised and that research and 
development facilities are shared (see Brahm 1995).

Another critical role of the bureaucracy is to protect domestic busi-
nesses from overseas competition. This soon becomes a delicate problem 
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in the international trade policy community since economic growth 
through export revenues is predicated on free trade and the success of 
corporations in overseas markets. Schaede and Grimes’ (2003) notion 
of “permeable insulation” highlights the (largely pre-WTO) strategy of 
selectively allowing limited imports, while at the same time helping the 
domestic industry to make inroads into overseas markets.

Schaede and Grimes also implicitly suggest that “permeable insula-
tion” was exercised only in the Japanese political economy context. 
However, a similar strategy was implemented also with regard to overseas 
attempts to influence the domestic regulatory framework in the develop-
mental state. In the case of Japan but also Korea, the US devoted years 
of sustained efforts to attempting to break up the regulation of domestic 
markets, with very limited results (see, Pierre 2013). It was not until the 
US could harness IMF-coordinated multinational pressure on Japan to 
open up its domestic markets that regulatory reform was introduced on a 
broader scale. There is some irony here, as the problem was not primarily 
one of excessive regulation. Indeed, the governance of the financial sys-
tem was severely under-regulated, a circumstance which, as Amyx (2004) 
points out, greatly impaired the capacity of the system to address the cri-
sis swiftly and forcefully.

The IMF’s support of Japan and Korea to alleviate the financial crises 
during the 1990s became a useful vehicle to promote US trade inter-
ests in Japan when bilateral negotiations proved fruitless. As the then US 
deputy treasurer Lawrence Summers commented in February, 1998: “In 
some ways the IMF has done more in these past few months to liberalize 
these [East Asian] economies and open their markets to United States 
goods and services than has been achieved in rounds of trade negotia-
tions in the region. And it has done so in serving our critical, short-term 
and long-term interest…” (Summers 1998; Philippi 2003, p. 288).

In the development state model the bureaucracy achieves domestic 
economic coordination less by relying on command and control instru-
ments and more by defining “visions”. These visions set long-term trade 
targets for the major industrial conglomerates, the Japanese keiretsu (pre-
viously zaibatsu; see Aoki and Lennerfors 2013) or the Korean chaebol. 
Although subtle, the visions were quite efficient in providing direction 
for the industry. As Chalmers Johnson (1982) notes, private indus-
try was well aware that there was an iron fist in a velvet glove and did 
not raise any to objections to MITI’s visions. Also, some observers have 
described the relationship between the bureaucracy and the industrial 
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conglomerates in Confucian terms, with the state as the père de la famille 
and the corporations his sons. Either way (or both), the leading and 
coordinating role of the bureaucracy in the vast economic development 
project was not challenged or questioned.

The contrast between the developmental state model and the gov-
ernance arrangement we find in Anglo-American political economies is 
striking (Campbell et al. 1991; Hall 1986; Hall and Soskice 2001). The 
defining features of the developmental state model are largely absent in 
the Anglo-American countries. The likelihood of any significant changes 
towards Asian institutional arrangements in these respects is therefore 
extremely low.

Meanwhile, policymaking and administration in central and northern 
Europe shares many of the defining Asian features of societal consulta-
tion. In the smaller, industrialised democracies in Europe we see both a 
higher degree of state centrality and also institutionalised systems of soci-
etal consultation and even involvement of societal actors in policymaking 
and implementation (Katzenstein 1984, 1985, 1987; Schmitter 1974). 
As Peter Katzenstein (1985, p. 24) argues, the economic development 
strategies of these countries “differ profoundly from the liberal and stat-
ist principles that inform the political choices and structures of the large 
industrial states”. While state centrality is the outcome of long historical 
trajectories that do not lend themselves to short-term political manipu-
lation (Dyson 1980), corporatism and other governance arrangements 
can be altered on shorter notice. The choice to facilitate such governance 
may be explained by the political economy of these smaller, industrialised 
and trade-dependent political economies. We will elaborate this point 
below.

Katzenstein (1985) also makes the important argument that corpo-
ratism is a powerful economic governance arrangement for social com-
pensation and accommodation in response to changes in the global 
economy. As “price takers” rather than “price makers”, these coun-
tries “live with change by compensating for it. In so doing, the small 
European states have cultivated a strategy that both responds to and 
reinforces their domestic structures” (Katzenstein 1985, p. 24). This 
observation speaks directly to the current issue of why some develop-
mental states like Japan, despite their institutional strengths and legiti-
macy, have chosen to rely on extensive deliberation and consultation 
with key societal actors. Positioning an industrial economy in a global 
market requires strong networks in the domestic political economy to 
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enhance the capacity of the system as a whole to adapt to, or anticipate, 
or even drive, change.

We will now look more closely at what appears to be the policy and 
institutional defining features of the Asian Century model. In this analy-
sis we will draw on the developmental state model, recognising that the 
validity of the model varies significantly across the Asian region. We will 
then proceed to discuss the extent to which the model is susceptible to 
diffusion to other regions of the world.

Asian Century as a Policy Construct

As is the case with most institutionalised models of policymaking, an 
Asian Century model of economic governance is sensitive to changes in 
its political, economic or societal underpinnings. This might appear para-
doxical given that the very purpose of economic governance is to drive 
and coordinate development. However, political institutions and agents 
are often contested phenomena in the market—albeit it less so in Asia 
than in other regions—which means that the legitimacy of such presence 
requires continuous reproduction. In order to better understand the 
internal and external logics of this governance model we will briefly dis-
cuss the key aspects of the developmental state.

Primacy of Economic Development

A significant, if not key, component of the Asian Century model is the 
conviction that autonomy is not possible without a strong economy. 
The sense of urgency that weak economic growth and growing interna-
tional debt impose on all governments seems to be particularly strong 
in Asian societies. While this perspective may have deep cultural roots, 
it gained more contemporary currency during the financially turbulent 
1990s in several Asian countries. For instance, Japan’s increasing sensitiv-
ity towards international financial institutions has largely been dictated 
by the failing performance of its economy.

Economic development, as already pointed out, is overwhelmingly 
a matter of managing structural changes in the economy. Countries or 
regions that swiftly manage the transition from one type of economy 
(e.g. an industry-based economy) to a more knowledge-and-research 
based economy, without demanding massive public spending and in 
a socially and environmentally sustainable way, will enjoy sustained 



13  BEYOND THE EAST-WEST DICHOTOMY …   323

economic growth. Conversely, countries that allow market mecha-
nisms to run their course will experience a more sluggish economy, with 
shorter periods of high economic growth but also deeper recessions and 
significant social and environmental ramifications. Thus, the capacity to 
managing change—either in a proactive, dirigiste manner or a laissez-
faire policy style—is the canary bird in the coal mine; when it fails there 
is reason to expect a long-term impact on society.

An Asian Century model of economic governance is based on a con-
viction that the state can and should play a critical role in coordinating 
market behavior and accommodating domestic interests for the social 
costs incurred by economic change. This perspective also holds that 
the state, by its presence in the market, can in fact deliver what Weaver 
(1985) refers to as an “accelerationist” industrial policy and thus bring 
about economic modernisation more quickly than the market itself 
would have been able to accomplish.

This is not to suggest that the developmental state model of economic 
development is devoid of social or environmental problems or issues 
related to social cohesion. Essentially all the Asian developmental states 
have experienced severe problems created or exacerbated by the almost 
unilateral political focus on economic growth, including environmental 
problems and problems of social exclusion and decreasing cohesion in 
growing industrial cities.

State-Centrism

A high degree of state-centric governance is a necessary but not suffi-
cient condition for the emergence of a developmental state. France, for 
instance, is often portrayed as the epitome of a state-centric society (but 
see Cole 2008), yet very few would argue that France is a developmen-
tal state. In the Asian century governance model the state is expected 
to lead and coordinate market behavior without distorting the basic 
allocative mechanisms of the market, as such interventions would be det-
rimental to the global competitiveness of domestic corporations. The 
cultural and normative aspects of state-centrism allow the state to gov-
ern the economy with only very light-touch instruments (Johnson 1982; 
Okimoto 1988). For instance, Malcolm Trevor shows how the Japanese 
Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications uses “guidance” (MITI 
used the label “visions”; Johnson 1982) to communicate its objectives 
to market actors who followed that guidance carefully since “those on 
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the receiving end of guidance knew that inside the velvet glove there is a 
mailed fist” (Trevor, 200, p. 153).

Time

The Asian Century model of economic governance shows little under-
standing for Western shortsightedness, its obsession with the quarterly 
dividend or its focus on immediate results. In a perspective which is not 
very different from the West European “Rhineland” model of a capitalist 
economy (Albert 1993; Hall and Soskice 2001), Asian economic plan-
ning takes a more long-term view than US or UK institutions and corpo-
rations (Okimoto 1988; Pempel and Muramatsu 1995). This is to some 
extent the result of differences in ownership and the role of the stock 
market between the two regions.

These differences cause problems when an Anglo-American corpo-
rate model is introduced in Asia, as happened when Japanese corpora-
tions were acquired by US businesses. But the different approaches to 
economic planning also yield different outcomes in terms of adaptive 
capacity. A senior METI bureaucrat suggested in an interview with the 
author in 2006 that “the laissez-faire style of the Washington consensus 
is not efficient in Asia. Asian culture is very different compared to the 
Anglo-American culture. The pace of change is slower in the laissez-faire 
systems compared to countries typical to the Asian culture. The politi-
cal-economic culture of the Asian countries gives them a better adaptive 
capacity” (quoted in Pierre 2013).

Accommodation of Interests

The paradox of the developmental state is that although government and 
the bureaucracy enjoy strong support for their economic development 
strategy and indeed their presence in the economy, government insists 
on extensive deliberation across society, albeit mainly with strategic part-
ners in the market (Peters and Pierre 2017). This paradoxical pattern 
is also common in European countries like the Scandinavian countries, 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland, as we noted earlier. The argument 
we outline here is that the paradox in both regions is explained mainly 
by the demand for adaptive capacity in highly export-dependent econo-
mies. Anglo-American models of economic governance, where organised 
interests are more marginalised in the policy-making process, are more 
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inclined to let the market run its course and to allow for Schumpeterian 
“creative destruction”, i.e. to see the closedown of uncompetitive busi-
nesses and industries as part of a process of economic renewal (see, for 
instance, Campbell et al. 1991; Hall 1986; Hall and Soskice 2001).

The accommodation of societal interests and corporatist-style policy  
making (see Pempel and Tsunekawa 1979) and implementation are 
closely related aspects of a larger strategy to boost the adaptive capacity 
of the economic system, i.e. to increase its capacity to design and exe-
cute policies to continuously modernise the economy and ensure that its 
output is internationally competitive. While some U.S. observers associ-
ate corporatism with rigidity and economic decline (Olsons 1982), the 
European perspective emphasises corporatism as integral to adaptive 
and transformative capacity (Katzenstein 1984, 1985). For instance, by 
deliberating about policy with corporate leaders, utilising their expertise 
on industrial and economic development and ensuring their compliance 
with that policy prior to formal decision-making, government ensures 
smooth implementation of those policies (Lundqvist 1980). Indeed, in 
terms of regulatory reform there is clear evidence that these “coordi-
nated market economies” outperform the Anglo-American “liberal mar-
ket economies” (Pierre 2015).

In sum, the developmental state model has proven highly success-
ful in catapulting industrial economies into high-speed, internationally 
competitive economies. As a model of economic governance it repre-
sents a functional response to a major nation-state challenge of boosting 
the country’s economic growth. It is also a culturally deeply embed-
ded governance arrangement. There are many similarities between the 
Asian Century model of economic governance and the European eco-
nomic development strategy, such as state centricity, a long-term per-
spective on economic development and a strong inclination to include 
key societal actors in the process of governance. The main difference is 
that European countries did not display the same unilateral focus on eco-
nomic development as an overarching policy objective; neither did the 
bureaucracies tasked with economic development issues enjoy a privi-
leged position in government.

Thus, if we argue that the Asian Century is defined in part by the eco-
nomic success of Asian economies in global markets, then the develop-
mental state model of economic governance is a functional governance 
arrangement in a growing industrial economy. The fact that the devel-
opmental state model is, empirically speaking, largely found in the Asian 
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region also suggests that there are factors in addition to functionality 
that underpin the emergence of a developmental state. This could be 
social and cultural norms and values of collective action as opposed to 
individual initiative or holistic perceptions of society and social groups.

The other major question we should address is to what extent the 
developmental state also provides effective governance in a post-indus-
trial economy. One significant consequence of continuing globalisation is 
the “delocalisation” of capital ownership. Coming back to the Confucian 
analogy about the state as the father and the industrial conglomerates 
as his sons and daughters, globalisation could be illustrated by the chil-
dren leaving home. As many parents will testify, this may be conducive to 
domestic peace and harmony while at the same time provoking growing 
uncertainty and concern about what the children are now up to. Once 
the keiretsu or chaebol become global rather than national corporations, 
they might be less inclined to follow the “visions” issued by domestic 
ministries of economic development.

Towards Post-Industrialism?
The delocalisation of capital ownership is sometimes said to be a com-
ponent of the transformation from an industrial to a post-industrial 
economy. In terms of governance, the post-industrial economy poses  
a bigger challenge to government than did the industrial economy.  
The post-industrial economy is more fragmented than industrial society, 
with a larger number of smaller businesses and fewer big industries or 
conglomerates.

Given the need for proximity to customers the service-sector based 
economy could be assumed to be more firmly localised than industrial 
corporations who could relocate (or threaten to relocate) to economi-
cally more attractive environments if government imposed increased 
taxes or regulations on them. However, service-sector corporations, too, 
soon became more international than domestic economic players, as we 
see for instance in the financial management, insurance, higher educa-
tion and telecom sectors. The areas of the service sector that remain local 
are businesses that rely on face-to-face contact with their customers like 
retail shops, restaurants, and legal services. These developments have 
made economic governance far more complex than was previously the 
case, where governance required a limited number of bilateral interac-
tions. The myriad of small businesses that is typical to the post-industrial 
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economy coupled with delocalised big corporations in financial man-
agement is in many ways an urban economic development governance 
nightmare because of the very large number of interactions that local 
economic development officials must maintain.

The emergence of the post-industrial society has also driven changes 
in the developmental state so that in some national contexts we can 
now see the contours of a post-developmental state. Some of the defin-
ing features of the developmental state remain in this model of gov-
ernance while others are more muted. For instance, privatisation of 
state-owned companies and service providers has been implemented in 
Japan. Furthermore, post-developmental state Asian countries, such as 
Cambodia, and even the still somewhat secluded Myanmar (see, Farrelly 
and Win, Chap. 5 of this volume), have improved their inward globalisa-
tion and opened up to the rest of the world. Economic strength remains 
closely linked to national autonomy and security, thus countries that  
generated a debt during the financial crisis have for the most part paid 
off that debt.

Are there similarities or convergences among Asia, Europe and the 
United States in terms of policy challenges? If the adoption of overseas 
ideas is less a matter of fad and fashion and more a process of insert-
ing ideas, concepts and models that have proven able to address similar 
problems as those facing your own nation, what are the key challenges 
facing contemporary countries, and what is the potential for learning?

In the local public sector, that is to say local authorities, the gradual 
shift towards a post-industrial economy should be felt mainly in terms of 
a shifting agenda, from primarily economic issues towards service areas 
such as the environment, child care, care of the elderly, and immigra-
tion. To what extent do we see that happening in the Asian region? A 
study conducted in 2006 surveyed city managers in Japan, Sweden and 
the United States to indicate what they see as the most significant chal-
lenges facing their respective cities (Pierre 2013). Table 13.1 presents 
their responses to a set of such challenges.

Judging by what the city managers define as the most salient problems 
facing their cities, the urban policy agenda at this time was a “grab bag” 
of challenges, some of which are typical to post-industrial politics and 
some of which are typical to the industrial society. Japan scores high on 
demographic challenges and local environmental issues but also in regard 
to classic industrial issues like a weak local tax base, declining local indus-
tries and efficiency problems in local service delivery.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-60252-7_5


328   J. Pierre

It should be noted that Japan is to some extent an outlier in interna-
tional comparisons on these matters. It accepts extremely few immigrants; 
fertility is very low by most international standards; and life expectancy 
is high, posing a significant burden on the public sector. Nevertheless, it 
appears as if in 2006 the emergent, post-industrial issues had not replaced 
the industrial-economy issues but were rather layered upon them. In 
addition, many of the perhaps most obvious post-industrial issues—those 
that relate to gender, identity, mobility, the environment, and safety 
and security just to name a few—are not part of the local government 
jurisdiction in many countries but are addressed primarily by central 
government.

All of that having been said, it would appear as if the developmen-
tal state model of economic governance is not ideally designed to tackle 
the core issues of post-industrial society. It is specifically geared to pro-
mote economic development in an industrial economy characterised by 
few but large industrial conglomerates. Secondly, post-industrial poli-
tics is less about economic development compared to an industrial era. 
Certainly, economic growth remains high on the agenda but this does 

Table 13.1  Challenges to local governments in Japan, Sweden and the United 
States

Note The survey item was “Which are the main challenges and problems confronting the city today?” 
The response alternatives were “major problem”, “minor problem”, “not a problem” and “irrelevant”. 
Adapted from Pierre (2013)

Percentage of city managers who identified various challenges as a “major problem”(2006)
(percentages)

Japan Sweden United States

Protecting the local environment 47.9 4.5 33.3
A weaker local tax base 84.0 47.1 26.7
Citizens’ service expectations 49.7 49.5 51.2
Increasing unemployment 27.5 44.8 8.4
Increasing number of elderly people 80.7 53.8 20.5
Declining local industries 55.1 17.6 18.1
Ethnic diversity, immigration 4.3 6.2 20.0
Weak political leadership 6.0 21.1 14.0
Inefficiencies in service production 32.9 7.2 9.0
Increasing wages for city employees 31.5 11.9 28.5
Size of local authority is too small 10.9 27.9 6.8
N 487 206 664
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not enjoy the same prominence as in times past. This also applies to the 
institutions charged with coordinating economic development. In Japan, 
MITI’s primus inter pares position among the ministries during the 
high-growth era evaporated when other issues, primarily environmen-
tal protection, gained more political attention and MITI to some extent 
became part of the problem rather than the solution (Pierre and Park 
1997).

The data in Table 13.1 does not suggest that there are significant 
opportunities for learning among the three jurisdictions from which the 
data is extracted. To some extent this is due to differences in the juris-
diction and tasks which cities are given in the three countries. However, 
when there is convergence in terms of responsibility there has indeed 
been exchange of knowledge and concepts. For instance, Japan and 
Sweden are both facing a major increase in the percentage of elderly and 
have been engaged in extensive exchange of ideas and models for provid-
ing service to that cohort (for example, during a visit to a service facility 
in Sweden by the Japanese Emperor Akihito in 2000).

Policy Diffusion: Japan’s Export and Import 
of Policymaking and Institutional Arrangements

The notion of the Asian Century implies, to some at least, the idea that 
given the increasing economic and political gravity towards Asia there 
would also be a diffusion of policy and policymaking arrangements from 
Asia to the Western world. In a spirit of policy learning, countries out-
side Asia should adopt the policy and institutional features of the Asian 
development state model in order to boost their economic development. 
A somewhat less encompassing view on inter-regional learning suggests 
that even if Western governments see little benefit in adopting policy 
strategies from the Asian region, such exchanges could still offer oppor-
tunities for evaluating their own policy strategies and for reflecting on 
what the Asian Century means in terms of policymaking and govern-
ance and the challenges and opportunities that this transformation brings 
(Bice and Sullivan 2014).

In the 1970s and 1980s aspiring corporate leaders in Europe and 
the United States would read the Japanese samurai literature to demys-
tify the psyche of their competitors and learn “how they do it”. There 
was also a debate about the virtues of a national industrial policy which 
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some US observers believed gave Japan a competitive edge over the US 
where such policies are not generally held in high esteem (Graham 1992; 
Nester 1997).

In more recent discussions the main issues derived from the Asian 
Century concept revolve around the ascendance of China in economic 
and military terms (Bice and Sullivan 2014). It would appear as if the 
West has very little to learn from Asian countries in terms of policy pro-
cesses or societal consultation. The “West” is, however, just as hetero-
geneous as “Asia” and as we discussed earlier there are many similarities 
between Europe and the Asian developmental states in terms of their 
economic governance.

If the United States and Asian countries like China and Japan in many 
respects represent opposite ends of the governance spectrum, the pros-
pects for learning and exchange of ideas between Europe and Asia seems 
more likely. Indeed, the diffusion of ideas, institutional roles and devel-
opment strategies between these regions has a long history. Some of the 
institutional features underpinning the “Japanese miracle” in the 1960s 
and 1970s were replicas of European models of administrative and eco-
nomic organisation brought to Japan during the Meiji restoration in the 
1860s (Johnson 1982; Okimoto 1988).

Indeed, as Hoshino (1996) argues, emulating Western administra-
tive practices and organisations was a key element of modernisation as 
a form of adaptation to Japan’s changing international environment. Ito 
Hirubumi, one of the Meiji oligarchs, for example, was strongly influ-
enced by the Prussian model of military and bureaucratic organisation, 
“which he saw as a route to Western rationality and modernity but also 
as an alternative to Anglo-Saxon liberalism” (Woo-Cummings 2005, 
p. 100). Hirubumi played a key role in making the Prussian-style of 
bureaucracy “the absolute, unassailable base and center of political power 
in the state system” (ibid; Woo-Cummings 1995).

Moreover, key features of macro-economic and financial govern-
ance such as Keynesian ideas emerged more or less simultaneously in 
different parts of the world as functional responses to economic down-
turn (Westney 1987). Again, this pattern raises the question of whether 
there was a diffusion of ideas or whether policy was mainly a functional 
response to similar problems. The functionality argument is sustained 
by the significant differences in the embeddedness of the economy in 
domestic or regional culture and mutual expectations between state and 
market in terms of coordination, risk management, accommodation 
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and regulation. Such cultural embeddedness of economic governance 
has been the focus of extensive recent comparative research (see, for 
instance, Albert 1993; Hall and Soskice 2001; Pierre 2015).

The diffusion of Asian Century norms, policy objectives and organi-
sational arrangements would suggest that these arrangements should 
travel fairly easily across national and jurisdictional boundaries, but their 
relevance was greater in the industrial era than it is today. Also, cul-
tural embeddedness would suggest that diffusion is difficult to achieve. 
All of this begs the question of whether there are policy models related 
to a post-industrial society that countries seek to adopt from successful 
regions, and, if so, what are the key components of those models?

Conclusion

There are three broad conclusions that we can draw from the preced-
ing analysis. First, in terms of governing the economy, Europe and Japan 
have had a rather similar journey through the postwar years, rebuild-
ing and modernising a vast industrial sector. These projects have been 
conducted in political, economic and social terrains that are not terribly 
different from each other. Both contexts accord a leading role to the 
state; both tend to take the long-term view when it comes to economic 
growth; and both acknowledge that managing change is fundamen-
tal to economic development and therefore requires the involvement of 
key strategic partners in their governance. The two regions differ in the 
degree of state centrality and also in the degree to which they associate 
national autonomy with economic prosperity. This pattern would sug-
gest that the functionality explanation is more important than culture, 
i.e. similarities in challenges lead to similarities in responses, regardless of 
cultural differences.

Secondly, given the cultural embeddedness of economic governance, 
the prospects of policy diffusion would appear limited. In a policy area 
where trust and expectations are as important as regulation or legislation, 
the likelihood of successfully introducing new governance arrangements 
would appear small. Such reform would require extensive deliberation 
and adaptation. Incidentally, this observation speaks volumes about the 
global diffusion of market-based public management models which have 
had quite mixed success (see, e.g. Manning 2001; Schick 1998).

A final observation is that while different versions of the developmen-
tal state model—the leading economic governance model in postwar 
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Asia—were a vehicle facilitating unsurpassed economic growth, the mod-
el’s social and economic underpinnings were such that it is less likely to 
be equally efficient in governing post-industrial economies. The model 
emerged prior to economic globalisation and drew on peak-level involve-
ment by organised interests, primarily from the corporate side. With the 
Japanese keiretsu significantly weakened, or at least less visible (but see 
Aoki and Lennerfors 2013; Matous and Yasuyuki 2015), the bureaucracy 
would face a far more complex situation if it tried to reinstall its authority 
and expect submission from all major players in the Japanese economy.

These findings do not make the current growth of the significance of 
the Asian region any less interesting or important to Western policymak-
ers and public servants. If nothing else, Asia is emerging as the region 
of considerable gravity in all major respects and other regions have little 
choice but to engage with it. How and with what outcomes that engage-
ment evolves will obviously differ.
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CHAPTER 14

Conclusion: Five Emergent Themes 
for Public Policy in the Asian Century

Sara Bice, Avery Poole and Helen Sullivan

The Asian Century holds the potential to generate a paradigm shift in 
how we understand public policy, administration and governance, equiv-
alent to the impacts of neo-liberalism and the New Public Management 
(NPM) of the late twentieth century. This book began with the prem-
ise that the definition, practice and implementation of public policy 
and administration is undergoing transformational change in the Asian 
Century. Globalisation is at the heart of these changes. The temporal 
and spatial compression of our contemporary world means that policy 
issues that historically may have been bounded by geography, culture or 
national sovereignty are today felt more widely by a greater number of 
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people. ‘Wicked problems’ that require policy attention at a global scale 
are perhaps the most obvious of these issues. But this volume has also 
demonstrated that even those concerns that, on the surface, appear to be 
contained within particular borders are representative of global questions 
and global lessons.

The futures that this book imagines for public policy in the Asian 
Century require an openness of perspective, a willingness to acknowl-
edge the values and histories that sit behind diverse countries’ 
approaches to public policy, and an embrace of collaboration and knowl-
edge exchange. To this end, this chapter attempts to draw together the 
central threads of this volume, to acknowledge its limitations and to 
set out five emergent themes that we believe are imminent in the Asian 
Century and ripe for exploration by future research.

A Word on Limitations

This volume is ambitious in its scope and intentions and is necessarily 
limited in its capacity to address the range and complexity of issues raised 
by the Asian Century. Our contributors were purposefully drawn from a 
variety of disciplinary backgrounds in an attempt to provide readers with 
a diversity of style and opinion. In the preceding pages, we have heard 
from world-leading political scientists, policy scholars, governance spe-
cialists, demographers, economists, social scientists, public administration 
experts, scientists and health policy experts. The volume has aimed to 
pose different perspectives and open different dialogues on critical pol-
icy challenges. But even with this focus, it was still limited in its capacity 
to engage policy studies from a non-Western approach. Language bar-
riers and access to non-Western policy scholarship were critical hurdles 
in this regard, and, as Kim Moloney reminds us in Chap. 11, it is clear 
that there is much work to be done before public policy studies are able 
to progress from purely comparative approaches or a ‘West-to-rest’ posi-
tioning. The volume was also necessarily limited in the number of topics 
and country case studies it could present. While the chapters presented 
here have been carefully selected to showcase the potential of public pol-
icy studies in the Asian Century, a variety of potential topics and cases 
were necessarily excluded. Future work could include such interesting 
and varied topics as international policy responses to climate change; 
implications of China’s renunciation of the One Child Policy; the role 
of ASEAN in regional governance and democratic rhetoric in a largely 
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non-democratic region; or the implications of rising Western nationalism 
for globalised approaches to public administration, among many others.

Despite these limitations the carefully curated contents of this vol-
ume provide a platform for an informed dialogue to encourage think-
ing about public policy in the Asian Century. In the remainder of this 
chapter we reflect on the various contributions and derive a framework of 
emergent themes to shape future conversations and research.

Five Emergent Themes for Public Policy in the Asian 
Century

Policy is Embedded in Histories, Cultures and Values

The contributions in this volume highlight and embrace the role of his-
tories, cultures and values in shaping the conceptualisation, performance 
and evaluation of public policy. Public administration is commonly 
portrayed as staid, bureaucratic and unemotional. In its idealised ver-
sion, it is the most apolitical of politicised tasks. The works in this vol-
ume remind us of this paradox. Policy is political. And shared histories, 
culture and collective values necessarily influence public administration, 
even when they are not overtly acknowledged.

Conceptual work like that of Wolfgang Drechsler (Chap. 2) and 
Shamsul Haque (Chap. 3) reveal the tendencies to approach understand-
ings of what public policy is and what it can do from inherently Western 
perspectives. Here, scholars and policymakers unconsciously position 
themselves from the West looking out, and the dialogue that results 
tends towards one of telling, not sharing. Future policy studies could 
benefit from more intentional engagement with the history, cultural val-
ues and philosophies that inform policymaking and administrative prac-
tice. But such engagements will also need to be sensitive to the diverse 
values present even within cohesive national systems of public admin-
istration. As Jill Tao’s (Chap. 4) work suggests, even where strong and 
historically embedded cultural values have clearly informed policy direc-
tions and administrative practice, internal tensions may exist. In China 
and South Korea, policymakers grapple with the philosophical expecta-
tions and historical experiences of Confucianism. In China, this context 
informs an attempt to reconcile a desire to return to more traditional 
domestic values. In Korea, it brings into focus the discrepancies between 
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the values on which public administrators are schooled and those that 
shape their daily work.

Transnational Governance will Play an Increasing and Increasingly 
Important Role

The volume demonstrates the increasing role and importance of trans-
national governance. Whether this comes in the form of international 
policy cooperation on issues like health (Kay, Chap. 12) or through 
knowledge-sharing to advance science and technological innovations 
(Jensen and Palmer, Chap. 6), governance approaches that are shared 
across borders will be essential. Increased policy collaboration, how-
ever, does not necessarily signal an end to competitiveness, nor does 
transnational governance mean that countries will cede autonomy or 
the distinctiveness of their administrations (Pierre, Chap. 13). Instead, 
the increased transnational governance of the Asian Century will likely 
generate a deliberative space in which diverse but collective responses to 
multinational challenges are formed. These responses will be guided by 
transnational governance principles that allow for the flexibility and inge-
nuity of local responses.

Individual Policy Cases Hold Intrinsic Value

The contributions to Part II of this volume demonstrate that individual 
policy case studies hold intrinsic value. While our scholarly tendency is 
to undertake comparative analysis wherever the ‘other’ is concerned, 
the value of understanding others’ experiences on their own merit is 
shown by cases like those of Myanmar’s first Hluttaw (Farrelly and Win, 
Chap. 5), China’s understanding of urban development (Lee, Anderson 
and Wang, Chap. 8), and the role of traditional cultures in how NPM 
models have been integrated into Thailand’s public administration 
(Fotaki and Jingjit, Chap. 7). Reflection on the cases presented in Part 
II encourages us to ask how we might better value individual cases and 
identify broader lessons while avoiding or limiting the types of com-
parisons that encourage a Western-centric outlook. What new opportu-
nities for novel understandings and policy scholarship become possible 
when we simply consider how and why others approach policy challenges 
as they do? To what extent do we lean upon comparative analyses as a 
means of keeping ourselves within our own comfort zones?
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Policy Work will be More Tightly Linked to Innovation and National 
Progress

As the nature of public administration shifts in response to an increas-
ingly globalised environment (Bice, Chap. 10), the linkages forged 
through transnational policy work will fuel innovation and national 
progress in developing and advanced economies. Public administration 
reform will continue to be a priority for many developing economies 
(Turner, Chap. 9), as they seek to leverage the successes seen in other 
states while also carving out individualised approaches to support their 
evolving administrations (Fotaki, Chap. 7).

The combined work of this volume shows that a shift from traditional 
West-to-the-rest policy transfer approaches to more deliberative mod-
els that support policy co-creation and exchange will be critical to the 
next generation of public policy. These shifts will require strong com-
mitment to relationship-building, awareness of unconscious biases and 
strong transnational governance structures necessary to support complex 
policy development and decision-making. More deliberate and systematic 
collaboration across the places and spaces of public policy is necessary if 
policymakers are to be able to meet successfully the challenges posed in 
the Asian Century.

The Role of the Public Service will be Transformed

Part III’s focus on the future of public policy and administration in the 
Asian Century reveals that considerable changes are underway in terms 
of organisational environments, reform policies and public service roles. 
These changes are driven by both reactive and proactive forces. On the one 
hand, cases like those in Chap. 7 (Fotaki and Jingjit) and Chap. 9 (Turner) 
suggest adoption of alternative models and public service reform in direct 
response to modernisation efforts that are conflated with Westernisation.

On the other hand, the need for public administrators to respond 
effectively to complex, global policy environments is encouraging 
the development of new skills, knowledge, experiences and attitudes 
(Bice, Chap. 10). While commonalities and divergences between coun-
tries will continue strongly to influence institutional structures and 
organisational environments, the demands of policymaking in the Asian 
Century will also place renewed emphasis on the similarities among 
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administrative environments, especially the ways in which policymakers 
might leverage these similarities for shared policy solutions.

Global Policy and Administration During a Rise 
in Nationalism

The Asian Century so far is proving to be a period of great transfor-
mation and deep contradiction. At no time in history have individual 
countries been more tightly interconnected by a need to respond coop-
eratively to wicked policy problems. At the same time, a rise in popu-
list leadership and a return to nationalism in countries as diverse as the 
United States, the Philippines, Austria, Indonesia, Denmark and the UK 
signal an ideological rejection of globalisation. Despite a growing insular-
ity, these countries and others will continue to face crucial policy chal-
lenges and opportunities that reflect their global interconnectedness and 
demand collaborative responses. What can considerations of public policy 
in the Asian Century contribute during this time of polemical politics? 
How can attention to divergent histories, cultures and values espoused 
in this volume be used as a means of encouraging interaction, rather than 
closing off the ‘other’?

A return to nationalist thinking raises key challenges linked to the 
potential futures imagined in this book. Firstly, an expanding and chang-
ing role of the public administration will never negate the importance 
of a strong core policy and administrative function for individual states. 
But a concentration on strength at home does not have to come at the 
expense of relationships abroad. The work of this book demonstrates 
that policy and administrative systems require investment—in time, 
resources, intellectual and human capital—beyond domestic borders, if 
they are to respond to the demands and opportunities outlined in the 
book.

Secondly, these concerns are directly linked to the issue of how a ‘core 
function’ for public policy and administration is defined. And this takes 
us full circle to the concerns that opened this book: that of the taken-
for-granted aspects of policymaking, public administration and govern-
ance. If we accept that integrity is a major challenge for all governmental 
systems, for a range of different reasons, then we need to hold a deep 
understanding of exactly what it means to make and do public policy. 
We must be able to consider the role of the public service in promot-
ing that core task. This is a situation that is regularly characterised in the 
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West as ‘speaking truth to power’. But is a similar dictum appropriate 
in contexts where the relationship between the political and the bureau-
cratic is not so dichotomous? This is where politics and administration 
butt up against each other in different ways depending on the system, 
with potentially devastating consequences.

Thirdly, a global community of public policy and administration 
scholars have a vital role to play through teaching and research to sup-
port robust institutions and capable actors. But a global community will 
only have meaning if it is genuinely embracing of the range of public 
policy and administration being practiced. This means that we must pay 
closer attention to the experiences of individual countries, to the his-
tories, values and philosophies that support them, without necessarily 
applying comparative lenses as a first point of order. Otherwise, there is 
a risk that the political closing of borders will be matched by a similar 
closing of scholarly and training borders, especially as ‘Asian’ universities 
grow more powerful and regional interactions strengthen.

If this volume achieves nothing else, it is our hope that the ideas con-
tained within will prompt policy scholars, public administrators and oth-
ers to reflect upon the importance of understanding diverse contexts. As 
populism and nationalism threaten the cosmopolitan advances of recent 
decades, those who design, lead and implement public policy have a criti-
cal role to play in pursuing policy solutions that take a longer-term view 
and incorporate our international interconnectedness. Current govern-
ment climates place extraordinary pressures upon policymakers. These 
individuals have historically tread a fine balance between ensuring the 
functionality of the nations for which they are responsible, while also 
operating within highly politicised realms. When does encouraging global 
awareness or international collaboration become a political act? When is 
silence in the face of a repressive regime equally political? And who ulti-
mately bears responsibility for whether and how public administrations 
respond to the challenges and changes set out in the early Asian Century?

Public policy and public administrators have an important role to 
play in continuing a globalised openness. The contributions in this vol-
ume demonstrate clearly the value and necessity of public policy that is 
designed and implemented in light of global contexts. Public administra-
tors must continue to expand their relationships and capacities to look 
beyond their domestic situations. And governance institutions and struc-
tures must continue to evolve in a way that is inclusive and capable of 
responding to the wicked problems that show little interest in the for-
mality of national borders.
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