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The paper examines the impact of civil service reform on the performance of government agencies implementing regulatory and distributive policies in three Chinese cities (Beijing, Ningbo, and Changchun). Based on interviews with officials and customers of environmental protection and education bureaus, the author concludes that perceptions of agency performance in the bureaus implementing two types of policies largely tallied with policy outcomes. With some variations, officials and customers perceived that in the years since civil service reform was initiated in 1993 the performance of environmental protection and education bureaus improved. Using qualitative comparative analysis and ranking, the author finds that although civil service reform was perceived to contribute to improved performance, more important were support from political leaders and financial inputs. This was especially true of the regulatory policy considered here where political leadership was apparently needed to break through resistance to the implementation of environmental protection measures. The study concludes that although civil service reform may have been important for improving performance, more traditional factors such as leadership support and financial resources were perceived to be important by both officials and customers especially for the implementation of regulatory policies. 
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Introduction

In 1993 the government of China announced that it was establishing a new civil service system to manage the 5.3 million or so white collar workers employed  as ‘civil servants’ by the government. The purpose of the change, broadly speaking was to improve the efficiency, capacity, and integrity of the civil service. The reforms have been implemented nationwide since 1993 and thousands of positions have been filled under the new rules and procedures. Have the reforms made a difference? In particular, has the performance of government agencies improved as a result of the reforms? 


To answer this question, we conducted interviews of officials and customers of environmental protection and education bureaus in three Chinese cities. In the interview, respondents were asked a series of questions to measure their perceptions and understanding of agency performance, and their views about what factors determine agency performance.  By investigating these factors we try to determine the relative contribution of one factor (improved human resources, a goal of China’s 1993 civil service reforms) to bureau performance. Based on the results of interviews, we argue that government officials and their customers perceive that bureau performance has improved in recent years. Both officials and customers perceived that the improvement in bureau performance was related somewhat to improvements in the quality of civil servants. Although there is evidence of improved quality for the civil service as a whole (such as rising educational levels and lowered ages especially for leading officials), civil service reform appears to have achieved its goals in a limited extent, at least in our study. Maybe the government’s determination to downsize the bureaucracy has undermined mobility within the civil service and to some extent prevented organizational renewal. We conclude that improved bureau performance is best explained by factors other than improved civil service quality, such as high levels of political support and the level of financial resources. 

Background 
The literature on government performance indicates that it has multiple dimensions (Boschken 1994; Connolly et al. 1980; Zammuto 1984).  According to Boyne (2003) these may include quantity of outputs, efficiency, quality of outputs, equity (fairness of the distribution of service costs and benefits among different groups), effectiveness, outcomes and consumer satisfaction. Logically, an upward movement in any of the above aspects of government performance can be considered as evidence of improved performance. In this paper we rely on consumer or citizen satisfaction levels as the main indicator of government performance.
Scholars have identified many factors that may account for changes in government performance (Brewer and Selden 2000; Hilderbrand and Grindle1995; Honadle 1981; Ingraham and Donahue 2000; Ingraham and Kneedler 2000; Rainey and Stainbauer 1999). The variables may be summarized into three broad categories – resources; institutions and management mechanisms; and political environments,
 which are linked by the logic of public sector organizations. Resources are basic components of all formal organizations. Under some particular institutional arrangements, resources are organized to establish an organization through various management mechanisms. Without exception, public organizations are embedded in political environments, which constrain their actions.  We discuss each of these variables in turn. 

Resources 

The relationship between resources and government performance has been analyzed extensively (Ingraham and Donahue 2000; Ingraham and Kneedler 2000; Rainey and Steinbauer, 1999). Some have argued that more resources are a necessary but not sufficient condition for better performance. How well resources are managed is also important for performance (Dresang, 1998). Other scholars have pointed out, however, that because bureaus are utility maximizers, they seek to grow (Niskanen 1971). Consequently, more resources may also be associated with inefficient and ineffective government agencies. Still, research indicates that resource levels do matter (Ingraham and Donahue 2000; Ingraham and Kneedler 2000).
 We conclude that human resources, financial resources, technical resources, and size of organization may impact government performance. 

First, the management literature asserts that people are an organization’s most important resource and that they are the key to achieving high performance (Becker and Gerhart 1996; Downs and Larkey 1986; Dresang 1998). For example, Dresang (1998; 3) has argued that how well government works depends fundamentally on the quality of public employees and how completely their talents and energies are utilized.  Downs and Larkey (1986; 190) believe that the lassitude of government workers is a chief source of inefficiency. They further suggest that improving the motivation and skill of government work force seem to be a promising area for productivity gains. Several empirical studies have confirmed that certain human resource management  practices are related to high performance in organizations (e.g. Delaney and Huselid 1996; Huselid 1995). Second, the adequacy of financial resources is a determinant of government performance. As pointed out by Boyne (2003; 374), 18 studies have investigated the impact of financial resources on government performance. Third, changing technology and the revolution in information have an impact on performance of the public sector. As Greiner (1996; 12) has pointed out, current and likely future advances in technology mean that computers, videotape, and other electronic means can enhance the capacity of public officials. Further, Holzer and Callahan (1998) have investigated the contribution of effectively utilized technology on performance. Finally, organization size also matters. Although most studies have focused on the private sector (for example, the firm) and have found that large firms are able to achieve economies of scale that make them more competitive, public choice theorists have pointed out that the relationship between size and performance in the public sector is non-linear (see Downs, 1967).

Institutions and Management Mechanisms
Institutions and management mechanisms also have consequences for government performance (Coggburn and Schneider 2003). New institutionalism argues that social phenomena may be explained as the outcome of interactions among intentional actors, and these interactions are structured and the outcomes shaped by the characteristics of the institutional settings within which they occur (Scharpf, 1997). Here we understand the institutional settings as the management mechanisms within the organizations and the rules and regulations that govern them. 


New institutionalism has focused on different variables such as administrative leadership (Selznick 1957; Terry 1998; Wart 2003), strategy and processes (Boyne 2001), and organizational culture (Brewer and Selden 2000; Rainey and Stainbauer 1999). Administrative leadership has long been treated as an essential element to achieving agency success. Selznick in his classic, Leadership in Administration (1957), has given this topic an overall and high-quality treatment. As Wart (2003) has argued before 1992 scholars paid relatively little attention to administrative leadership, preferring to focus on political leadership which was assumed to direct administration. More recently, scholars of new public management have paid more attention to administrative leadership as a contributor to agency performance (Terry, 1998).  Among management processes, most work has focused on the association between planning and agency performance (see Boyne 2001). We understand planning as setting objectives and developing strategies for achieving the objectives (see Boyne 2001; Bryson 1988). 


The literature also indicates that organization culture has an impact on agency performance (Brewer and Selden 2000; Rainey and Stainbauer 1999). Organization culture refers to “patterns of shared meaning in organizations” (Rainey and Stainbauer 1999; 17). The literature indicates that effective government agencies tend to have a strong or dominant organization culture that is focused on mission accomplishment. High performing organizations are those with effective administrative leadership that provides guidelines for planning. Effective managerial behavior influences organization outcomes via strong organization culture, which is performance or results oriented. We see, then, that the factors identified in the literature are linked and mutually reinforcing.

Government agencies work within policy institutions that may be conceptualized as formal and informal rules that structure actions and interactions among individuals (Ferris and Tang, 1993). Institutions make a difference in the way individuals act and interact by affecting the kind of information available to individuals and the kind of incentives faced by them. To assist empirical study, we understand institutions as sets of formal and informal rules and regulations. Rules and regulations have explanatory value because sanctioned rules will reduce the range of potential behavior by specifying required, prohibited, or permitted actions.

Political Environments

Public sector organizations do not exist in an institutional vacuum. How they perform to a large extent is constrained by the political environment in which they are embedded. The political environment has two components – one internal to the bureaucracy (political support) and one external to the bureaucracy (public support). Market-driven reforms of the past two decades have injected greater competition into public sectors (Osborne and Gaebler 1992). Rival bureaus compete with each other for political resources both within and outside of the bureaucracy. Within the bureaucracy, bureaus seek the attention and support of political leaderships. The literature indicates that effective policy implementation requires that government agencies have sufficient authority to enforce rules and decisions, especially in relation to other government agencies (Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988). Externally, rival bureaus compete with each other for public support. In this situation citizen satisfaction becomes a measure of bureaus performance and bureau officials seek to cater to the public to win promotion. Moreover, as many studies have pointed out officials may seek extra-bureaucratic allies (the public) to counter strong bureaucratic resistance (Lo and Leung 2000; 679). 


 Based on the above literature and taking into account the realities of China’s political system (See, for example, Lieberthal 2004, 169-242), we have identified eight factors that may lead to improved government performance. From the resources category appropriate factors are: 1) increased financial input; 2) advanced technology; and 3) improved quality of civil servants as a result of civil service reform. We have excluded organization size because of the uniformity imposed by higher-level governments in China on the size of government agencies within various policy sectors. We find that environmental protection bureaus at the same administrative level in our three cases employed more or less the same number of officials. From the category of institutions and management mechanisms we have identified: 4) perfection of relevant rules and regulations; 5) improvement of internal administrative leadership; and 6) clear policy objectives and enforcement of a responsibility system. We have excluded organization culture because of our limited capacity to examine this factor across three cities and two policy areas. From the category of political environments we have included 7) political support and 8) public support. A key rule of the Chinese system is that units of the same rank may not issue binding orders to each other (Lieberthal 2004). Agencies involved in a particular policy area will try their best to attract the attention and support of political leaders. If they succeed the agency may obtain relatively more financial or personnel support from higher level authorities. Accordingly we use political support as a factor to explain changes in bureau performance. Traditionally the literature on China has portrayed the policy implementation process as being top-down and dominated almost entirely by government officials. In this view there were few institutional channels for the general public to influence the implementation process (see Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988; Sinkule and Ortolano 1995). However, recent research has found that channels have been opened for the public to register complaints concerning government performance (Dasgupta and Wheeler 1996; Lo and Leung 2000). Accordingly we include public support as an explanatory factor to explain changes in government performance. Based on this logic we identify eight factors (independent variables) that may influence government performance (see Box 1). 

Box 1: Eight Independent Variables

X1. Increased financial input 

X2. Advanced technical means 

X3. Clear policy objectives & enforcement of responsibility system

X4. Political support 

X5. Improvement of civil servants' quality carried out by civil service reform

X6. Perfection of relevant rules & regulations 

X7. Improvement of internal administrative leadership 

X8. Public support 

The Policy Areas and Policy Outcomes
We focus on official and customer perceptions of the performance of local government bureaus in three Chinese cities in an effort to shed light on the contribution of improved human resources, a goal of China’s 1993 civil service reforms, to bureau performance. The three cities, Beijing, Changchun and Ningbo, were chosen because they were relatively accessible to us and because they were characterized by a geographic and income spread. Changchun (in Jilin province) and Beijing are located in the North while Ningbo (in Zhejiang province) is located in the mid-South. All three places, however, are located in the Eastern, more developed part of the country. The three cities also vary according to incomes – in 2000 the per capita GDP of Beijing and Ningbo (RMB 22,000 and RMB 21,786 respectively) was almost double that of Changchun (RMB 12,381). Because authorities have ranked Changchun and Ningbo at ‘deputy provincial-level,’ we decided to focus on a district of Beijing (Haidian district), rather than the entire city (which is the capital city and is ranked at provincial level).  Admittedly there is still some asymmetry within our comparison. The populations range from 1.2 million for Ningbo to 2.9 million for Changchun (Haidian was about 1.5 million). 
To evaluate the impact of civil service reform on bureau performance we have chosen to investigate two policies, one regulatory (environmental protection) and the other distributive (education). We consider briefly outcomes in each policy area for the three cities. According to the National Environmental Protection Administration from 1994 to 1999 the environments of two of the three cities included in our study improved (See Table 1). If, as many apparently believe, the government has a major responsibility for environmental performance (See the survey in Chi and Xu, 1998; National Environmental Protection Administration, 1999; 20), then we would expect our interviewees to perceive that bureau performance improved in Ningbo and Changchun. In Beijing, however, the environment apparently deteriorated during the period. Accordingly we might expect our interviewees, especially customers who tend to be more critical, to perceive that bureau performance declined during the period. 

Table 1
ENVIRONMENTAL PERFORMANCE SCORES, 1994 AND 1999

	Measures
	Beijing
	Changchun
	Ningbo

	
	1994
	1999
	1994
	1999
	1994
	1999

	General Evaluation
	83.62 (2)
	79.03 (17)
	70.88 (27)
	79.67 (14)
	70.17 (29)
	85.33 (3)

	Environment Quality
	22.31 (18)
	20.78 (26)
	18.36 (33)
	26.03 (10)
	20.46 (24)
	28.17 (3)

	Pollution Control
	44.01 (3)
	22.58 (9)
	35.06 (32)
	22.01 (17)
	36.89 (28)
	22.49 (11)


Note: The lower the score, the worse the performance. The scores are a composite of from six to 10 different indicators. The number in brackets is the rank out of 37 cities in 1994 and 38 cities in 1999.

Source: National Environment Protection Administration China Environment Yearbook (various years, 1995-2000) (Beijing: NEPA Press).


We measure education outcomes using promotion rates from primary to secondary school and from junior secondary to senior secondary school. In the two cities for which we have data (Beijing
 and Ningbo), promotion rates remained high and steady for primary to secondary in Beijing and improved in Ningbo, and improved for junior secondary to senior secondary in both cities from 1995 to 2000 (Table 2). In so far as government agencies were responsible for the improvement, we would expect officials and customers to perceive that education bureaus had improved their performance in the two cities.  

Table 2

EDUCATIONAL PERFORMANCE IN TERMS OF 
PROMOTION RATES, 1995-2000
(Percent)

	
	From Primary to Junior Middle
	From Junior to Senior Middle

	
	National
	Beijing
	Ningbo
	National
	Beijing
	Ningbo

	1995
	90.8
	
	99.29
	48.3
	
	56.84

	1996
	92.6
	99.25
	99.37
	48.8
	91.09
	65.18

	1997
	93.7
	98.63
	98.95
	51.5
	92.32
	67.82

	1998
	94.3
	98.68
	99.57
	50.7
	92.24
	68.58

	1999
	94.4
	98.32
	100.0
	49.5
	94.70
	78.81

	2000
	94.9
	98.99
	100.0
	51.2
	94.83
	82.35


Sources: Beijing Municipal Education Bureau Website  http://www.bjedu.gov.cn/ zlzx/jiaoyutongjifenxi-2.htm (June 6, 2002) and http://www.bjedu.gov.cn/ zlzx/jjyw.htm (June 6, 2002); and Ningbo Statistics Bureau, Ningbo’s achievements in the Ninth Five-Year Plan [Dakuayue – Ningbo jiuwu chengjiu] Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2001, p. 315.

Although we do not have similar outcomes data for Changchun we do have  indicators of the relative investment in education in the three cities. While not performance data, these data indicate the relative priority that officials in the three cities placed on education. The data show that although there was some variation, from 1997 to 2000 government investment in education increased in all three cities (See Table 3). Moreover, again with some variation, student-teacher ratios, a further indicator of resource endowment, have improved during the same period in all three cities (See Table 4). The input data indicates that investment in education improved in Changchun and the other two cities.
Table 3
EDUCATION EXPENDITURE PER CAPITA, 1997-2000
	Year
	Beijing
	Changchun
	Ningbo

	 
	education expenditure per capita (yuan) A
	GDP per capita (yuan) B
	A as % of B
	education expenditure per capita (yuan) A
	GDP per capita (yuan) B
	A as % of B
	education expenditure per capita (yuan) A
	GDP per capita (yuan) B
	A as % of B

	1997
	233
	16735
	1.39%
	132
	7959
	1.66%
	194
	16879
	1.15%

	1998
	122
	18478
	0.66%
	135
	9062
	1.49%
	246
	18219
	1.35%

	1999
	257
	19803
	1.30%
	223
	10261
	2.17%
	289
	19405
	1.49%

	2000
	545
	22000
	2.48%
	154
	12381
	1.24%
	372
	21786
	1.71%


Sources: National Bureau of Statistics, Urban Statistical Yearbook of China (various years, 1998-2001) Beijing: China Statistics Press.

Table 4
STUDENT-TEACHER RATIOS, 1995-2000
	
	Primary School
	Middle School
	Overall

	
	Beijing
	Changchun
	Ningbo
	Beijing
	Changchun
	Ningbo
	Beijing
	Changchun
	Ningbo

	1995
	16.50
	18.47
	21.12
	13.60
	14.47
	16.76
	14.95
	16.95
	19.22

	1996
	16.10
	18.66
	21.05
	13.70
	13.80
	16.82
	15.07
	16.81
	19.17

	1997
	15.70
	18.81
	21.18
	13.20
	13.35
	15.88
	14.57
	16.71
	18.82

	1998
	15.70
	18.33
	20.99
	13.20
	13.42
	15.15
	14.57
	16.46
	18.45

	1999
	13.70
	17.22
	20.96
	13.20
	14.59
	14.91
	13.47
	16.25
	18.26

	2000
	12.81
	16.88
	20.46
	14.14
	16.23
	15.46
	13.42
	16.64
	18.15


Sources: National Bureau of Statistics, Urban Statistical Yearbook of China (various years, 1996-2001) Beijing: China Statistics Press; Beijing Municipal Statistics Bureau, Beijing Statisticsal Yearbook (various years, 1996-2001), Beijing: China Statistics Press; Changchun Statistics Bureau, Changchun Statistical Yearbook (various years, 1996-2001) Beijing: China Statistics Press; and Ningbo Statistics Bureau, Ningbo Statistical Yearbook (various years, 1996-2001) Beijing: China Statistical Press. 

The data also indicate some variation in the investment in bureaucratic infrastructure in the three cities and two policy areas that may have had an impact on our interviewees’ perception of government performance. Among the three cities, poorer Changchun appears to have been under resourced in both environmental protection and education.  In our study environmental protection bureaus ranged from 28 to 30 employees (in spite of variation in population – the environmental protection bureau in Changchun with twice as many people was the same size as the bureau in Ningbo). Education bureaus/commissions, by contrast varied in size from 64 employees in more populous Changchun to 90 or more in less populous Ningbo and Beijing’s Haidian district. These variations indicate that leaders gave a relatively lower priority to policy implementation in Changchun in both environmental protection and education than in the other two cities. 
The Survey
We interviewed a total of 40 officials working in environmental and education bureaus and 50 customers of the bureaus in the three cities. The 90 interviews were carried out in 2000 and 2001 (see Appendix 1). The interviews with officials and customers reveal that both groups perceived that the performance of environmental protection and education bureaus has improved in recent years, that is, since the reforms of the civil service began (see Table 5). Customers were more generous than officials in their appraisal of bureau performance in the environmental protection arena, but less generous than officials in the education arena. Generally, our survey result is consistent with policy outcomes data presented above, except in the case of Beijing. In Beijing’s Haidian district, officials and customers perceived that the performance of the environmental protection bureau improved, although in relative terms the environment in Beijing deteriorated during the period. How can we explain this anomaly? An asymmetry in our research design may be responsible for this result. In our design we have compared two sub-provincial level cities (Ningbo and Changchun) with much smaller Haidian district in Beijing. We speculate that officials and customers were less ready to blame the Haidian district environmental protection bureau for Beijing’s deteriorating environment. Still, our data indicates that there is not a linear relationship between perceived bureau performance and the environmental and educational outcomes, on which performance perceptions are likely based. Officials and customers perceived improved government performance most clearly in Ningbo where both environmental and educational conditions improved significantly. Given these results, what factors account for the improved bureau performance? In particular, has reform of the civil service played a role in improving bureau performance?

Table 5
PERCEPTION THAT BUREAU PERFORMANCE HAS IMPROVED

(Percent)

	
	Environment
	Education

	
	Officials
	Customers
	Total
	Officials
	Customers
	Total

	Beijing
	87.5 (8)
	100.0 (6)
	93.0 (14)
	80.0 (5)
	50.0 (10)
	60.0 (15)

	Changchun
	87.5 (8)
	90.9 (11)
	89.5 (19)
	100.0 (6)
	100.0 (7)
	100.0 (13)

	Ningbo
	100.0 (6)
	100.0 (10)
	100.0 (16)
	100.0 (7)
	66.7 (6)
	85.0 (13)


Note: Number in brackets is number of respondents.

Source: Interview database, 2000 and 2001.

Analysis
We apply two different methodologies, Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) and ranking to identify which of our eight independent variables best explains the perceived improvement in government bureau performance in recent years.

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA)
We use Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCQ), an analytic technique that employs Boolean algebra to systematically compare a large number of variables, identified in the qualitative case studies, across cases and identify combinations of factors that lead to particular outcome from a relatively small number of cases (See Ragin 1987; 1994). Combining qualitative richness with quantitative rigor, QCA enables us to generalize our findings to get a broader picture of the impact of China’s civil service reform from a relatively small number of cases.  To apply QCA, we first consider each of our six cases holistically as a configuration of conditions. Using Boolean algebra we identify causal conditions of variables that define configurations. Then, cases conforming to each combination of causal conditions are examined to see if they agree on the outcome variable. After having identified a set of causal conditions, data on cases can be represented as a “Truth Table”. If a variable is present, we code it as “1” in the truth table; if not present we code it as “0”. The most important step is to logically minimize the truth table, so we can produce a logical equation for the outcome of interest to identify particular relationships between the independent and dependent variables. 

We include six cases here: Haidian Education Bureau; Haidian Environmental Protection Bureau; Changchun Education Bureau; Changchun Environmental Protection Bureau; Ningbo Education Bureau and Ningbo Environmental Protection Bureau. 
To construct the truth table, we must determine the value of the dependent variable (Y) in each case. Here Y is the perceived performance of the six local government bureaus. If the interviewees agree that bureau performance has improved, Y=1; otherwise Y=0. Question 5.1 and 4.3 of the officials’ and customers’ questionnaires respectively asked respondents whether they thought bureau performance had improved in recent years (see Table 5 above). After coding we find that very high rates of agreement (from 85 percent to 100%) in five of the six cases. In one case (Haidian Education) although 60 percent agreed that performance had improved, a majority of customers disputed this. Accordingly we code this variable as Y=0 for this case. The values of Y in the six cases are as follows: 0, 1, 1, 1, 1, and 1.

We have identified eight independent variables from the literature on government performance. We define an independent variable as present in a case when the respondents collectively perceive that this factor has apparently contributed to improved agency performance. Otherwise it is absent. To measure the relative contribution of different variables, we asked the interviewees to rank the eight independent variables (see Box 1) according to their importance for improving bureau performance. After coding, in the collective choosing result, the first four relatively important variables will be coded as present (1), and the last four as absent (0). Now we can construct truth table to illustrate the particular relationship between dependent variable (Y) and 8 independent variables (X1, X2, X3, X4, X5, X6, X7, and X8) in each case. 

Table 6
TRUTH TABLE FOR SIX CASES

	Cases
	X1
	X2
	X3
	X4
	X5
	X6
	X7
	X8
	Y

	Haidian Education
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0

	Haidian Environment
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1

	Changchun Education
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1

	Changchun Environment
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1

	Ningbo Education
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1

	Ningbo Environment
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1


After minimizing the truth tables, we get equation for six cases, 
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After running QCA (Qualitative Comparative Analysis Software)
 we obtain the following results: 
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The independent variables X1 (increased financial input) and X4 (political support) are determining factors for dependent variable Y (improved bureau performance).  Moreover, X1 and X4 are equally determining of Y. We conclude from the six-case analysis that political support and increased financial input were perceived to be the keys for improving bureau performance. From the truth table, we also can see X1 and X4 are positively correlated. The results confirms the importance of leaders for determining the level of financial input. That is, when political elites put more emphasis on implementing a particular policy, they will put more financial resources into it. 

The result is reasonable based on both the logic of QCA and on intuition. Here we confirm the importance of the support of political leaders for bureau performance, a relationship widely accepted in the literature on public administration in China (Lieberthal and Oksenberg, 1988) and in the sector specific literature, such as the literature on environmental protection in China (Ma and Ortolano 2000; 154; Sinkule and Ortolano 1995; 97, 101, 152). Our results indicate that when leaders push a particular policy, they are likely to fund it at increasing levels, take steps to improve the quality of civil servants working in that area, and perfect the rules and regulations to facilitate desired outcomes. Based on QCA, we conclude that officials and customers perceive that improving the quality of civil servants has been a factor for improving bureau performance but has not been the most important one. 

Ranking

To increase the robustness of our analysis we have also used a ranking method. In the application of QCA, we used eight independent variables based on a review of the relevant literature and our consideration of China’s context. When applying the ranking method, we used more factors (independent variables) identified directly from people’s perceptions. That is, we have used an open-ended question in the questionnaire (Questions 6.4 and 5.2 of the officials’ and customers’ questionnaires respectively) that asks the interviewees to identify factors that hinder bureau performance. We have coded the answers to this open-ended question to discover whether the most important factors identified by the interviewees is/are same as those identified in our research design. 

After coding all 90 interview questionnaires, we found 14 factors mentioned by interviewees that may influence (help or hinder) bureau performance. They are 1) civil servants’ quality; 2) legal systems and regulations; 3) implementation of civil service reform; 4) government financial resources; 5) political support; 6) bureaus’ responsibilities; 7) training; 8) personal career development; 9) bureaus’ manpower; 10) technical resources; 11) policy objectives; 12) public support; 13) civil servants’ attitude to customers; and 14) communications between officials and customers (see Appendix 2 for the meaning of each factor).

Ranking results After ranking all 14 factors to determine their relative frequency, the five most often cited as hindering bureau performance in order of frequency were civil servants’ quality, government financial resources, political support, legal systems and regulations, and implementation of civil service reform respectively. The first four factors identified using the ranking method are the same as those factors identified by QCA, that is civil servants’ quality, government financial resources, political support, legal systems and regulations. QCA identified political support as most important, followed by financial support and then civil service quality, while the ranking method identified low civil service quality as the most important factor for hindering bureau performance. The results indicate that both officials and customers believe that civil service quality is important for bureau performance. The similarity of the results between the two methods increases our confidence in the results. First, we conclude that the results of the QCA are reasonable. Second, since we use the ranking method based on the responses of interviewees to open-ended questions, the similarity also indicates that our initial identification of independent variables was reasonable.  

In Table 8 we identify the factors that were most frequently mentioned as hindering the performance of environmental protection and education bureaus. 

Table 8
RANK ORDER OF FACTORS THAT UNDERMINE
BUREAU PERFORMANCE BY CITY, SECTOR, AND STATUS
	
	Beijing
	Changchun
	Ningbo
	Environment
	Education
	Officials
	Customers

	Civil servants’ quality
	1
	3
	2
	3
	1
	1
	1

	Financial resources
	3
	1
	1
	1
	4
	2
	1

	Political support
	5
	1
	3
	2
	
	4
	1

	Legal systems and regulations
	4
	4
	4
	5
	3
	3
	

	Implementation of civil service reform
	2
	
	5
	
	2
	5
	5

	Public support
	
	5
	
	4
	
	
	4


Source: Interview data, 2000 and 2001.
Discussion

Our study reveals that insiders and outsiders both perceived that civil service quality played some role in the performance of government bureaus. Our interviewees indicated that low civil service quality had undermined bureau performance in many cases. Education bureau officials in all three cities, who rated low quality civil servants as the chief problem pointed out that civil service reforms had failed to raise the quality of civil servants because the transition to the civil service system was a ‘mere formality’. That is, in implementing the new civil service system many bureaus failed to take the opportunity to weed out lower quality officials. 
Our finding that many officials and customers perceived that civil servants’ quality was an issue is consistent especially with the research of scholars who have investigated the implementation of China’s environmental protection policy. According to one survey 65 percent and 56 percent of officials respectively in environmental protection agencies in Guangzhou, Nanjing and Zhengzhou, said that a lack of technical knowledge or a shortage of technical staff were the major problems confronting them as they implemented environmental protection policy  (Chan, Wong, Cheung, and Lo, 1995; 337). According to another study limited human resources has been an important constraint on environmental protection work. ‘They [environmental protection bureaus] need more staff, more skill, and more expertise to implement environmental policies’ (Swanson, Kuhn, Xu, 2001; 487). While many officials were university graduates, ‘few’ had environmental science training. We found a similar situation in the environmental protection bureau of Beijing’s Haidian district (Interviews April 2002). Among the thirty or so employees of the Environmental Protection Bureau, only twenty had university degrees (see Figure 1). The rest had either junior college-level education or lower level qualifications. 

Figure 1
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Source: Haidian District Personnel Bureau, April 2002. 


The 1993 civil service reforms were designed in part to bring new more qualified recruits into local government bureaus. In 1996 and 1997, when the reforms were in full swing locally, some new recruiting occurred. In those years the city of Ningbo, for example, recruited 356 new civil servants through open competition and exams (Yang, 2001; 11). In 1997 Ningbo authorities recruited a further 618 into the civil service from universities and colleges. Of these 618, authorities recruited 146 at city level, 336 at county level, and 38 at town and township level. Taken together they made up about 5.2 percent of Ningbo’s total of 18,564 civil servants. Of the 618 recruited in 1997, about five went to the Education Commission and a further one to two to the Environmental Protection Bureau. The numbers were undoubtedly too small to make much of a difference. 

Beginning in 1998, moreover, a centrally-imposed downsizing campaign stopped attempts by local government to recruit new staff in many parts of the country.  As a result of the campaign recruitment into the civil service in Ningbo, for example, was stopped altogether (Yin, 2001; Yang, 2001).  A similar situation characterized the bureaus in the other two cities in our study (Interview, Haidian Personnel Bureau, May 20, 2002). The downsizing campaign also contributed to the aging of many local government bureaus. In Haidian’s Environmental Protection Bureau, for example, in 1990 the bureau employed at least ten civil servants in the age range 26 to 30 (see Figure 2). Ten years later the largest age cohorts were in the group of 36 to 40 years of age and 46 to 50 years. That is, the civil service reforms have failed to bring ‘new blood’ into the bureau. If this situation is representative, we conclude that the reforms failed to improve the quality of the civil service. 

Figure 2
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Source: Haidian District Personnel Bureau, April 2002.


Our study also indicates that the lack of financial resources was perceived to be an important constraint on bureau performance. Respondents in Changchun and Ningbo both pointed to this as a key bottleneck. Officials from Ningbo argued that government provides too few financial resources to protect the environment (Interviews, a Division Chief and a Deputy Division Chief, Ningbo Environmental Protection Bureau, August 2, 2000). According to them, with economic development, many new environmental problems had emerged, which the resource starved Environmental Protection Bureau had difficulty handling. They asked for more financial resources to renew equipment and provide more technical training.

We have linked the lack of financial resources to another key constraint, political support, which is clearly identified in the literature on environmental protection as an important problem (Ma and Ortolano 2000; 154; Sinkule and Ortolano 1995; 97, 101, 152). As Sinkule and Ortolano point out, ‘Support from the [Shenzhen] city government, especially from the mayor, played a key role in allowing the environmental protection bureau to carry out and expand the scope of its work’ (Sinkule and Ortolano 1995; 152). Research especially in the environmental protection area indicates that political support was a key factor in bureau performance. That this was not recognized by respondents in Beijing, especially officials, may be because in the capital political support is strong and steady. They may have taken it for granted. 
In the education domain, political support appears to have been less important than in environmental protection, indicating the importance of policy type. Officials in environmental protection sought to impose regulation, including levies, on industry which often resisted this work. Factory managers and company heads often tried to go around bureau officials and only with the authority of a mayor or city party secretary could the bureau impose its will. The work of education bureaus was very different. Education bureaus, primarily responsible for implementing a distributive policy, allocated funds to schools which would encourage schools to comply. Undoubtedly there was less resistance to education bureau activities, which made political support less necessary.

Conclusion 

We found that the perceived impact of China’s civil service reforms on the performance of environmental protection and education bureaus has been relatively modest, in part because the reforms were undermined by a vigorous downsizing campaign. More important for explaining bureau performance was support from political leaders and financial inputs. This was especially true of the regulatory policy area where political leadership was apparently needed to break through resistance to the implementation of environmental protection policies. The study concludes that although civil service reform may have contributed to improving performance, more traditional factors such as leadership support and financial resources were perceived to be more important especially for regulatory policies.   
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Appendix 1

THE INTERVIEWS

We carried out 90 in-depth interviews of officials and customers in the Environmental Protection Bureaus (EPBs) and Education Bureaus (EBs) of Beijing (Haidian district), Ningbo, and Changchun in 2000-01. Each interview was administered with the endorsement and support of the respective EPBs and EBs. We observed no evidence that the leadership of the six bureaus made any efforts to affect the outcomes of the interview, and we explained clearly both in our briefing and in the text of the interview questionnaire that all the data were collected solely for academic purposes and would remain strictly confidential. Thus we can reasonably believe that the responses represent the true opinions of the respondents. 

In this study, we interviewed 40 from a pool of 388 officials (the administrative establishment of the three EPBs and the three EBs are 30, 28, 28, 148, 90, and 64 respectively in Beijing, Ningbo, and Changchun).To increase the variety of responses, we interviewed officials of various bureaucratic ranks. We also interviewed 50 customers of government environmental protection and educational services. A total of 90 in-depth interviews were conducted. Each lasted about 90 minutes and was conducted in Mandarin. The interviews were conducted in late July 2000, late November 2000, and April-December 2001, and subsequently tabulated. A structured questionnaire was prepared for face-to-face interviews. Most of our questions were open-ended. These were intended to complement the inadequacies of using closed-ended questions and thereby provide further information for interpreting our findings.

Following is a profile of the interviewees. 

PROFILES OF INERVIEWEES

	Officials, N=40
	Characteristics

	Average Age
	41.64 years

	Education Background
	27 have university degrees

2 have master’s degrees

	Bureaucratic rank
	Bureau Chief/Deputy Chief, 2

Division Chief/Deputy Chief 16

Section Chief/Deputy Chief 13

Others 6

NA 3

	 Customers, N = 50
	

	Average Age
	 39.8 years

	Education Background
	24 have university degrees

2 have master’s degrees

	Occupation
	Principal 7

Teacher 5

Student 5

Parent 6

Factory manager or worker 14

Retired 3

Service Unit worker 10


Appendix 2
DEFINITION OF RANKING FACTORS

The 14 factors affecting bureau performance are coded from the 90 questionnaires. They are perceptions of bureau performance from both officials and customers. The meaning of each factor is as follows:

1. The quality of civil servants includes their knowledge, ability, and professional integrity as they can affect the performance of government.

2. The legal systems and regulations do not keep pace with the new developments, and also are incompatible with some social reform measures. Laws and regulations are poorly implemented.

3. Civil service management systems are deficient. The government failed to link performance appraisal and promotion. Because promotion is not based on the results of performance appraisal, civil servants are de-motivated.

4. The government financial resources for education and environment protection are inadequate.

5. Upper level government leaders and enterprise leaders pay too little attention to education and environmental protection.

6. Each department’s responsibility is unclear. Communications and coordination among departments is deficient.

7. Fiscal input for training is inadequate, and the quality of trainers is deficient.

8. Personal career development fails to motivate civil servants.

9. Departments are understaffed.

10. The technology is outdated or deficient.

11. The objectives of policy are unclear and lack long-term planning.

12. Citizens fail to understand, cooperate with and support some policies.

13. Customers are dissatisfied with the attitude of civil servants.

14. Communications between the government agencies and their customers are insufficient.





































� It is important to note that these three main categories do not have rigorous boundaries because of the complexity of notion of performance reflected in the literature. We organize the material this way to posit a general relationship between a number of explanatory variables and government performance.


� In these two articles, government’s administrative structures and arrangement are conceptualized as a black box through which inputs (human, financial, and technical resources) are transformed to be outputs and outcomes (programs and services).


� The policy outcome data is for Beijing municipality as a whole, not for Haidian district. We were unable to obtain promotion rate statistics for Haidian district only. Because of the concentration of institutions of higher learning in Haidian district, however, we believe that the promotion rates in Haidian would be at least as good and probably better than for Beijing as a whole. 


� Fs /QCA 0.963 Ragin, Charles C. and Kriss A. Drass. 2002. Fuzzy-Set/Qualitative Comparative Analysis 0.963. Tucson, Arizona: Department of Sociology, University of Arizona.
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