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Introduction

Kenneth Kernaghan

In both developed and developing countries, the use of public–private partnerships
has become a pervasive phenomenon in public administration and management.
While partnerships have been around for a long time, it was not until the late 1980s
that scholars paid serious attention to defining, classifying and analyzing the rapidly
growing number of partnerships among public, private and not-for-profit organiza-
tions. During the 1990s and the early years of this century, public servants have
devoted considerable effort to the creation and operation of partnerships and 
academic scholars have begun to examine the many dimensions of the partnership
phenomenon, including its political, managerial, organizational, legal and ethical
dimensions.

There is much debate among both practitioners and scholars regarding the 
benefits and costs of partnerships and even regarding what constitutes a genuine
partnership. At the same time, new partnerships continue to be created and there 
are calls for even greater use of partnerships in the future, especially with respect to
several aspects of electronic government (e.g. procurement of information tech-
nology, integrated service delivery). Partnering is also a central element of the current
and growing emphasis in public administration on horizontal management and on
‘holistic’ governance. There is, therefore, an urgent need to examine what we have
learned about the benefits and risks of governments’ involvement in partnerships.

To help meet this need, the International Review of Administrative Science (IRAS)
commissioned six papers on the theme of ‘Public–Private Partnerships Revisited:
Implications for Future Governance’. These papers were presented at the conference
of the International Institute of Administrative Sciences held in Yaoundé, Cameroon
in July 2003. This symposium is the third in the Review’s program on ‘Advancing
Understanding of Public Administration’. The major purpose of this program is to
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enable this journal to take the lead in examining important issues that have received
too little attention in research and writing on public administration. Another purpose
is to encourage our readers to prepare theoretical, conceptual and country studies
that will provide additional information, ideas and insights on these issues. We invite
the Review’s readers to submit brief critical commentaries on these and other issues
for publication in the Dialogue section of the Review.

A government can develop partnership arrangements with a wide variety of
actors, including other governments in the same country or governments in other
countries, with business organizations, with voluntary and charitable organizations,
and, occasionally, with trade unions. The term public–private partnerships has been
defined in various ways but it is interpreted broadly in Tony Bovaird’s opening paper
as ‘partnerships between a public sector organization (or organizations) and any
organization outside the public sector’.

The authors whose papers take the form of a country study or include a country
study were asked to examine such sub-themes as these:

1 the meanings and interpretations of the concept of partnership and types of
partnerships (e.g. collaborative, power-sharing partnerships versus so-called
consultative partnerships and traditional contractual arrangements);

2 the objectives of partnerships — e.g. promoting economic productivity,
empowering clients and the disadvantaged, doing more or better with less;

3 the range of partners — e.g. business, third sector, other governments;

4 learning points from experience with creating, operating and terminating
partnerships — best practices and obstacles to successful partnering; and

5 implications for future governance arrangements — IT partnerships, implications
for values and ethics (e.g. accountability, integrity, trust).

Tony Bovaird leads off the symposium with an examination of the evolution and
types of partnerships, their theoretical underpinnings, their strengths and weaknesses
and their likely future development. He argues that the types, roles and management
of partnerships will differ depending on whether they were developed within the
New Public Management (NPM) paradigm or the somewhat more demanding 
public governance one. He makes a helpful comparison between the features of
genuine collaborative partnerships and transactional contractual relationships with
respect to several governance principles (e.g. citizen engagement, transparency,
accountability). He concludes that public–private partnerships will continue to play a
significant role in the public sector but that they will have to pay more attention to
public governance issues. He suggests also that partnerships involving NGOs and the
voluntary sector may become more problematic as the private sector takes on a
more substantial partnering role with government.

While Tony Bovaird makes some reference to the UK’s experience with partner-
ships, the next article, by Albert Hofmeister and Heiko Borchert, focuses on experi-
ence in Switzerland. The authors begin by noting two impediments to the
‘stakeholder orientation’ required for successful public–private partnering, namely
that NPM reform in Switzerland did not help to reduce the public sector’s inward-
looking orientation and that reform initiatives under-estimated the importance of 
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culture. They explain the benefits and risks of partnering and then, based on Swiss
experience, they identify critical success factors for public–private partnerships. The
authors also outline new rules for successful public–private governance and they pro-
pose a new theoretical model to help assess an actor’s capacity to cooperate with
others and to produce sustainable outcomes through this cooperation.

Pierre Sadran explains, with respect to France, that partnerships have a long history
in that country and that their use has grown quickly, especially since the 1980s and
notably at the local level. Despite the French belief in ‘the moral superiority of the
public sector’, public–private partnerships have become common in virtually all areas
of state action. Debate no longer focuses on their legitimacy but rather on their tech-
nical and economic effectiveness. Professor Sadran illustrates the diverse forms that
public–private partnerships can take by reference to arrangements where the part-
ners match one another in power and structure (e.g. public transport); where entities
varying in size and weight collaborate with experienced property developers (e.g.
urban services); where the public sector partners with a fragmented non-profit sector
(e.g. social policy); and where at the local level two agencies of modest size create a
‘one-off initiative’ (e.g. a cultural partnership). Professor Sadran concludes by calling
on the social sciences to pay more serious scholarly attention to the phenomenon of
public–private partnerships, both because of their current importance and their future
expansion.

The article by Derick and Jennifer Brinkerhoff is the first of three dealing with the
use of public–private partnerships in the third world. Their article focuses on partner-
ships between international donors (e.g. the World Bank and the UN) and non-
governmental development organizations (NGDCs). The authors argue that these
‘donor–NGDO’ partnerships influence significantly the success of development assist-
ance; that there is a need to reduce the controversy over such partnerships by assess-
ing their purposes and effectiveness; and that learning points from examining
donor–NGDO partnerships can inform the use of partnerships in inter-organizational
governance structures beyond the international development sphere. A central point
in the article is that 

[e]ffective partnerships do not depend simply on overcoming the operational and
administrative hurdles to shared effort. Unless the political and economic realities of
donor–NGDO relations is accounted for, partnerships are likely to remain largely
public relations exercises, breeding more cynicism, fingerpointing, and conflict than
synergy and effective action.

The article by Shamsul Haque is closely related to the theme of the Brinkerhoffs’
one. Professor Haque examines the relationship between public–private partnerships
and NGOs, with particular reference to experience in Bangladesh. He notes that the
Bangladesh model of partnership between the government and NGOs is not only
well known around the world but has been replicated in many countries of Asia,
Africa and Latin America. Contrary to positive reports about the success of this model
in Bangladesh, Professor Haque argues that the government–NG0 partnership there
has not been successful in achieving its objectives of development and empower-
ment in rural Bangladesh. Indeed, he contends that this partnership may have had
negative effects on the realization of these objectives. He concludes with a number
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of recommendations for improving the partnership arrangements, including the 
identification of an overall development vision for the country because its ‘develop-
mental agenda has become extremely fragmented and confusing due to diverse
objectives, programs, and the interests of leading NGOs, foreign donors, and govern-
ment agencies’.

In the final article from this symposium, Ali Sedjari examines the use of public–
private partnerships as a tool for modernizing public administration. His analysis is
informed in part by brief case studies of the experience of Morocco and Tunisia
where the use of partnerships has been adapted to the particular needs of each
country. He argues that the conditions for large-scale development of partnerships
are present in the tendency of the state to withdraw from public services and in the
pressures for profitability in the private sector. He classifies the forms of public–private
partnerships into three categories: partnerships initiated by the public sector, those
initiated by the private sector and what he describes as ‘appointed’ partnerships. He
also examines four types of partnerships (e.g. partnerships with regional impact) and
the range of participants that can be involved in partnering. Professor Sedjari con-
cludes that the use of public–private partnerships is not only a promising avenue but
an essential one for modernization and development.
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