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SUMMARY





Three possible models for the development of the Public Service Commission (PSC) of Nepal are presented: an anti-corruption model, a psychometric selection model and the New Public Management (NPM) model.  The political context of Nepal and the role and functions of the PSC are described.  The article argues, in contrast to current NPM doctrine, that preserving the current remit of the PSC as a central agency responsible for recruitment is necessary to preserve the integrity of recruitment, which is an important element in an anti-corruption strategy.  The article also argues the case for selective introduction of psychometric methods of selection.  It implies an increased importance for public recruitment in development thinking, and the vital role of Service Commissions in limiting corruption.  While recognising the reality of the problems which it was developed to tackle, the article also implies scepticism about the application of the NPM model, especially in developing country administrations.





�
INTRODUCTION


Nepal, where this study is mainly situated, prides itself on being the world’s only Hindu kingdom.  In the Hindu religion rivers are sacred places, the confluence of two rivers is doubly sacred and the confluence of three rivers is sacred to an almost exponential degree.  Thus the confluence of the holy river Ganges with its tributaries the Yamuna and the mythical Saraswati outside Allahabad in northern India is one of the most sacred spots of Hinduism, the site of a twelve-yearly festival, the Kumbha Mela, of such an overwhelming auspiciousness that its most recent manifestation in 1989 has appeared in the Guinness Book of Records as the largest gathering in history.


The recruitment of public servants in Nepal, the subject of this article, represents a metaphorical confluence of three streams of enquiry in modern public management, one with its own modest pretension to auspiciousness.  The first stream, a somewhat venerable one, asserts the value of merit-based selection as a bulwark against corruption in the public sector.  Its source is the public administration reforms of the United Kingdom and the United States in the second half of the nineteenth century (Mc Court, 1998a), though it has received added impetus from recent anti-corruption initiatives.  The second stream, almost equally venerable, asserts the value of psychometric approaches to recruitment in promoting organisational efficiency through improving the quality of appointments.  Its source is the rise of the bureaucratic model of organisation in the early twentieth century (Jacoby, 1985).  The third stream, of more recent origin, is what has come to be labelled the “New Public Management” (NPM) (Dunleavy & Hood, 1994).  This is a current which originated in the 1980s, mainly in the Old Commonwealth countries of Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom, where managerial techniques are harnessed to the goal of improving the effectiveness of public administration.


In this article we examine what emerged when these three streams of enquiry flowed together in the Public Service Commission (PSC) of Nepal.  To what extent (leaving the riverine metaphor behind) did each of them provide a model for the development of public administration in general and of public staff selection in particular?  Thus the article sheds light on the application of those models to developing countries - including on the application of the NPM model, whose development in the Old Commonwealth has attracted considerable interest in the New Commonwealth and elsewhere.  We also discuss the contribution that service commissions can make to the development of the public service.  In doing so we broaden the scope of our discussion by introducing some comparative material from other countries.  We argue that service commissions have an important, but hitherto neglected, role as a guarantor of merit-based selection and a bulwark against corruption.


PUBLIC RECRUITMENT: THE ROLE OF THE SERVICE COMMISSIONS


The Service Commissions of what we may loosely call the British sphere of influence are typically quite elderly institutions.  Zimbabwe’s Public Service Commission, for instance, was established as long ago as 1927 (Mantiziba, 1996). Their functions naturally vary: Nepal’s PSC has a responsibility for discipline and grievance handling in addition to recruitment, while South Africa’s is mainly responsible for auditing staff management practice, and has no remit for either discipline or recruitment.  However, they normally include a major responsibility in relation to recruitment, usually both in terms of executive authority to recruit in certain categories of post and of maintaining professional standards where recruitment has been delegated to line agencies, and it is on this responsibility that we shall concentrate.


An important question in current thinking about Service Commissions is that of delegation. The line of delegation between central and non-central responsibility for recruitment is constantly shifting.  This can be either towards or away from the centre: at the time of writing in 1998, South Africa had decided to abolish its provincial service commissions in favour of its national PSC while Sri Lanka had decided to create new provincial service commissions with authority delegated from its national PSC.  However, there is certainly a strong body of opinion favouring delegation.  In the UK civil service, which still acts as a model, albeit no longer an exclusive one, responsibility for recruitment has been progressively delegated since 1964, so that only the senior civil service – the so-called “mandarin” class – is still centrally managed.  A recent publication by the Commonwealth Secretariat (Polidano and Manning, 1995) argues the delegation case forcefully, with one of its contributors advancing the view that Service Commissions are “anomalous constitutional relics” which undermine the managerial duties of senior officers (Anthony, 1995).


PUBLIC RECRUITMENT AND CORRUPTION


The meaning and significance of corruption have long been contested, but in this article we will accept Johnston’s (1998) succinct definition: “the abuse of public roles or resources for private benefit”.  Following Klitgaard’s (1988) seminal analysis, attention has focused increasingly on the way in which corruption acts as a brake on development, especially now that the World Bank (1997a) has thrown its weight behind anti-corruption measures.  It is particularly striking that the Bank (1997b) has identified merit-based recruitment as one of four factors associated with a low incidence of corruption.  In this way public recruitment becomes an important element in an anti-corruption strategy.  


The importance of recruitment in eradicating corruption has long been recognised.  In the modern era, the Northcote-Trevelyan report on the British civil service of 1854 had the explicit intention of removing patronage from public appointments, as did similar reforms in the United States at roughly the same time (Hoogenboom, 1961).  An Indian report from as long ago as the 1920s puts the point  trenchantly:


“To secure an efficient civil service it is essential to protect it ... from political and personal influences ... In countries where this principle has been neglected, and the spoils system has taken its place, an inefficient and disorganised civil service has been the inevitable result and corruption has been rampant.” (Royal Commission on the Superior Civil Services in India, quoted in Chowdhury, 1985: 27; also see Polidano and Manning, 1995 ).


A thread running through the development of recruitment post- Northcote-Trevelyan has been the importance of maintaining the independence of public recruitment from politicians and line managers.  In countries where that independence is well-established, it is liable to be taken for granted, so that the potential for structural changes to weaken it, by allowing leakage from the political sphere, may be overlooked.  That was essentially the point made by a flurry of anxious letter-writers to the British Guardian newspaper in 1996, including at least one former Head of the UK Civil Service, worried by the government’s proposal to privatise its Recruitment and Assessment Services agency (the revamped Civil Service Commission).


PUBLIC RECRUITMENT AND PSYCHOMETRIC SELECTION


As mentioned above, psychometric methods of staff selection have been developing since the early part of this century.  Their essence is presented in one of the major psychometric textbooks (Landy, 1989): 


Job analysis. Identifying the elements of the job that are critical to success


Predictor identification.  Locating tests or other devices that might be predictive of future job success


Measurement of success.  Obtaining measures of work performance in order to determine if any of the potential predictors would have identified superior performers.


Job analysis consists of identifying the duties of jobs, and the knowledge and skills that will be needed to do them well.  Identifying predictors entails designing a selection procedure which will provide valid evidence of the knowledge and skills that have been identified.  That procedure by custom always includes an interview, but may also include one or more paper-and-pencil tests measuring skills such as verbal or numerical critical reasoning, and also activities like presentations, discussions and written exercises measuring skills like written communication (Smith & Robertson, 1993).  Measurement of success usually entails a statistical comparison of candidates’ performance in the selection procedure with some measure of job performance (appraisal ratings are the most commonly used).  This procedure is known as validation.


These methods are among the best established methods in the entire management field. They exemplify the Weberian bureaucratic ideal of impersonality, from which derives a certain resistance, in an almost biological sense, to the particularistic virus which is endemic in Nepali organisations.  There is a considerable volume of research studies stretching back over several decades which demonstrates their ability to enhance individual and organisational performance (Schmidt & Hunter, 1977; Becker and Gerhart, 1996).  The World Bank’s (1997b) finding that merit-based selection is associated with bureaucratic capability in public agencies provides further support.  A weakness in our context, however, is that the psychometric methods have grown up in the relatively homogeneous conditions of large organisations in the United Kingdom and the United States, so there is a presumption in the psychometric literature that they are universally applicable; little help is available with adapting them to the dramatically different conditions of a country like Nepal (Mc Court, 1998a).  


PUBLIC RECRUITMENT AND THE NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT


The relevance of anti-corruption measures and psychometric selection methods to the development of the PSC is obvious, but the relevance of NPM needs stating.  The donor proposing to support the PSC suggested that PSC’s besetting ailment was its insensitivity to its “customers” in government, and that the antidote needed was a delegation of responsibility for recruitment, including budgets, to those customers, so that PSC would provide recruitment services as a contractor, exclusive or otherwise, to those customers.  In the eyes of the donor the ailment was probably endemic in Nepali public administration, so the PSC would provide a clinical trial for its proposed antidote.


The ingredients of the antidote, of course, are features of the NPM model, which by now is well known to students and practitioners of public management, and will not be outlined in detail here (the interested reader may consult Dunleavy and Hood (1994), Ferlie et al. (1996) and Walsh (1995)).  It may briefly be characterised as an attempt to improve the quality of public administration through the importation of managerial concepts and techniques from the private sector.  Chief among these is the market model, operationalised in a variety of ways which include a split between the customer and contractor functions, through a restructuring into customer (or client or purchaser) and contractor (or supplier or provider) agencies which relate to each other through contracts rather than through traditional bureaucratic and hierarchical chains of command.  It has coincided with, if not been determined by, the election of right-wing governments in the United Kingdom, United States and elsewhere.


It is worth noting that while the NPM model developed in the countries of the Old Commonwealth, it has spread beyond them.  NPM style reforms have been reported in countries as determinedly non-Anglo-Saxon as France, Jordan and Nicaragua (Clark, 1998; Myers & Lacey, 1996).  Indeed, a review of recent developments in public management among OECD member countries (OECD, 1994) goes so far as to talk about a growing globalisation of public management.  


Has the NPM model been transplanted successfully?  That is hard to say.  As Polidano, Minogue and Hulme (1998) point out, we have very little information on the outcomes of reform in developing countries, whether NPM-inspired or of any other kind.  However, their potential applicability has been addressed.  The case for the defence is made by Bale and Dale (1998), who believe that, mutatis mutandis, there is scope for NPM elements to deal with some perennial problems of developing country public administration.  The case for the prosecution is made by Nunberg (1995), who believes that such approaches make heavy demands on an already weak management capacity, and by Schick (1998), who argues that it would be foolish to implement such reforms while the habit of spending money according to prescribed rules has not been internalised.


THE NEPALI CONTEXT


Economic and social context


Nepal is a low income country facing substantial constraints on its development.  Per capita GNP in 1993 was US$190, and around 40 per cent of its people were living below the poverty line.  The bulk of the country's population is rural, agriculture remains the basis of the economy and manufacturing is little developed.  Social indicator scores are low with literacy at only 26.3 per cent and average life expectancy at 53.8 years.  Nepal's human development index (HDI) score of 0.332 means it was ranked 151st out of 174 countries by UNDP in 1996.  Population growth at 2.4 per cent per annum has strained public services and there is evidence that educational standards are declining.  Of particular relevance to this article are the low standards of tertiary education, weakening the skills and ability base from which the civil service draws its recruits.  The country's widely spread population is multi-ethnic and multilingual.


Political context


Nepal's experience of democracy is very recent as, with the exception of a short period in the late 1950s, the country has been governed by either a hereditary monarchy (the Shah dynasty) or a hereditary prime ministership (the Rana dynasty 1846-1951).  Demands for political freedom in the 1950s led to the election of a democratic government in 1959, but this was soon dissolved by the King when it ran into difficulties.  From 1960 to 1990 the partyless panchayat system operated.  Although this involved popular elections at the local level, power returned to the King and to the bureaucracy, which steadily expanded.


Pressures for political reform built up again in the late 1980s, and disturbances in 1990 triggered the King's decision to return to multi-party democracy.  The King nominated an interim government, a new constitution was rapidly promulgated and national elections in 1991 brought the Nepal Congress Party (NCP) into power.  It committed itself to a programme of economic growth and poverty-reduction through economic liberalisation, more effective delivery of public services and industrial growth.


In 1994, following the breakdown of the NCP government through factionalism, the United Marxist-Leninist Party (UML) came to power.  It did not pursue orthodox Marxist-Leninist policies but instead adopted a social democratic stance, slowing down the economic liberalisation programme and introducing policies which involved a much greater role for the state in economic and social development.  Both parties have, in varying coalitions, participated in government subsequently. Indeed, by early 1998 there had been four governments and six prime ministers since 1990.  Governments have been burdened with cabinets of close to fifty ministers, constructed to please the numerous political interests (Economist, 1998).  At the time of writing a six-month “arrangement” (under which Congress stalwart G.P. Koirala has again become prime minister) was about to come to an end; investigations of political involvement in smuggling were proceeding; and a Maoist grouping was building support in rural areas, especially in the far West, and allegedly sponsoring political assassinations.  Clearly the political situation was very unstable, so much so that there were even rumours circulating of an Indian military intervention.  On the other hand, it is true that changes of government since 1990 have been more or less peaceful, and the king’s constitutional role has been maintained.


While democratisation has reduced the King's power it has not lowered his stature.  He remains an important political actor and has high popular legitimacy based upon historical and religious factors.  His constitutional position is of particular significance during changes of government, and is also relevant to the independence of the PSC.  


Corruption and nepotism in Nepal


An ironic consequence of democratisation has been the fresh wave of patronage appointments which has marked each change of government. Reasonably enough, the politicians elected into this new system, like every new government which senses hostility from the old guard to their political programme, have wanted to have their supporters around them and so have made many political appointments.  This was especially true in the early days of democratisation.  Less reasonably, politicians have also wanted to reward their supporters and, given the strongly particularistic character of Nepali society, to find jobs for relatives and friends.  This can be seen as an ironic reversion to the Rana custom of pajani, where each new district governor (and turnover was frequent) tended to remove the existing cadre of officials and install a new batch in their place (Caplan, 1975).  Plus ça change ... 


Max Weber (1947: 127) emphasised that the convention of merit administration would only persist where there was a high probability that “deviation will result in a relatively general and practically significant reaction of disapproval”.  As the above paragraph illustrates, in Nepal that disapproval is only selectively applied.  As Kondos has pointed out, Nepali society tends to draw a sharp distinction between financial corruption on the one hand and nepotism and favouritism on the other, for which the Nepali term is natabad-crypabad, which translates literally as “familism-favouritism”.  Financial corruption is by no means unknown, but is liable to be punished when discovered (as in the smuggling investigation to which we have referred).  It does not appear to be endemic in the way that it is, for example, in some public agencies in India (Wade, 1989).  But nepotism, according to Kondos (1987: 18), “is morally obligatory”, and the bureaucrat who refuses to practise it may incur the enmity of his relatives or acquaintances.


To anyone who believes that appointments based on merit will enhance the quality of public service, the situation I have outlined must appear bleak.  But it is not hopeless.  I think it would be more correct to characterise nepotism in Nepal as morally ambiguous rather than morally obligatory.  Caplan (1975) has shown how administrators in a Nepali hill town espoused four sometimes contradictory principles to justify their behaviour: acting ‘legally’; combating corrupt officials; obeying the government; and demonstrating loyalty to kin/village/district.  This was corroborated by our discussions with Nepali officials, who respect the PSC’s impartiality even while, if Kondos is to be believed, they practise nepotism themselves when the opportunity arises.  This ambiguity gives the policymaker a crucial room to manoeuvre (a phrase which Caplan uses) which we shall exploit later on in our article.


The public sector and civil service


Nepal's public sector has evolved from a unique set of factors centring on the indigenous principles of a royal administration in which the extraction of resources from the peasantry was a prime goal and patronage a central process.  Subsequently it has been heavily influenced by the colonial administration in India, and by post-independence Indian policy.  Data on public sector employment, activity and expenditure are weak, but the World Bank estimates that between 330,000 and 500,000 people were employed in the civil service, public enterprise, teaching and the military in the early 1990s.  Between 1981 and 1992 the civil service grew in size from 71,232 to 100,632 (Government of Nepal, 1993).


The small scale of the formal private sector in Nepal means that the public sector dominates formal employment.  This has created an important legacy, as for many people in Nepal, the public sector is seen as much as a provider of employment as of services to citizens.


The poor performance of the public sector has been recognised for decades, but up to now has proved intractable.  Reform proposals were produced in 1968 and 1976, but no significant action followed.  Following the election of the NCP government an Administrative Reform Commission (ARC) was appointed in October 1991.  It was chaired by the Prime Minister, and was linked to the Eighth National Plan's conclusion that public sector reform was a prerequisite for plan achievement.


The ARC reported in April 1992 (Government of Nepal, 1993).  Their major recommendations were a downsizing of the civil service, the streamlining of public sector activity and procedures, and a greater role for NGOs, community organisations and the private sector.  An Administrative Reform Monitoring Unit (ARMU) was established to oversee reform implementation. Reportedly between 1992 and 1994 it succeeded in its objective of reducing the number of civil servants to 77,000 (Karki, 1994), new recruitment was suspended and public expenditure growth was reined in.  Subsequently, the reform focus moved on to changing organisational structures and reviewing incentives, recruitment and promotion.  Little progress was made on these issues, however, not least because the ARC had produced some 116 recommendations but had failed to prioritise them.  As a consequence the lack of reform of human resource policies and procedures in the civil service remains a severe constraint on civil service performance.


The UML victory in 1994 was associated with policy changes.  In particular, the ARMU was dissolved, a burst of recruitment in the civil service expanded its size to more than 93,000 with all parties of government, as noted above, finding jobs for their supporters) and privatisation stalled.  Political turbulence means that the government strategy on administrative reform has been unclear, although a residual responsibility has been vested in the Ministry of General Administration.


THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION OF NEPAL


The setting up of the PSC in 1956 during the brief democratic honeymoon was not universally welcomed: district governors sent a bitter complaint about losing the right to exercise patronage through control over appointments in their districts (Caplan, 1975: 54).  But it is by now a stable institution, with a remit specified in the 1990 constitution, reporting directly to the monarch, who ratifies the appointment of commissioners, advised by a committee whose members are the prime minister, the leader of the opposition, the cabinet secretary and the chief justice.  Its constitutional position, consolidated by the king’s stature and the fact that commissioners are appointed for a period which is separate from the political cycle, give it a considerable independence of the executive branch of government.


The PSC, like its counterparts elsewhere, has two components, the Commission and the Secretariat.  The five-member Commission is responsible for the oversight of and the policy framework for PSC, although in practice much of their time is spent sitting on interview panels.  The Secretariat is responsible for the day-to-day implementation of Commission policy.  It has three divisions covering each of its three principal functions.  The central office is in Kathmandu, and there are five regional directorates and nine zonal offices around the country.


The PSC's duties are set out in Clause 102 of the Constitution.  They are:


to carry out examinations for the appointment of civil servants


to ratify all permanent appointments


to give advice on matters relating to relevant legal provisions, appointments and promotions, staff transfer and disciplinary action.


The PSC therefore plays three roles: an executive role in relation to appointment of civil servants through competitive examination; a refereeing role in relation to advising government departments on the correctness of their procedures; and a consultancy role in relation to responding to requests for advice on relevant matters.  The executive role is the major one, and PSC exercises it in relation to recruitment into the core civil service only: universities have their own commission, for instance, and public enterprises, for whom the PSC formerly acted as agent, as an outcome of a World Bank sponsored reform package are now responsible for their own recruitment.


The Secretariat had a total staff in 1996 of 320, of whom 165 were working in the central office in Kathmandu and the remainder in the regional and zonal offices. Its budget for 1995/96 was Rs26,000,000 (approximately equivalent to £346,670 sterling at prevailing rates of exchange).  Its physical resources are poor, with the dilapidated premises typical of government offices in Nepal, albeit with some modern computer and other equipment.  Most functions, including marking of entrance examinations, are carried out manually.


Strengths and weaknesses


At the time at which our study was carried out, both government officials and the donor involved agreed that the PSC’s greatest strengths were its independence, which we have already outlined, and its consequent integrity.  The latter point needs elaboration. The PSC is universally recognised to be free from bias in its appointments.  Given the prevalence of what Nepali people colourfully call “source-force”, this is a precarious achievement which, as all concerned agreed, must not be imperilled.


Both sides also agreed that the poverty of the PSC’s physical and financial resources was a weakness, and also the poor quality of staff, for which the relatively low level of education of public servants in Nepal and the “Cinderella” status of the PSC as an agency at one remove from the central concerns of government were largely responsible. (An example of its lowly status is that it was at used on at least one occasion as a dumping ground for a Secretary from a more “strategic” ministry who had fallen from favour with an incoming government.)  Beyond this, however, the government’s and the donor’s analyses diverged.  The government’s view was that a simple programme of modernisation was needed to bring the PSC’s procedures into line with its arguably more advanced counterparts elsewhere.  Evidence for this view was not hard to find.  In common with its subcontinental counterparts, the PSC uses a selection procedure whose model is the university “unseen” examination, for which questions are set and marked on a fee basis by outside "subject experts" - usually lecturing staff from the national university.  The link between the requirements of the examinations and the requirements of working in public service is tenuous.


The donor’s view was that the PSC’s principal weakness was its remoteness from its “clients” in government.  In order to be properly responsive it needed to delegate some of its authority to them.  Again, evidence for this view was not hard to find.  To take one example, the Ministry of Health complained that staff appointed centrally by PSC to work in health posts in remote areas were often unsuited to the demands of the job.


The government’s view implied a need for capital investment in buildings and equipment, but also for the professional development of the PSC’s procedures.  The donor’s view implied a need for a reworking of the relationship between the PSC and its “clients”.  Put differently, the government view implied a professional model of development; the donor view implied an NPM model (since introducing the notion of the primacy of the “client” and delegating managerial functions to line agencies are central features of the NPM model).  Let us now see to what extent do those models, and also the anti-corruption model, offer a way forward for the Public Service Commission of Nepal.


DEVELOPING THE PSC: TOWARDS AN APPROPRIATE MODEL OF DEVELOPMENT


Applying the anti-corruption model


It was not until we conducted our interviews with Nepali officials that we realised the importance of the PSC as a bulwark against nepotism and corruption.  The unique circumstance of a constitutional monarch acting as referee over the appointments process guaranteed the PSC’s independence, and contributed to the paradoxical respect which the PSC enjoys in a strongly particularistic society, a respect which gives it the crucial “room to manoeuvre” which makes reform possible.  However, ever-present nepotistic pressures meant that its independence was fragile.  We saw that there was concern even in the UK about the impact of privatisation of the recruitment function there, 140 years after Northcote-Trevelyan; in Nepal grounds for similar concern would be even stronger.


This was not a hypothetical point.  Under a World Bank-sponsored reform, recruitment responsibility had been delegated a little earlier to the public enterprises.  Our informants, including some from the public enterprises themselves, were adamant that this had resulted in a wholesale politicisation of appointments, to the detriment of operational efficiency, as politicians abused their position as enterprise Board members to appoint ill-qualified supporters.  


The importance of ensuring the PSC’s independence brought into prominence the constitution and staffing of the Commission.  Having its remit spelt out in two constitutional clauses insulated it from political interference.  So too did the procedure for the appointment of commissioners, which, unlike in countries such as Kenya and Malaysia, were not in the gift of the chief executive of the day, and which ensured that commissioners did not change with each change of government.  


Applying the psychometric model


Applying the psychometric model of selection did not present political difficulties.  The proposition that the PSC could do its job more professionally was an uncontentious one.  Consequently there was active support from officials for this model, which offered the prospect of an appointments process whose impartiality was complemented by an ability to appoint the most able candidates, leading to a more efficient public service in the long run.  The defects of the existing examination-style system were obvious.  Moreover, the fact that the psychometric model grew up in the context of the bureaucratic model of organisation makes it appropriate to that extent to Nepali public administration, which remains strongly bureaucratic.  


However, introducing the occupational model would place significant demands on the capacity of the PSC.  Expertise in assessment is the prerogative of the occupational psychologist, and while the PSC has a psychological section, none of its staff has training in occupational psychology.  Job analysis data, the bedrock of the psychometric model, is of poor quality.  Moreover, it would be difficult to measure success in the way that the occupational model demands.  Although there is an appraisal procedure, known as the “annual confidential report”, which includes numerical rating of staff by their managers, our inspection of a sample of data shows that in practice a combination of “leniency bias” and “ceiling effect” makes them worthless for validation purposes.  Put more plainly, almost everyone gets the top rating because managers are reluctant to stigmatise their subordinates, so the performance of mediocre and outstanding staff is not differentiated.  The monolithic nature of the psychometric model of selection, which does not allow for national differences, was a final constraining factor.


Applying the NPM model


On the face of it, some of the elements of the NPM are very relevant to the PSC.  Such elements included the emphasis on the primacy of the client, operationalised through the introduction of a quasi-market, either through the outright privatisation of the PSC, or through setting up internal marketing arrangements where government departments would become the purchaser, and PSC the provider, of recruitment and assessment services.  The consequent introduction of competition or at least of a quasi-market discipline might have a beneficial effect on recruitment, in the way that has been proposed for public recruitment in the UK.


But we were forced to yield to the weight of opinion among our informants. We had been unprepared for the ferocity with which, with a single exception, they rejected the suggested devolution.  For our informants, especially those in the public enterprises, the effect of the World Bank-sponsored reforms to which we have already referred on recruitment in the public enterprises was painfully evident.  Far from unleashing entrepreneurial zeal by removing the dead hand of government, control by unresponsive but impartial central bureaucrats was merely replaced by control by politicians placed on the boards of the public enterprises who were neither responsive nor impartial.  


Developing the PSC: towards an appropriate model


Anti-corruption.  Our conclusion at the end of our data-gathering was that preserving the PSC’s independence should be an overriding priority.  In a country where nepotism is the rule rather than the exception, and where the public sector has the dominant role in the economy, the PSC has an almost totemic significance as a body which successfully resists the nepotistic pressures which are rampant elsewhere.  We felt that the anti-corruption interest would best be served by leaving the PSC’s structure as it was.  The precedent of decentralising recruitment responsibility to the public enterprises was a negative one.  


Psychometric selection.  Since there was no reason to suppose that improving the efficiency of PSC’s recruitment methods would compromise its independence, we also felt that there was scope to upgrade methods.  The inflexibility of current psychometric methods, however, meant that this would not be a simple matter. To give one example, occupational tests have a central place in Western psychometric practice, since they have a greater ability to predict job performance than any other single method (Schmidt & Hunter, 1977).  But those tests are often bought commercially from private test agencies which are not represented in the Indian subcontinent, let alone in Nepal.  Developing such tests in-house requires a team of occupational psychologists - and, as we have seen, the PSC is weak in this area. Creativity would be needed to rework methods which, though effective in Western organisations, make heavy demands on capacity and cultural assumptions.


New Public Management.  Our conclusion about the scope for applying the NPM model elements was a negative one. The NPM model fell foul of the need to preserve the integrity of recruitment, which we had agreed should be an overriding priority.  This, however, left untouched the problem of how to make the PSC more responsive to its clients. The problem of poor performance and lack of responsiveness to “customers”, after all, is at least as real for Nepal as for the countries where the NPM originally developed.  The PSC was left with the dilemma of how to combine continuing independence with increased responsiveness.


CONCLUSION: WIDER IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC MANAGEMENT IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES


Summary


In this article we have used a case study of the Public Service Commission of Nepal as an experimental testing ground for three approaches to developing public recruitment: anti-corruption strategies, the psychometric model of selection and the NPM model.  After outlining the three approaches, and also the Nepali context within which their application was being canvassed, we concluded, firstly, that the integrity of recruitment, operationalised through constitutional provisions including those governing the appointment of commissioners, had an overriding importance.  We secondly concluded that the psychometric model offered scope for improving the effectiveness of the PSC’s selection decisions, although it would be necessary to modify it considerably.  Our third conclusion was that the NPM did not offer a suitable model for development, as its key elements were in conflict with the overriding need to guarantee the integrity of recruitment.  Thus (to return to the riverine metaphor with which we began) at the metaphorical confluence of the three streams of anti-corruption, psychometric selection and NPM, it is perhaps the first which has proved to be the main current, so to speak.  


Wider implications


We move finally to a discussion of the implications of our study for public recruitment and the role of Service Commissions, and indeed for the development of public administration in general.  Nepal’s PSC has, we noted, a “Cinderella” status among the agencies of government, probably a reflection of the universal lack of glamour of the public recruitment function, with commissioners being appointed who are often “safe pairs of hands” rather than high fliers.  Yet the growing interest in anti-corruption strategies and in the quality of public management, and the World Bank’s recent finding of a link between recruitment and the absence of corruption on the one hand and the efficiency of administration on the other suggests that recruitment is a more important factor in the quality of governance than has previously been recognised.  


Nor has the importance of the integrity of recruitment been sufficiently recognised. To take another subcontinental example, Sri Lanka’s PSC has been something of a political football over the last twenty-five years.  Having previously had a remit similar to Nepal’s, it was abolished in 1972 in a conscious politicisation of the administration, ostensibly to break down the perceived elitism of the civil service and to harness it to national developmental objectives.  Even after its reinstatement in 1978, in response to complaints that appointments were being made increasingly on political rather than merit grounds, it remained answerable directly to the Cabinet. That is currently the position, although there is a proposal to strengthen its independence further which had still to be implemented at the time of writing.  If it is implemented, then Sri Lanka will merely have succeeded, very laboriously, in returning to the status quo ante after a lapse of a quarter of a century (Mc Court, 1998b).  


Possibly owing to its Cinderella status, public recruitment in developing countries has lost touch with the development of psychometric methods of selection which have had a tested success in improving the quality of appointments.  Though in need of modification, as we saw, they still offer the potential for improving the quality of public management.


Lastly, but not least interestingly, public recruitment offers an  interesting test of the applicability of the New Public Management.  It is true that Nepal is, more than most countries, sui generis - never colonised, landlocked, governed by a hereditary monarch revered by many of his subjects as a god - and this limits the transferability of our analysis.  But the unwillingness to seize the proffered NPM devolution chalice for fear that its contents may be poisoned is not unique to Nepal.  The author of this article had the experience of hearing in 1996 the murmurs of satisfaction with which Tanzanian local authority personnel officers greeted the frank admission from the relevant central official that his government’s espoused commitment to decentralisation, the main ostensible plank of its local government reform programme, was unlikely to materialise.  In Tanzania, as in Nepal, officials had greater confidence in the central agency, despite its lack of responsiveness, than in the local agencies.  Nor is this finding peculiar to developing countries.  Doig (1997) argues in his analysis of the privatisation of a UK government agency that transferring responsibility from a single central agency to a plethora of individual departments and agencies is liable to disperse the risks of impropriety and so increase the vulnerability of agencies which lack the expertise, resources and economies of scale to deal with those risks.  


The implications of our study for the applicability of NPM are suggestive ones. With the role of Service Commissions, however, we can be more categorical.  Certainly, like Nepal’s, many spend too much of their time in their refereeing role, rubber stamping or delaying decisions taken by the line, and too little in their consultancy role, responding to the needs of their clients in government.  Pruning of peripheral tasks and nurturing of central but neglected tasks are indeed called for.  But their deep roots in public administration reforms dating back to the late nineteenth century, their unbroken history of forty years (in the case of Nepal) or more, in contrast to the ephemerality of so many other developing country institutions, their commensurate degree of public acceptance - all of these suggest the existence of a tradition of an almost Burkean kind which reformers should think twice before uprooting.  And perhaps it is appropriate to invoke Edmund Burke, that classic conservative thinker, at the conclusion of an article which, among other things, has looked sceptically at the application of a model of public management that has been so intimately associated with the dominance of the Right in the politics of industrialised countries.  
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