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Abstract


The demands on public managers who must operate in today’s “new governance” structure where public policies are being delivered through public, for-profit and nonprofit organizations, the need for effective interpersonal, negotiation and persuasion skills are critical. This article discusses the void in public administration textbooks addressing interpersonal communication and wonders why skills so important to public management appear to be neglected.  Recognition of the importance and benefits of interpersonal communication dates back to the 1940’s, however,  those skills are typically not emphasized in MPA curriculums.
Is There a Communication Skills Void in Public Administration Textbooks and Curriculums?
As far back as 1945, when Elton Mayo wrote The Social Problems of an Individual Civilization, the need for managers to possess strong interpersonal skills was noted. It was important for administrators and managers to develop interpersonal interviewing skills because the interview aids the individual to get rid of useless emotional complications and to state his problem clearly; and the interview assists individuals to associate more easily with other workers or supervisors. He extends his thoughts to include that interpersonal interviewing serves to allow for attitudes and judgments to mature in young men and women who give it time.

As a preparation for the exercise of administrative responsibility, it is better than anything offered in a present university curriculum. It is no doubt necessary to train young men and women to present their knowledge and ideas with lucidity. But, if they are to be administrators, it is more necessary to train them to listen carefully to what others say. Only he who knows how to help other persons to adequate expression can develop the many qualities demanded by a real maturity of judgment (p. 85).

Other researchers have noted the importance of communication.  According to Karl Deutsch (1966) the essence of governmental organizations is decision making, and the essence of decision-making is communication.  In The Nature of Managerial Work,   Henry Mintzberg (1973) illustrated how managers maintained communication relationships with their superiors, outsiders to the unit they manage, and their subordinates. Managers play three roles:  Interpersonal, Informational and Decisional. Thirty-four years ago he addressed the need of managers to possess negotiation and disturbance handling skills; information-processing skills so they can find sources of information and extract what they need; and to be able to make decisions in ambiguous and unstructured situations. Mintzberg (1973, pp. 188-192) observed back then the importance of Resource-Allocation Skills, Entrepreneurial Skills and Skills of Introspection.  He made those observations during the time when large, tall, hierarchic, and bureaucratic organizational structures prevailed in the public and private sectors.  

  In today’s “new governance” structure characterized by the decentralization of public agencies and public programs, the increase of public employees working in teams both inside of and outside their organizations, the need to forge alliances not only with their service delivery partners but also with community groups, and the greater reliance on street-level bureaucrats to make professional decisions, the need for understanding communication increases. Collaboration, negotiation and persuasion skills have become even more important (Salamon, 2002). 

However, research on communication including advocacy, presentation skills, media relations, and interpersonal communication was often overlooked in Public Administration Review over the last 15 years (Streib, Slotkin and Rivera, 2001). This is despite the recognition of ICMA that communication skills are critical for local government practitioners. A similar observation could also be made for other public administration/public management journals including Public Performance & Management Review (PPMR). If fact, the Cases and Comments section in PPMR typically relies on communication skills to resolve the problems presented in the cases. Recommendations to improve the perception, leadership, organizational, and interpersonal communication skills of the various individuals are typically suggested. Garnett (1997a) notes that public managers spend more time communicating then they do performing other administrative or managerial tasks such as analyzing budgets, formulating policy, or engineering systems; yet their performance in communication is typically weak. He observed that administrative communication has been underemphasized in public administrative scholarship and practice and that relatively few academic programs have concentrations or courses in administrative communications (Garnett 1997b). This continues to exist today, even though public administration curriculums address organizational theory and references to interpersonal skills and communication can be found in most introductory public administration textbooks.  

It is important that public administration become more familiar with communication theories that go beyond administrative communication and include interpersonal communication within the agency and outside of it.  The traditional emphasis in public administration textbooks is on formal organizational structures and communication patterns, and instruments such as reports, inspections, investigations, and centralized administrative services as the major sources of information about subordinate performance  (Kaufman 1973) as well as identifying barriers to effective communication (Simon, Smithburg and Thompson 1950).

When the topic of communication surfaces in Public Administration textbooks it is often integrated into chapters on organizational theory and/or organizational behavior. The emphasis tends to be on the classical, neoclassical, human relations, systems and contingency theories.  Few Public Administration textbooks have stand alone chapters on communication, if they do, the emphasis tends to focus more on the importance of administrative communications than interpersonal communications. Table 1 provides a breakdown of communication content.
Insert Table 1 Here

The most comprehensive overview of influential organization and management theories and their emphasis on administrative communication is provided by Garnett (1997c).  He reviews the influence of classical, neoclassical, human behavior, open systems, political administrative, management excellence, reinvention and quality, phenomenological, critical and postmodern perspectives through a communication lens  and notes that rarely has communication been a primary focus of organization and management theory, and administrative communication remains an underemphasized variable in organization and management theory (p. 56).  The exception to this in the PA literature are the interpretivists.  While they explore and interpret values and assumptions in regard to situational contexts,  Stillman (2000) believes they remain the most removed from the mainline day-to-day world of practitioners” (p. 26).  Despite this observation from Richard J. Stillman, articles addressing the importance of communication have appeared in public administration journals addressing its importance to practitioners, but do we listen?     

In “Stories Citizens Tell and How Administrators Use Types of Knowledge,” Herzog and Claunch (1997) described how managers used stories from a variety of sources to improve communication with citizens, alter spending priorities, reverse policy decisions, and improve their interpersonal skills. These stories are a form of knowledge through which public administrators can expand their worlds and modify their definitions of reality (p.  374).

Likewise, in “Reflections of a ‘Pracademic’ on the Logic of Politics and Administration,” Nalbandian  (1994) reflects on his experience as a pracademic and notes that politicians and citizens communicate with each other through stories and anecdotes because stories convey symbols better than statistics and reports.   He states “one of my biggest surprises as an elected official was the power of anecdotes over statistics in the public policy arguments of both citizens and elected officials” (p. 532).  He also observes that even though they speak the same words, politicians and professional staff often talk a different language because their perspectives are different.  As a result, he comments that there needs to be a bridge between professional staff and the governing body. He sees the elected officials and professional staff speaking different languages, needing the city manager to act as a translator.  The manager must be able to assist both groups so that political pronouncements can be translated into policies, goals, objectives and work plans. 

In “Grout:  Alternative Kinds of Knowledge and Why They are Ignored,” Schmidt (1993) revisits the need for a new way of problem-solving.  Using the example of a grouter, she explains that “a grouter’s knowledge in practice is difficult to put into words. It cannot be measured and represented by formulas not subjected to rules or standards.  It cannot be taught in a classroom, but only learned in the field, by direct hands-on experience in specific situations, under the guidance of a master craftsperson” (p. 526).  She notes that communication in bureaucratic organizations flows down but little flows up unless it is written on proper forms that confirm the work was in compliance with specifications. These forms have no place for the sensory knowledge, aggregate observations, or critical judgments. As a result, information is often suppressed and only a partial picture emerges (p. 527).

In “Stories Managers Tell:  Why They are as Valid as Science,” Hummel (1991) previously addressed the need for managers to encourage participants to help define a problem in an intersubjective way.  All participants agree to respect each other’s definition of the problem and develop a synthesis that leads to a solution.  He notes that problems often arise because one’s role or job position gives individuals specific perspectives and responsibilities that are not necessarily compatible with one another.   
Hassett and Watson (2002) present viewpoints of city managers who have served as managers in the same city for a minimum of 20 years. The managers were asked to express their feelings in regard to the political environment in which they worked, their involvement in the policy process, their values and commitment to public service, their relationships with elected officials, family consideration, the importance of their staffs, professional growth and personal satisfaction. Recurring subtexts throughout the expressions were the needs to be sensitive to their internal and external environments and the importance of interpersonal communication skills. 
Cunningham and Weschler (2002) note that the skills, knowledge and theories most needed by staff are different than those needed by line managers, whose jobs require them to deal with people effectively amidst highly uncertain situations. “Line managers operate in uncertain environments, where systems are unstable and constantly subject to change…Line managers need theory and learning experiences to deal with unstable environments. Restructured theory on organizational behavior and development, effective communication, negotiation, and interpersonal problem solving are relevant (p. 106).

In the January/February (2004) issue of Public Management there is an article titled “IT’S COMMUNICATION, STUPID!” (Lapin, 2004).  The article discusses some inhibitors of effective communication. Mistrust will block communication, as well as presenting facts without emotion. Few communication flaws arise out of inaccurate information, what is misunderstood typically relates to its sincerity, integrity, and caring of the message. Like mistrust, fear can also filter communication; an organizational culture possessed by fear will not have accurate communication.  Many managers may have skills in speaking but often they do not have skills in listening. If communication is going to be honest and open then managers must learn how to listen without becoming defensive (Lapin, p.32-32).

County Government Emphasis


The void of interpersonal communication skills in introductory Public Administration textbooks is surprising given the recognition that alternative forms of communication contribute to organizational knowledge and behavior, and the importance of   interpersonal or behavioral skills to mediate disputes and influence change.  If Public Administration textbooks are not addressing the importance of communication, are public servants receiving this information through other means?
To research this question, the website of the 25 counties with the largest numbers of county employees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000) were reviewed to see if county employees had access to training and development opportunities in communication and decision-making. The websites were evaluated on whether they contained comprehensive information, little information or no information about available training opportunities. The websites were also reviewed to see the types of training and development activities offered; and what kind of communication and decision-making competencies were promoted. The competencies were coded based on the Leadership Effectiveness Framework of the U. S. Office of Personnel Management (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, 1995).    
Basic Competencies (BA): including oral and written communication, problem-solving, interpersonal skills, self-direction, flexibility, decisiveness and technical competence.

First Level Competencies (First): managing a diverse workforce, conflict management, team building, influencing, negotiating, and human resource management.

Mid-Level Competencies (Mid-level): creative thinking, planning and evaluation, customer orientation, management controls/integrity, financial management and technology management.
Higher-Level Competencies (High-level) : Vision and external awareness. 

Each higher level assumes the competencies of the lower levels.

Insert Table 2 Here
Eleven of the 25 county websites do not present information on training opportunities for their employees. Fourteen websites provide information on Basic Competencies (BA): which include oral and written communication, problem-solving, interpersonal skills, self-direction, flexibility, decisiveness and technical competence. Eleven of the websites indicate training opportunities for First Level Competencies (First): managing a diverse workforce, conflict management, team building, influencing, negotiating and human resource management. Seven websites indicate training opportunities for Mid-Level Competencies (Mid-level): creative thinking, planning and evaluation, customer orientation, management controls/integrity, financial management and technology management. Three websites indicated training opportunities for Higher-Level competencies (Higher-level): vision and external awareness.
What is not apparent from most of the websites is whether or not training is required for county employees, what level of county employees are encouraged to or attend the training (for example, management or line employees), the quality and/or effectiveness of the training, and most important whether or not employees develop new skills and/or become more proficient as a result of the training. Nor can a determination be made if those counties that have training programs deliver more professional services to the community.  However, it does appear that for 56 percent of the county websites reviewed, training is available to employees who would like to improve their basic competencies and 44 percent of the websites reviewed provide training for first level competencies,  indicating a need for public servants to possess those skills.
Summary
Effective communication skills are important for public managers. Public managers must be able to communicate with a variety of internal and external stakeholders who often possess different vocabularies and communication styles, as well as different levels of trust, history, and relationships with the public agency. 

The examples provided below indicate how important effective communication skills (speaking, listening and empathy) are to public leaders, managers and street-level bureaucrats.
“Once you get into this multicultural crap, this bunk, that some folks are teaching in our college campuses and other places, you run into a problem” (Ehrlich, 2004). That statement was made by Governor Robert L. Ehrlich Jr. of Maryland during a radio  interview.  Native Americans, Hispanics, and African-American activists have demanded apologies for that statement. What the Governor meant to say and stated a day later was “...I meant to very clearly distinguish between how we should celebrate our diversity and ethnicity, but the important point here is assimilation” (Nitkin and Pelton, 2004).

According to recent reports, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his top deputies did not want to hear from the International Red Cross and the State Department about abuses in Abu Gharib Prison. Nor did they pay attention to General Eric Shinseki, Army Chief of Staff when he stated in 2003 that several hundred thousand troops would be needed to conquer and occupy Iraq. 

A teacher for the St. Louis County’s Riverview Gardens School District was suspended with pay after being overheard remarking that “her dog is smarter and cleaner than most of the children we teach” (Associated Press, 2004). 

Communication skills provide the foundation for the other skills and competencies required by an effective public administrator. Communication skills influence the way public employees and agencies are perceived by their constituents.
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