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Abstract

This study seeks to illuminate how markets and private sector managerial
practices, especially strategic performance measurement systems (SPMS) have
come to be a central part of the government of the local domain and with what
effects, following far-reaching reforms to the New Zealand public sector
commencing in the mid 1980s. The study uses Michel Foucault’s concept of
governmentality to interpret the way people are governed through regimes of
practice that present certain ways of being as true and others as false, utilising
traditional devices of sovereignty and discipline, as well as technologies of the
self. Parliamentary bills to reform New Zealand local government were
analysed as was the literature on local government reform. These illuminated
the rationalities and technologies underpinning the reforms. Literature on
strategic planning and management in the public sector were analysed to
provide insights into the discursive formation of SPMS as a technology of
government. The researcher also interviewed the city manager, managers of all
the units, some non-managerial staff, The Mayor and one councillor of Future
City Council®! (FCC), a New Zealand local authority. He also collected and
analysed numerous internal documents from the case study. The analysis
involved a transcription of all interviews and then identification of common
themes from among the interviewees. The individual interviewee’s response to
a theme were analysed against that of other interviewees and the internal
documents so as compare their interpretation of the introduction and effects of
markets and SPMS. The results of this analysis were then interpreted
employing the concept of governmentality. The aim was to establish the extent
to which this concept could explain the changes to local government and their
effects.

The reforms to local government in New Zealand were driven by the same
rationalities as those of the larger New Zealand public sector, namely,
efficiency, effectiveness and accountability. The study found that these
rationalities were associated with regimes of practice that sought to constitute
citizen and staff as autonomous entities that could govern themselves, while at
the same time gazing over each other. These practices included the separation
of policy making from management, commercial operations from non-
commercial ones, business from non-business departments and the
introduction of competition through internal markets. These changes were
associated with discourses that promoted citizens as active participants in their
communities but who were at the same time autonomous individuals who
could take care of themselves and who had the rights of consumers. These
dividing practices sought to change the nature of the relationship between staff
and citizens, supplanting trust with technologies of mistrust, enabling

1 This is not its real name. The pseudonym has been adopted for purposes of
confidentiality.
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government without obvious intrusion hence overcoming the dialectic between
control and freedom that is the hallmark of advanced liberal societies.

These rationalities were also associated with SPMS programmes and
technologies that sought to reconfigure local spaces into communities bounded
by local authorities. Since annual planning and the long-term financial strategy
required consultation with their communities, citizens were interpellated into
their own government. Consultation and citizen participation enabled the
needs and aspirations of these communities to be known to staff of the FCC
who would be expected to work towards their fulfilment. These needs and
aspirations in turn became the basis for programmes of governing the conduct
of the staff and elected representatives of the FCC. SPMS incited citizens to
evaluate the FCC and various facets of their lives on the basis of the logic of the
economic, which became the vehicle and basis for far-reaching changes to the
FCC. These practices enabled FCC individual staff’s work to be delineated into
objectives, to which they were assigned. This in turn enabled the individual
performance of staff to be calculable, measurable and visible hence tying their
daily working lives with the rationalities of government. @ The dreams of
reformers however, do not always accord with practice, as was evident at the
FCC. The changes while embraced by some were resisted by others, who
though subsequently defining the organisation in terms of strategy and
markets, do not appear to have been overwhelmed by it.

This study hopefully contributes to accounting research in a number of ways.
While the bulk of Foucaultian studies are historical, this study combines both
historical and contemporary analysis of the evolution and instantiation of a
discourse of markets and private sector managerialism. The study is able to
show how the subject constitutes and is constituted by a discourse of
community, customer and enterprise, contrary to previous studies that have
relied on the study of discourse as an intermediary to the subject. The study
extended previous by show how the subject is not a mere pawn of discourse,
but is able to appropriate and resist discourses that contradict his or her prior
identities. The study also shows the potentially rich insights, which can be
gleaned from looking at accounting as part of the larger modalities for
governing organisational and social life. It shows how accounting data and
personnel are appropriated by staff in various units to develop and interpret
strategy and measure its progress within the organisation. Importantly,
accounting logic is used to link individual work with the political rationalities
of strategic planning. The researcher hopes that a healthy debate would ensue
regarding the reasons, means and effects of neo-liberal modes of government in
the local sphere.
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