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Abstract

Research has shown that the last few decades of neoliberal governing has
transformed the state and its organization, but less attention has been paid to the
growing practice of governments outsourcing work to private consultants.
Knowledge is an important aspect of governing and we therefore use a
governmentality approach to analyze consultants” knowledge production for a
national government agency, through the narratives of employees. The results
suggest a rationality that sees consultants as cost effective, prompt and objective
observers, but that the procurement process, their external position and the
buyer—seller relationship undermines quality and the will to “speak truth to
power”, and produces a “brain-drain” from government agencies. This may have
serious consequences for governments’ self-reflection, efforts at internal critique
and actions. It may also reshape the political context of public administration and

the accountability of governments.

Keywords: New public management, public procurement, private consultants,

knowledge production, situated knowledge, governmentality, consultocracy






Forord

Den text du har framfor dig dr resultatet av en explorativ studie om svenska
myndigheters “outsourcing” av kunskapsproduktion, dvs att genom offentlig
upphandling leja ut pa entreprenad allt ifran att producera offentligt
informationsmaterial till att utvardera myndigheters verksamhet. Studier pa
andra omraden har visat pa allvarliga konsekvenser av en sddan utveckling, dvs
att privata aktorer genom upphandling tar 6ver offentliga och ideella aktorers

uppgifter.

Utifran intervjuer med atta konsulter pa tva konsultforetag och fyra anstallda pa
en svensk myndighet, undersoks hur upphandlingen och kunskapsproduktionen
gar till praktiskt, den underliggande logiken som motiverar detta och hur det kan
forma olika kunskapande subjekt, dvs vilka effekter som outsourcingen kan ha
for vad som kan sdgas och av vem. Avslutningsvis diskuteras mojliga
konsekvenser. Resultaten bygger pa 12 intervjuer om outsourcing av
kunskapsproduktion i stort. Det har varit var uttryckliga avsikt att anldgga ett
brett perspektiv pa vad kunskap ar for att fanga upp outsourcingen av olika
typer av kunskap. Framtida studier bor darfor fokusera effekterna av
outsourcingen av olika typer av kunskap. Det dr dock var férhoppning att
foreliggande text kan utgora ett forsta bidrag till analyser av den vaxande

trenden med outsourcing av offentlig kunskapsproduktion till privata foretag.
Ostersund i juni 2022

Marcus Lauri
Lektor i socialt arbete
Institutionen for psykologi och socialt arbete (PSO)

Mittuniversitetet
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Introduction

The role, character and institutionalization of public bureaucracies has been a
central concern in theorizing and understanding liberal democracies since
Weber’s legal-rational bureaucratic model of the 19th century. However, the
legal-rational ideal that has guided state reform during the last century has been
severely challenged by the transformation towards marketization and a new
managerial competitive state (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). A vast body of
scholarly work has analyzed how this has altered the state, its organizations and
citizens, which includes a number of disrupting effects on the liberal democratic
model (Brown 2006, 2015; Miller and Rose 2008; Saint-Martin 1998, 2004;
Dunleavy and Hood 1994; Hood 1991; Rhodes 1994).

This article analyzes one aspect of such new public management (NPM); namely,
the outsourcing of governmental knowledge production to private corporations.
Following a governmentality approach, power and knowledge are understood to
be intertwined (Foucault 1982) and because specific practices of knowledge
production, such as documentation, evaluations and audits, have proven to be
central to the contemporary governing of public services (Power 1997; Miller
2001), the outsourcing of such governmental knowledge production is of interest
because we know little about such processes or what their effects are in terms of

government.

Consequently, this article explores processes of knowledge production in the
nexus of commercial consultants and a national government body whose mission
is to improve the conditions for Swedish corporations and regional growth,
henceforth called The Agency. We approach this challenge by arguing that
knowledge production must be understood in relation to both the exercise of
power (Foucault 1982) and in relation to the position and context of the
‘knowers’, i.e. those who produce knowledge (Haraway 1988; Hellstrém and
Raman 2001). By using analytical concepts from governmentality studies, the aim
of this article is to analyze technologies, their inherent rationality, subjectification
effects and the possible political implications (Bacchi 2009) following from the
outsourcing of government knowledge production to commercial actors. The
questions guiding the analysis are: 1) What technologies are used for the

governing of knowledge production and how are they manifested in practice?



2) What rationalities do such technologies rely on? 3) What subjectification effects
follow from such technologies and rationalities? 4) What are some of the possible
political implications? In the following section, we provide a background to this
field of study.

We begin by discussing some earlier efforts to understand private consultants in
relation to government, knowledge production and governing after which we
discuss our analytical approach, material and method. The analysis that follows
shows that a neoliberal rationality of competition prompts outsourcing and that
private consultants are subjectified as objective observers, but that the process of
outsourcing in fact undermines comprehensive knowledge and critique. We thus
challenge the notion of the neutral consultant in governmental procurement of

knowledge production and deliberate on possible political implications.

Background

Hopes were high that new public management (NPM) reforms would reduce
bureaucracy and administrative procedures, but research suggests that the
opposite has occurred, with an increase in diverse forms of knowledge
production (Power 1997; Miller 2001; Hall 2012; Forssell and Ivarsson Westerberg
2014). Parallel to such developments is the rise in outsourcing of some forms of
knowledge production to external commercial actors (Howlett and Migone 2013;
Hall 2012; Alnebratt and Ronnblom 2016; Pierre 2009). In earlier research on the
shift towards a new managerial and competitive state, a broader focus on
‘managerialism’ tended to gloss over the specific influence and functions of
consultants, and the existing research on their role within the administrative
system remain scarce (see however Howlett and Migone 2013; Saint-Martin
1998). While broad in scope, the existing literature on NPM, as well as the
literature that does exist on the specific role and functions of management
consultants, is in agreement about two things. Firstly, that the soliciting of
private consultants has risen steadily since the breakthrough of NPM and,
secondly, that they are not limited to providing management expertise. Rather,
they offer their knowledge across a wide spectrum of functions, such as in the
production of public policy, and indeed, this has spurred the use of the term
‘consultocracy” among some authors to denote the growing influence of

consultants in liberal democracies (Hood and Jackson 1991; Saint-Martin 2004).

10



However, the effects and wider political implications of such practices have not
been sufficiently analyzed. Some studies, however, have focused on how private
consultants have been brought into public administration in order to carry out
processes of privatization (cf. Saint-Martin 2004). In such a spirit, Larner and
Laurie (2010) have shown how the privatization of telecom in New Zealand and
water in the UK, impelled mid-level engineers whose context of work had shifted
to themselves become involved as a kind of consultant in processes of globalized
privatization. Their study shows that mid-level engineers become travelling
technocrats and that policy reconfiguration is not only propelled by formal policy
makers. Shaw et al.’s (2015) study of think tanks involved in UK health policy
processes show that they try to live up to an ideal of neutrality and therefore,
through certain discursive techniques, present themselves as independent and
disinterested. Their analysis shows, however, that this hides the fact that they do
indeed influence policymaking, often in deliberate ways intended to accelerate
privatization. Ojehag-Pettersson and Granbergs (2019) study shows that local
government bureaucrats in Sweden engaged in public procurement, perceive
their profession undergoing a profound and rapid transformation, and in a
competitive organizational environment, they feel an urge to foster a milieu

optimized for private actors.

The discussion above illustrates that research on private actors vis-a-vis public
management, knowledge production and policy making is limited, and even
more so when it comes to empirical studies on individual consultants” and
government employees’ day-to-day work and interaction. This also holds true for
critical studies of governmental procurement in general (Ojehag-Pettersson &
Granberg 2019). As suggested by Ojehag-Pettersson and Granberg (2019), such
processes of procurement and its relation to bureaucracy and democracy calls for
further exploration. Particularly understudied is what kind of knowing subjects
and relations the context of knowledge procurement produces, what it does to
the ‘quality” of knowledge and its interconnections with governing. We argue
that our analysis makes an important contribution to the limited scholarly work
on the context of, and effects that may follow from, procurement and
governmental outsourcing of knowledge production to commercial consultants
in Sweden. In the following section, we explain how our analysis of this issue

will be theorized.
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Analytical framework

Several scholars have come to challenge the view of knowledge and truth as
being real, fixed and neutral (see Doucet and Mauthner 2006 for an overview).

Cain claims that

Anyone producing knowledge occupies a relational and
historical site in the social world which is likely to shape and
set limits to the knowledge formulations produced. (1993, 88)

Similarly, one can argue with Haraway (1988) that the position from where
knowledge is produced is of great importance for what knowledge is produced.
For these reasons we want to analyze knowledge in relation to the position and
context of the knowers. We also want to emphasize that the outsourcing of
knowledge production from public administration to external commercial actors
may thus affect the knowledge production in itself, as well as processes of subject

formation and the governing of contemporary societies.

We argue that a governmentality approach is of specific benefit to our analysis in
that it focuses on the productive elements of the practices of policymaking. In
this tradition, we emphasize the governmental technologies, their political
rationalities and the subjectivities that they construe and structure through the

processes of knowledge production through consultancy.

To operationalize our governmentality approach, we use technologies,
rationalities and effects as analytical concepts (Bacchi 2009). Technologies refer to
practical techniques, methods and institutions that allow for and optimize the
governing of human conduct, which enables to “act upon the conduct of persons
individually and collectively” (Miller and Rose 2008, 16). Consequently, attention
directed towards technologies helps to raise questions about how governing is
executed in practice. Rationalities focus on knowledge that shapes our
understanding of reality and what is understood as reasonable in a particular
context (Dean 2010; Brown 2006). Rationalities thus help to raise questions about
the logics — explicit and implicit — of technologies connected to hiring external
consultants, i.e. the “‘why?’. Finally, effects refer to analyzing the constitution of
subjects and aids in raising questions about how subjects are (re)shaped and
maintained by these rationalities and technologies, and what political

implications may come from it (Foucault 1982, 2007).
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In the following analysis, we start by presenting the central technologies teased
out in the material after which we discuss how the different rationalities at work
in consultant knowledge production, makes such technologies seem like an
appropriate response. Following the analysis, we discuss the subjectification

effects and political implications of consultant knowledge production.

Material and method

This explorative article is based on the accounts of twelve interviewees, who
were contacted through personal networks and subsequent snowballing. Eight
in-depth interviews were conducted with private consultants from two different
corporations, one semi-large firm and one large international corporation with a
national branch in Sweden. To be included in the study, we required that that
they had experience of producing reports for government agencies and that they
worked as consultants (rather that assistants, clerks etc.). In addition, four
employees of The Agency who frequently buy in the services of the consultants

mentioned above were interviewed.

As we were interested in the context of consultants” knowledge production for
government agencies: their day-to-day work, the procurement process and their
relation vis-a-vis The Agency, the interview guide was fashioned to correspond
to these three themes. The interviewees were informed about the purpose of the
study, about confidentiality and that they could choose to terminate their
participation at any time. We have given the informants fictitious names for
reasons of anonymity and have refrained from revealing the name of their
employer. In order to distinguish between consultants and employees at The
Agency, without having to point this out with every quote, we have given all the
employees at The Agency names that start with the letter A. The interviews
ranged between 50-85 minutes and were transcribed verbatim and analyzed

using the NVivo software.

The analysis was conducted by means of a step-wise process. After the general
scope of the inquiry was formed (MR) and the interviews were conducted (ML,
TM), a theoretical focus on the relation between knowers and knowledge was
chosen (ML). Following this, the authors searched for the presence of
technologies connected to knowledge production, i.e. governing techniques and

methods, through a dialectic and iterative process of reading the transcripts.
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From this process, three technologies were chosen for further analysis; namely:
procurement, commercial contracts and external producers of knowledge,
because they were connected to the aim of the study. In the second step, these
three technologies were analyzed in detail through the interviewees’ narratives
(ML) and the lens of the analytical framework. In a third and concluding step, a
closing analysis and discussion was performed (ML, MR) focusing on how these
technologies and rationalities may produce subjectification effects in terms of
knowers of knowledge, and subsequently how policy and problems are shaped
by such subjectification processes. In this final step, we conclude our discussion

by deliberating on what political implications may follow from this.

Technologies and rationalities of
consultant knowledge production

The analysis is structured into three themes, focusing on: the procurement
process, the commercial buyer—seller relationship and the external position from
which consultants produce knowledge. The analysis suggests that the
outsourcing of knowledge production creates a situation whereby knowledge is
produced from ‘nowhere’, which in turn produces a subject position of neutrality
from which the consultant observe and objectively know. The analysis also
shows that the consultants” knowledge production is indeed shaped by the

position from which they speak, and that this has serious consequences.

The technology of procurement

Public procurement has become widespread in Swedish public administration,
comprising a sixth of total GDP (Upphandlingsmyndigheten and
Konkurrensverket 2018). This technology entails a process of open tenders for the
production of all goods and services within the realm of public administration
exceeding a certain amount. These open tenders, limited in time, are followed by
a procedure of closed bidding for the contract. Depending upon the formal
stipulations of the tender (competence, price, time, methods etc.), the purchaser

decides which bid to accept.

What rationalities make such a method seem reasonable and legitimate? A key
rationality centers on producing conditions for a market-like and competitive

environment argues Moe, Newman and Maung (2017). This is achieved by
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having open tenders directed towards any contractor, which is assumed to
reduce “waste’, i.e. deliver the best value for money (Edwardsson and Moius
2009). However, several interviewees’ stories about the bidding process suggest

serious effects on knowledge production. Alexis at The Agency suggests that:

Consultants send in several bids [...] and sometimes it becomes
apparent that the bids aren’t that well thought through, where
they’ve, like, copied and pasted from an old bid.

Consultant Beatrice has a similar story, and explains that the competition
produces a constant need for bidding, but also a systematic propping up of these
bids:

In order to win a bid, you promise to use your top three skilled
senior consultants, and this you do on all the bids, but you let
the juniors do all the work. [...] We turn in 20 bids a week [...],
and then it’s not, we can’t not promise this person just in case
we win that other bid.

In the quotes above, it becomes apparent that the process of competition, which
aims to identify the best candidate to produce high-quality knowledge and
reduce waste, may sometimes fall short. It produces constant bidding, which in
turn makes the availability of the most skilled consultants uncertain, and it seems
that, in reality, juniors do most of the work. Using the most senior and well-
known consultants as a prop in the bidding process, however, reinforces the
rationality of best value for money, even though it does not deliver. Consultant
Camilla explains this problem in a similar way; that they send in multiple bids
and, because “You never know which bids you'll get,” the juniors tend to do the
work. It seems that, not only does the procurement process create a situation in
which the availability of the most skilled consultants is uncertain, but winning a
bid can also be achieved by showcasing a consultant who is not even around
anymore. However, propping up the bid is not always achieved by means of
uncertain or empty promises, it can also be outsourced: Consultant Henry says:
“We’ve had, um, like a tradition of outsourcing an academic alibi.” The
availability of full-time academic researchers for commercial consultant
corporations may be both expensive and scarce, but a way for the outsourced
producers of knowledge to handle this is to outsource such a task themselves.

The practice of propping up the bid with academic titles is thus an outsourcing of

15



an outsourcing, yet it does not necessarily provide the consultants with any

substantial participation or actual skills.

The technology of procurement follows a division of labor into clients and
contractors (aka a purchaser—provider split) and arguably alludes to a rationality
of specialization where the client excels at ‘purchasing” and the contractor excels

at “producing’. However, Beatrice says:

Many work with an extremely wide variety [of topics], at the
moment I'm working on a project on heat-waves and then I
work with gender equal economic growth and after that I'll do
something on, you know...

Beatrice adds that, one day, she would like to get another job because she wants
to ‘probe deep’ into something and become a specialist, something that she feels
is not possible as a consultant. Similarly, consultant Daniela says that she sought
employment at a government agency in order “to have more time [...] so I could
focus more on certain issues.” Henry explains that what the market ‘wants” keeps
shifting and that it is impossible to have specialized knowledge in all fields.

Interviewee Felicia has a similar view:

A few years ago, all the money in the world was channeled
into, like, university-business partnerships [...] and then came
something else, like innovation platforms or something like
that [...] so when the tap’s turned off, you may sit there with a
specialized skill and have nothing to do.

The commercial aspect of the consultancy business makes it necessary to
constantly bid on almost any kind of contract in order to ensure a profit.
Uncertainty about which contracts will be won, and what areas of expertise the
market will demand in future tenders, makes it virtually impossible to keep a
cadre of staff who are optimally suited for inquiring into any specific topic.
However, Daniela explains that their firm turns in about two public-sector
procurement bids a week and that it takes about four days to produce a bid.
Apparently, the bidding itself requires plenty of work and, in fact, they have a
specialized group that produces all the bids in order “to enhance efficiency.” This
suggests that the procurement process demands a lot of time from the
consultants to produce the bids, which has led to a division of labor in order to

enhance efficiency in the bidding, rather than in what topics to produce
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knowledge about. Although this does not directly affect The Agency, it produces

‘waste’ that has to be paid for by the consultancy companies.

Another circumstance surrounding procurement is the rigid frames of the
contract, which are defined beforehand. This means that the bidding process
does not provide an opportunity for any real dialogue about the task at hand
before signing a contract. According to Henry, this means that, often, “you have
no idea what they want, so you have to guess,” something that consultant Irene

understands as “part of a game”:

Sometimes I get frustrated over the fact that I can’t talk to the
customer or ask questions [...] so you sit and guess, like, “we
think this is what they want” and then you start guessing:
“what do we think our competitors think that they should
write?” [...] and it becomes like a competition.

The guessing game described above is further complicated by the competition
with other consultants. This is similar to Daniela’s comment: “how much do we
think our competitors will spend?” According to Agency employee Annie, this

guessing game means that you have to be unspecific in your bidding;:

[Let’s say that] “We [The Agency] need help with this.” Then,
generally, you would need some kind of conversation [...] like,
we don’t quite understand: what is it really that they want? [...]
so you have to be a bit blurry.

Daniela says that there is a bit of space for maneuver in terms of what to spend
the hours on, within the project, but that, of course, the budget has to be followed
strictly, “you can’t change the budget, because then it’s like, you know...
[tampering with] the competition.” A similar rationality is displayed in the

account of The Agency employee Angelica:

Of course, you can make some minor adjustments along the
way, but it’s still quite a rigid chain of events defined from the
start which can’t be altered too much, because it was this set-up
that made them win the bid in competition with someone else.

Fear of tampering with the competition seems to hinder dialogue or any
alterations in the terms of the agreement. Annie has a similar view and says that,
to some extent, a dialogue can be had after the contract is signed, but that the

boundaries of the contract are already pretty much fixed and because of the
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guessing there is a risk that The Agency “ends up spending a lot of money on

bullshit,”, i.e. that they do not get the best value for money.

If The Agency realizes, however, that they are not getting what they bargained
for, the rigid and legally binding agreement may make it hard to change or

terminate a valid contract. Annie explains:

We had a problem at my previous Agency, where we had
statistics consultants on a continual frame agreement [...] and
they did a really poor job and we all wanted to terminate the
contract but it wasn’t possible.

According to Annie, the only way to terminate a contract was to prove
‘malpractice’, and apparently doing a ‘really poor job” did not meet those terms.

Daniela has a similar story:

The consultant who was named in the bid quit right before the
start of the project [...][So The Agency] felt that they didn’t
really get what they bid for.

The procurement process described above can be argued to shape the knowing
subject in particular ways. Firstly, fronting the bid with a few of the most well-
known and senior consultants, but having several ‘anonymous” and
inexperienced juniors do the actual work, produces several anonymous
(un)knowing subjects (Haraway 1988; Foucault 1982, 2007). Perhaps trivial, yet
worth mentioning, is the fact that reports and evaluations produced by
consultants for The Agency often have no name attached as the author. Rather,
the name of the corporation and The Agency itself are presented as the authors.
Secondly, the quest for profit demands that consultants have to produce
knowledge on almost any kind of topic, regardless of whether they have
specialized skills in that area or not, and this produces a knowing subject of a
generalist, rather than a specialist. Thirdly, the procurement setup of bidding on
tenders hinders dialogue about how it should best be carried out and, after the
contract is signed, it may prove difficult to alter its premises. Should something
unexpected surface, which may often be the case when inquiring into a problem,
it may prove difficult to follow up such unexpected paths. This produces a
‘guessing’ and generalist — or unknowing — subject, who is further limited by a

rigid framework.
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The technology of commercial contracts

A substantial share of Agency knowledge is produced in a commercial
agreement, outside of The Agency, which may be understood as a governing
technology (Miller and Rose 2008), because it re-regulates where it is produced,
by whom and under what circumstances. Arguably, such an arrangement is
legitimized by the rationality of choice inherent in the buyer—seller relationship.
Apart from the procurement rationality of best value for money, discussed
above, following the buyer—seller relationship, The Agency can freely choose
whom to hire and this competitive environment allows it to make extensive

demands on the consultants.

Asked what it is that his corporation can offer government agencies, Henry says:
“we can offer delivery on time,” and explains that this is because consultants,
unlike employees at universities and government agencies, need not follow the
same rigid methodological protocols in knowledge production. As far as time
goes, interviewee Edward says that there are of course exceptions, but “as a
consultant, at best you have contracts for about three months” and that they are
involved in several different projects at the same time. Beatrice is currently
working on ten projects and says: “during one day, I work with four or five
different projects,” which is similar to other interviewees’ accounts. Felicia

deliberates on what such working conditions mean:

Sometimes you don’t have the conditions to produce a great
report because you don’t have the hours and you don’t have
good empirical material, and that’s really sad.

How does the demand to produce a “product” within a short timeframe and still
be on time affect the ways in which knowledge is produced? Asked about
methodology, several of the interviewees say that they mostly use two methods:
telephone interviews, because it requires less time than face-to-face interviews,

and, in particular, something referred to as desk research. Edward explains:
There’s quite a lot of desk research, meaning processing

already-existing material that the customer gives us and also
what we find on the internet.
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Irene, who in fact favors ethnographic methods, says that her actual work “is
about collecting facts” rather than doing any actual analysis, and Beatrice says
they tend to demand that the buyer provides them with the necessary empirical
material and rarely do much of their own data collection. This is what Henry
calls “reading reports”, and he adds that they have no systematic method for
doing it, “it’s just like reading...what others have written.” Daniela, who has
worked both as a consultant and at government agencies, says the biggest
difference between these two ‘worlds’ is quality, and that many of her
government colleagues believe consultants “do a sloppy job.” Henry goes on to
explain that the substandard quality of the knowledge produced sometimes leads
to conflicts: “they want a proper research report and they pay EUR 25,000, but
when an academic researcher does it, it takes four years.” Under such
circumstances, Irene says that the big questions can never be answered because
“you get stuck in the frames of the project [...], the budget and the timeframe.”
Henry explains that conflicts may arise when you have to deal with someone

who does not understand what you can get for that amount of money:

In discussions with, like, a professor or a PhD, who's on the
other side and is the expert of experts on all kinds of analytical
methods [...], to get them to understand what you get if you
buy a consultant’s services for a month and a half [is difficult]
[...] [but] someone who doesn’t know evaluations or analytical
methods [...] is often a bit more humble.

The rigid frames for speedy delivery and low cost seem to produce the need for
shortcuts and thus affect quality. This can be seen in the methodological setup
and in the sometimes-unrealistic expectations of the customer. According to
Edward, these circumstances do not allow for reflection or deeper analysis
because the question of time, and who is going to pay for it, is always present: “If
you sit and think for half an hour, it doesn’t feel right to charge the project for it.”
It seems from what Edward says that producing knowledge in this context does
not allow for the activity of thinking, only doing, as though knowledge

production were a mechanical venture.

Despite describing the methods of inquiry as rather simple, Henry claims that
consultants have the opportunity to draw bolder conclusions than researchers or
government agencies. They have “the courage” and are “allowed to say

something”. This begs the question: what it is they are allowed to say? Angelica
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claims that they have a keen interest in receiving critique at The Agency, and
Amanda says: “we’re almost, like, asking for it.” However, consultant Gabrielle
provides a clue about how the buyer—seller relationship affects what you feel you

can say:

How are you supposed to think? I've been told that it depends
on what kind of relationship you want with the customer
(laughs), so you have that paradox.

Daniela puts it in a similar way: “I think that sometimes you show too much
consideration because you're afraid you will have a bad relationship with a
customer, yes, definitely.” It seems that the consultant has the choice either to be
frank and critical or to be ‘gentler’ and consider the relationship with the buyer.
This paradox is also touched upon by Annie when deliberating on her previous

experience as a consultant:

You probably should [be critical] sometimes, but you may not
have the guts because, I'm thinking like, you also don’t want to
scare them away [...] and, in fact, when it’s a customer, it’s a
joint project [...] it’s not an audit because we do it as a service
to them.

Annie explains that, when she worked as a consultant, she sometimes avoided
critique in politically sensitive matters. This was not requested by the
management but was rather something that she took it upon herself to do. The
excerpts above suggest that the buyer—seller relationship means that the
consultants serve the will of the buyer and that being too critical may jeopardize
future contracts. This arguably shapes the knowing subject in a way that

undermines explicit critique.

In summary, the technology of the commercial contract can be seen as
intertwined with two main criteria for knowledge production as a commodity.
The first has to do with speedy delivery of knowledge. The strict deadlines
written into the contract encourage consultants to use shortcuts to enable them to
prioritize quick delivery over quality in their reports. The other has to do with a
tendency to consider critique from the perspective of a buyer—seller relationship,
both in the sense of providing the buyer with the product they are paying for, but

also by considering the possibility of future contracts. This is not always the case,
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however, as we shall see in the following section, where the client sometimes

asks specifically for critique, critique that is externally produced.

The technology of the external producer of
knowledge

The neoliberal organization and gradual downsizing of public administration
arguably leaves less room for The Agency to maintain and develop its own
expert knowledge. Although there is no time for it, the demand to produce
knowledge has in fact increased because documentation, evaluation and audits
are common practice in contemporary neoliberal public management (Hall 2012).
Such a rationality makes it seem reasonable to engage an external producer of
knowledge, an arrangement that may be understood as a governing technology
(Miller and Rose 2008). Angelica explains: “we’re rather pressured to deliver a
check on our results as well as an account of what’s happened.” Consequently,
The Agency is required to produce knowledge about a lot of things; about its
various actions and ‘interventions’. Alexis explains: “In terms of the work with
gender mainstreaming, I had to resort to procurement because I wasn’t able to do
it all myself.” However, this does not seem to be a mere result of under-staffing,

but rather, as Edward puts it:

We now have a division of labor where the governmental
agencies have fewer resources to keep this kind of specialist
knowledge [...] they don’t have time to conduct any studies.

From the account given by Edward, above, it seems that the current division of
labor undermines the ability to produce knowledge in-house. However, this may
not be merely the result of increasing demands and decreasing resources, but

instead, as Agency employee Amanda understands it, a governing technology:

Frequently, there is no funding allocated for hiring more
employees, but we do get funding for specific projects, which
allows us to procure such a task, so it has to do with the
governing.

From Amanda’s account above, it seems that political decisions about the
allocation of resources aid in pushing the production of knowledge to an external

producer. Facing a demand to produce knowledge, but without the ability to hire

22



more employees to do it, the need for external producers increases. The obvious
solution for The Agency is to use (procurement to find) an external actor to
provide the required services. Following this, questions may be asked about
where the knowledge produced is ‘located” and to what effect. Consultant Irene
says: “all the conclusions we’ve drawn can be used again, it’s like our
accumulated experience.” This simply suggests that consultants who work with
knowledge production can build on previous experience when initiating a new
project. Thus, many accounts suggest that, because the knowledge is produced
outside of The Agency, the basis for the in-house knowledge that is needed for
future work is undermined. Edward says that the consultant whom “you bring in
from outside will, over time, know better,” and Camilla claims that The Agency

“lacks competence”. Felicia describes how this complicates things:

You have consultants coming in and doing the work and then
they leave, and you lose that competence [...] if they had it in-
house, they could just go and ask. Of course, they could call us,
but then they’d have to procure and that just complicates it.

Having in-house knowledge would make it easy to ask a colleague for advice,
whereas having commercial consultants as principal subjects of knowledge
makes this difficult because it is a commercial product that requires proper
contracts. The externalization thus produces distance that undermines
knowledgeable subjects within The Agency. As Edward puts it, the consultants
have the skills, and he points out that “the data is our property, it's merely the

results that the client owns.” On the same topic, Henry says:

We conduct extensive surveys [...] like 30,000 respondents, a
huge [empirical] material that you could do a lot with, but it’s
like, the customer doesn’t ask for those kinds of analyses, they
only want descriptive data.

Henry suggests that government agencies do not ask for complex statistical
analyses because they lack the skills or desire to do so. Beatrice describes the

problem in a similar way, and adds the question of gender mainstreaming;
When we work with gender mainstreaming, it’s not integrated

because they're not the ones with the knowledge about it, it’s
more like they can tick that box.
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Assuming that awareness of gender in all decision-making is important for
achieving gender equality, which is the very idea of gender mainstreaming,
Beatrice suggests above that using external consultants will undermine such an
approach because there are few people left in The Agency ‘to know” and that this

turns gender mainstreaming into an alibi — ticking a box.
Somewhat paradoxically, Alexis explains that:

It takes a lot of work to supply the information [to the
consultant] and to make it clear what I expect to be delivered
[...] and that requires that we are competent and
knowledgeable.

Alexis was involved in the procurement of a descriptive mapping and an
analysis of a project and says that the results were unspecific, that it “could have
been about any Agency.” The accounts from Alexis suggest at least two things:
firstly, that the outsourcing of knowledge production in itself demands a lot of
resources and skill, to ensure quality. Secondly, in relation to the consultants’
accounts in the previous section, it suggests that, in order to be a knowledgeable
client (purchaser), you need comprehensive knowledge about the subject at
hand, something the employees at The Agency do not have the time or resources
to acquire. This suggests that the division of labor into purchaser and provider

produces two different, yet similar, un-knowledgeable subjects.

Given that neither The Agency’s employees nor the consultants regard the ‘new’
division of labor as particularly fruitful in terms of comprehensive knowledge
production, one may ask what the reasons might be for introducing such a
division of labor. Apart from the fact that there is a shortage of labor at The
Agency for producing the required knowledge, using an external producer

arguably alludes to a rationality of neutrality (Knill and Tosun 2012).

Irene says that, because consultants are “not part of the organization, we're
allowed to have an opinion.” It seems that the external position is understood as
a place where voicing an opinion is possible and, in contrast, being on the inside

does not allow this. Irene elaborates further on the matter:

Many clients think that it’s great to have an independent party
[...] “it's better if YOU say it, because then more people will
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take it seriously,” like, if it comes from inside, it doesn’t have
the same magnitude.

Annie (at The Agency) makes a similar point from her previous experience as a
consultant, and elaborates on a particular report she was involved in and how it

was received:

It really wasn’t that advanced or particularly expensive because
it wasn’t that much work put into it, but they were really like:
“Thank you, this really helped us because now we can prove
that it isn’t just our subjective opinion, from someone biased!”
Rather, it’s been put together, like, objectively, from the
outside. [...] I think that sometimes it can hardly be done in-
house because it won’t be received, like, it’s not exactly
political, but if someone from the outside does it, it’s more, like,
not affected by any agenda.

Although this report was not of high quality, it was appreciated because it was
produced on “the outside’. What rationality might explain such an
understanding? Agency employee Angelica says without hesitation that “an
evaluation, that means it’s external, we can’t evaluate ourselves,” and continues
to say that it would be ‘weird” to do it in-house because then “a positive result
would be less valued.” Alexis adds that it increases the legitimacy of the
knowledge, and Angelica argues that it has to do with using taxpayers’ money,

“then we all want to show what happened with the money.”

The quotes above suggest that the positive view of consultants as producers of
knowledge alludes to a positivistic rationality of neutral and objective
knowledge. Because it is produced outside the organization, it is untainted by
politics or vested interests (Knill and Tosun 2012, 191). However, following the
statement she made above, Alexis elaborates and points out that the employees at
The Agency could in fact do a lot more in terms of knowledge production
because they have “so much knowledge and skill,” but they have too much to do
and new tasks keep adding up, “which leaves us with no alternative” but to

outsource the knowledge production.

In summary, the technology of the external producer of knowledge points to
some important tensions that are related to how internal and external knowledge
production are seen as legitimate. One is how the profession of public

administrator within The Agency is affected by the increasing use of consultants.
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The need for knowledge production to be external in order for it to be considered
legitimate affects the position of working within The Agency. Internal knowledge
is seen as suspicious and subjective. The adaptation of government agencies to
rely on market-based expertise is also making it harder to formulate relevant
ways to assess policy from the inside, creating even stronger dependencies on
using external knowledge to quality-proof implementation and assessment

processes.

Subjectification effects of consultant
knowledge production

Our analysis of the interviews displays the practices of governing through three
intertwined technologies: the technology of procurement, the technology of
commercial contracts and the technology of the external producer of knowledge.
Together, they shape a rationality of knowledge as a neutral commodity in a
marketplace that is to be bought and sold in a constant flow, or, in other words, a
rationality of detached knowledge free from waste. In this section, we reflect
upon the results of the study in order to understand the effects of the increasing

use of private consultants in public policy.

Following the process of outsourcing knowledge production, The Agency
becomes subjectified as a neutral party, distanced from political interests. This is
because it outsources knowledge production to consultants, who are understood
as knowing and speaking from the position of an external neutral observer.
Following the process of outsourcing, knowledge is now produced from
‘nowhere’, i.e. without an outspoken position from which to observe and know.
This process of speaking from nowhere is something that Haraway (1988, 581)
has labelled “the God-trick’, i.e. the ability to see without a body, from a position
of nowhere, similar to an imagined Heavenly Father (see also Shaw et al. 2015).
Proposing instead to understand knowledge production as situated means, as we
argue in the analytical framework, that anyone producing knowledge always
occupies a historical and relational position that shapes the knowledge produced
(Cain 1993, 88). The God-trick performed in the outsourcing of knowledge
production may thus be understood as a way to see without being seen, to
represent the world while escaping a position from which to represent (Haraway
1988).
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The analysis of the interviews has shown, however, that the consultants’
knowledge production is indeed shaped by the position from which they speak.
The nexus of commercial consultants and government brings about a complex
relationship that seriously affects knowledge production. The procurement
process at times entails falsely implying senior and academic skills where in fact
no-name unknown juniors do much of the work, because the seniors and
academics are busy, absent or all together unavailable (and more expensive).
Procurement also produces knowers who often lack specialized knowledge,
because they are required to “know” any kind of topic in order to compete for
contracts. Procurement rigidity hinders dialogue and entails a limited flexibility
in terms of the setup of any study, which undermines the ability to follow the
study in unexpected directions, where it may take the knower. The commercial
buyer—seller relationship pushes for speedy delivery and low cost, which
undercuts the time to think and necessitates methodological and theoretical
shortcuts that affects quality. One of such shortcuts that appears to be
widespread is so called desk-research, meaning the somewhat mechanical
presentation of ‘facts’ that are either provided by The Agency or harvested from
the internet. In addition, the desire for future contracts seems to undermine the
desire to critique, and the externalization of knowledge production also
undermines ‘in-house” knowledge and creates a future dependency on external

consultancy knowledge.

Despite all of the effects suggested above, consultants seem to enjoy a position
from nowhere from which they are freer to ‘say something’, compared to
academics or government, and they are appreciated by The Agency for doing so.
Because they speak as a subject from ‘nowhere’, they are understood as more
capable of seeing truthfully and claiming neutral knowledge, and their

knowledge is thus regarded as proper and highly desirable.

Conclusions

This inquiry into commercial consultants” involvement in policy reveals
disruptive consequences for the ‘quality’ of knowledge and the desire to critique.
Consultants present a fagade of senior and academic skill but, according to the

interviewees, they lack specialized knowledge. The rigid set-up of procurement
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hinders dialogue and the rigid timeframes that push for prompt delivery at low
cost make it difficult for consultants to collect and thoroughly analyze empirical
material themselves. Instead, the interviewees say that they frequently resort to a
simplistic presentation of ‘facts’ that are either provided by The Agency or

gathered on the internet.

The outsourcing in itself undermines “in-house” knowledge and creates a future
dependency on external consultancy. Some of the political implications that
follow from this include how such consultants are made into powerful and
neutral, yet unknowing, knowers and thus are willfully made integral to the
governing of public services, at the cost of the governmental employees. In this
way, knowledge becomes detached from the formal political goals of the Agency,
i.e. detached from the context in which it is supposed to be used. This in turn
contributes to a form of governing at a distance (Miller and Rose 2008), and may
be understood as connected to a desire found in the evidence-based
policymaking movement, i.e. production of knowledge untainted by political

interests (Standring 2017).

Are there reasons to use the term ‘consultocracy’ to summarize these findings,
thereby suggesting an expansion of consultants’ influence on policy? The answer
is ‘no’ if one assumes that such a term denotes a process in which consultants
come to replace politicians and their political debate, and thereby exert direct
influence on what policy should focus on and promote, as suggested by Hood
and Jackson (1991). However, the answer is “yes’ if one takes a broader outlook
and focuses on the political implications following from such outsourcing: the
decrease in “politics” and public scrutiny of public administration (Saint-Martin
2004) whilst reshaping ‘the political” context of public administration (Mouffe
2005). Such an affirmative response is illustrated in the following: For one thing,
by placing the responsibility for getting the correct and apolitical knowledge
outside the state, with private companies, the possibility opens up for placing
responsibility for policy implementation outside the state. By moving knowledge
production out of The Agency, certain forms of knowledge are privileged and
other forms are silenced, and here the demand for commodification plays an
important role. In order for knowledge to function in this setting, it needs to be
constantly transferable and possible to complete, leaving little space for allowing

knowledge to ‘mature’ and develop over time within The Agency. In turn, this
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form of governing hinders the development of complex knowledge, and long-

term and critical work for change.

Another implication is that of critique, where, on the one hand, the consultants
are reluctant to be too critical in order not to risk new contracts in the future,
while, on the other hand, The Agency requires some kind of critique in order to
prove that it is open to outside knowledge and scrutiny. In this way, the critique
becomes part of the commodity that is produced, but it is more the critique per
se, or the “spirit/, rather than the actual content of the critique, that is of
importance. This process is linked to the constant interruptions that are a part of
such knowledge production, through procurement and contract processes.
Despite The Agency’s constant purchasing of knowledge, this knowledge never
lingers. The practice of outsourcing knowledge from the state to private
corporations, transforms knowledge per se, the accountability of government and

the work that could be implemented on the basis of such knowledge.

Although this study builds on a relatively small sample, our explorative analysis
provides descriptions of the day-to-day practices of consultants and their relation
to government agencies, thereby providing insights into a context that is rarely
studied. The sample and particular context we have studied may suggest
limitations in terms of applying our results to other contexts. However, the
results in terms of the desire and ability to critique that is so evidently influenced
by the buyer-seller relationship may also apply to other contexts where the need
for comprehensive scrutiny is evident. It may also be suggested that procurement
in general does not guarantee quality or eliminate waste (i.e. best value for
money), but may under some circumstances generate the opposite of what is
hoped for, and that procurement produces unknowledgeable subjects, due to a
loss of skill in the ‘customer’, the consultant and their product. We thus argue
that this analysis contributes empirically and theoretically to the field of
knowledge production and governing under NP, i.e. the context and effects of
procurement and government outsourcing of knowledge production to
commercial consultants. This is likely to contribute beyond this particular case
due to institutional isomorphism, meaning that bureaucratic organizations tend

to mimic one another (Dimaggio and Powell, 1983).
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