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Abstract 

The major issue of concern to nations of the world, especially the third world 

countries is the achievement of sustainable economic and social development. A 
lot of resources are deployed by countries in pursuit of this goal, through a 

multiplicity of projects, programmes and policies. It is doubtful judging by either 
historical antecedents or contemporary realities whether it is possible to achieve 

sustainable economic and social development without public administration 

playing a catalyzing role, this is because public administration is that unit of 
political governance that shoulders the responsibility of implementing the 

policies, programmes and plans of government. It is in the light of the above 
assertion this paper is set to examine the role of public administration in 

achieving sustainable economic and social development. The paper begins with 

the conceptualization of public administration, economic development and 
sustainable development. it traces the evolution of public administration from 

ancient times till date. The role public administration play in achieving 

sustainable economic and social transformation were thoroughly examined. 
These include: developing strong institutional capacity, drafting and 

implementing effective sectoral policies, solving the problem of poverty and 
unemployment, facilitating and stimulating privatization process, combating the 

hydraheaded problem of corruption and investing in human capital development 

etc. these were followed with concluding remark. 
 

Keywords: Public Administration, National Development, Economic and Social 

Development, Human Capital Development. 

 

Introduction 

 The increase in state activities has astronomically increased the role of public 

administration in modern state. The state is no longer perceived as the preserver of the 
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status quo. The old age notion of policy state which was to be responsible only for the 

maintenance of law and order and the policy of non-interference in the day-to-day 

activities, has completely been eroded. The purpose of public administration has been 

completely reoriented. The reason being that the modern state has undertaken the new 

role of accelerator of economic and social change as well as prime mover and stimulator 

of national development (Ekhator 2002).  Ekhator (2002) equally observed that public 

administration functions have enormously increased in number, variety and complexity 

and its methodology has grown from the trial and error stage into an orderly discipline 

with an organized, ever increasing body of knowledge and experience. Today, Public 

Administration has been described as the “heart of modern civilization”. This is because 

the individual in the modern state or society is concerned with public Administration at 

every turn of his life from cradle to grave. It must be noted that Public Administration has 

tremendously gained relevance since the emergence of administrative state. The success 

and failure of the activities of the state depends upon Public Administration. Hence 

Ekhator (2002) asserted that Public Administration is an integral part of the social, 

cultural and economic life of a nation and is a permanent force in her life. To him, it is 

possible for a state to exist without a legislature or an independent, judiciary but no state 

can exist without a well-organized administration. Lack of sound administration may pull 

down the mightiest empire to pieces as was the case with the ancient Roman Empire 

(Ekhator, (2002). 

 Public Administration is what we may refer to as government in action. It is the 

process of carrying out governmental activities through public organizations. Public 

Administration is the process by which public resources and personnel are organized and 

coordinated to formulate, implement and manage public policy decisions. Over the years, 

Public Administration has become a veritable instrument of executing public policies, 

programmes and plans geared towards national development. The efficiency of public 

organizations (government departments, public corporations and public companies) and 

the effectiveness of their administrative processes (policy making, planning, budgeting 

etc) constitute the key factors in the total effort of achieving sustainable economy and 

social development. 

 The demand of Public Administration in a democratic setting such as ours is 

nothing short of ensuring conditions of good life for the citizens. Hence Public 

Administration in modern state is seen as a great modernizer, a nation builder and the 

most important instrument of social political and economic transformation. It is in the 

light of the above, this paper is set to clinically examine the Role of Public 

Administration in achieving sustainable economic and social development. 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Public Administration  

 The term Public Administration has never enjoyed a definition that commands 

general acceptance. Scholars have defined the concept differently this shows the variety 
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of views about the meaning and nature of the subject. For the purpose of this discourse 

we can define Public administration as the implementation of government policy as well 

as an academic discipline that studies this implementation and prepares civil servants for 

working in the public service. it is mainly concerned with the organization of government 

policies and programs as well as the conduct of officials (that is, non-elected) formally 

responsible for their behavior. Public Administration has been defined as that aspect of 

government that carryout the implementation of public policy decision that is made by 

the authoritative decision maker (Aghayere, 1999:4). It is the action part of the 

government, the means by which the purposes and goals of government are realized. It 

should be clearly understood that it is not executive office or department, which alone 

constitutes Public Administration. All the departments of government in one way or the 

other are an integral part of public administration. (Ekhator, 2006:3). It is concerned with 

both the formulation and implementation of public policies. Administration simply means 

the activities undertaken by the government to fulfill its desired ends. The difference, 

however, lies only in the ’activities’ which are to be considered as administrative 

activities (Ekhator, 2006). 

 Fadia and Fadia (2009) see Public Administration as the organization and 

management of human and material resources to fulfill the objectives laid down by the 

government. But in its comprehensive sense government means and includes all of its 

three branches, that is, the legislative, executive and the judiciary. Is Public 

Administration concerned with the work of all these or of only some? Both the views 

have been held by thinkers. Public Administration is concerned with the whole range of 

governmental activity under all the three branches- legislative, executive and judiciary, 

while to others it is concerned with activities of an executive nature wherever they may 

occur. (Fadia & Fadia, 2009). 

 The definition of some well-known scholars of Public Administration can be 

broadly classified into three different categories in line with relevance or premium they 

attach to the various aspect of administrative functioning some of them emphasizes the 

function of implementation of public policy, for instance, White (1955:1), opined that 

“Public Administration consists of all those operations having for their purpose the 

fulfillment or enforcement of public policy”. Also, Hodgson (1969:1), observes that 

“Public Administration comprises all activities of persons or groups in governments or 

their agencies, whether these organizations are international, regional or local in their 

scope, to fulfill the purposes of these governments or agencies” in the same vein, 

Woodrow Wilson (1941) asserted that “Public Administration is detailed and systematic 

application of law. Every particular application of law is an act of administration”. 

Writers like Pfiffner and Presthus (1960) lay more emphasis on the coordinating role of 

administration to them, “Public Administration consists of getting the work of 

government done by coordinating the efforts of the people so that they can work together 

to accomplish their set tasks”. 

 However, the most comprehensive definition is the one given by Nigro and Nigro 

(1973:18). This is because the definition includes, besides the above mentioned functions, 

the relationship between public and political process as well as its association with the 
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community as a whole. Nigro and Nigro summarize the meaning of Public 

Administration in these words 

1. Is cooperative group effort in public setting 

2. Covers all three branches- executive, legislative, judicial and their relationship 

3. Has an important role in the formulation of public policy and is thus a part of the 

political process 

4. Is more important than, and also different in significant ways from, private 

administration  

5. As a field of study and practice has been much influenced in recent years by the 

human relations approach; and  

6. Is closely associated with numerous private groups and individuals in providing 

services to the community. 

 

Economic Development 

The term economic development has been associated with developing regions 

and poverty eradication, and also very relevant to developed countries. All countries are 

vulnerable to economic restructuring and need to consider how to adapt to the changing 

economy. Simplying put, economic development is the development of capacities that 

expand economic actors’ capabilities. These actors may be individuals, firms, or 

industries. While actors have different perceived potential, it is difficult to predict the 

next new idea or to understand how genius may arise. In contrast to a resource-based 

economy, where location was constrained to natural endowments, a modern, knowledge-

based economy depends on capacity that is constructed over time.  

It will be out of place to discuss economic development, without relating it to the 

role of public administration. To be candid, public administration is a vehicle for 

collective action: the agent for whom the principal is the citizens and the businesses 

within its borders. While business aims to maximize profit or shareholder value, public 

administration is the vehicle for accomplishing the common good. Public administration 

is the only entity that has the mandate to promote the wellbeing and prosperity of the 

nation and the economic power to keep the economy on course. It is the economic entity 

that is best positioned to make long run investments. 

 

Sustainable Development  

Sustainable development has been defined as “development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (United Nations General Assembly, 1987: 43). This concept of conserving 

resources for future generations is one of the major features that distinguish sustainable 

development policy from traditional environmental policy, which also seeks to internalize 

the externalities of environmental degradation. The overall goal of sustainable 

development (SD) is the long-term stability of the economy and environment; this is only 

achievable through the integration and acknowledgement of economic, environmental, 
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and social concerns throughout the decision making process. Brundtland Commission 

(Cerin, 2006; Dernbach J. C., 1998; Dernbach J. C., 2003; Stoddart, 2011., Emas, 2015). 

 

The Evolution of Public Administration 

 The study of Public Administration started as an offshoot of political science or 

public law. Public Administration is both an aspect of governmental activity and an 

academic subject. As an activity Public Administration is as old as our ancient 

civilization. But as an independent academic discipline, is only of recent origin. It is the 

youngest in social sciences. The origin and evolution of Public Administration as an 

independent discipline can be traced from 1887 onwards. Before this period, no written 

materials existed on the art and science of Public Administration. The above statement 

however, does not connote that no earlier scholars said anything significant about Public 

Administration in the ancient times. Fadia and Fadia, (2009) noted that in India, 

Kaulilya’s “Arthashastr” discussed principles and machinery of Public Administration. In 

Europe political thinkers like Plato (348 BC) and Aristotle’s (384-322 BC), “politics” 

contained some reflection of the art of Public Administration. In the Greek City-States. In 

the sixteenth century Machiavell’s (1513) “Prince” dealt with the character and conduct 

that are essential for public servants. It is only with the advent of Montesquieu (1748) 

that distinctions between administration and politics were clearly made. The author in his 

work ‘The Spirit of Laws’ highlighted that administrative functions can be guided by 

regulations of the state and not necessarily by laws. (Fadia & Fadia, 2009) 

 In the eighteenth century the cameralists of Germany and Austria showed interest 

in the study of Public Administration. They emphasized the descriptive studies of 

governmental structures and procedures and professional training of Public 

Administrators (Naidu, 2005). Fadia and Fadia (2009) observed that the first systematic 

studies in Public Administration was planned to train the future public servants in Prussia 

(1700-1740). These studies were largely compiled and taught in a descriptive manner by 

teachers of Cameral sciences. These studies dealt with detailed account of the formal 

machinery of government, the work of the civil servants and code of conduct for public 

servants. The Fadias, went further to state that in the early 19th century, France emerged 

as leading country in recognizing the importance of Public Administration. As early as in 

1812, Charles Jean Bonnin published his ‘Principle D’ Administration Publique’ 

(Principle of Public Administration). 

 As a field of systematic and scientific academic inquiry, Public Administration is 

a modern discipline. Fadia and Fadia asserted that with the growing importance of 

government in the wake of expanding public functions, Public Administration became 

highly complex and more specialized. The need for better management of public affairs 

through scientific investigations into government working and training of public 

employers was voiced by practitioners and academics alike. The movement for 

governmental reform gathered momentum especially in the United States of America, 

where intellectual efforts were systematically expanded for the steady development of 

exclusive body of knowledge on the structure and functioning of Public Administration 

(Fadia & Fadia, 2009) 
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 The evolution of Public Administration in its modern phase falls into certain 

major periods. The first phase was the period of Politics and Administration Dichotomy-

1887-1926. This was the period, Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) who is credited as the 

father of the discipline of Public Administration presented his famous essay entitled “The 

Study of Administration” in the Political Science Quarterly in 1887 in which he 

advocated the separation of Public Administration from Politics. To him, political activity 

is different from administrative activity. He referred to Public Administration as the 

implementation of public laws which are determined by political officers. He sees Public 

Administration as the business and operational side of government removed from the 

hurry and strife of politics. Wilson’s work was ably supported by Frank J. Goodnow’s 

publication titled “Politics and Administration” (1900). Goodnow made a sharp 

functional distinction between politics and administration. To him, politics “has to do 

with policies or expression of the will of the state while administration has to do with the 

execution of these policies”. The emphasis here is that Politics is chiefly concerned with 

policy and decision-making affairs of the state and this function is performed by 

ministers, presidents who are known as political executives. But the responsibility of the 

execution of these policies exclusively falls upon the shoulder of bureaucrats and other 

officers. Once a policy has been adopted and it is set for execution it loses its tag of 

politics. The administration proceeds how to implement the policies with the best of their 

abilities. The interest of American Universities in the 20th Century on the practical reform 

of governmental administration led to the publication of first textbook in Public 

Administration by L.D.White titled “Introduction to the study of Public Administration” 

in 1926. This book which reflects the theme of the period-politics-administration 

dichotomy also emphasized that economy and efficiency should be the watchword of 

Public Administration. 

 The second stage of the development of Public Administration spanned from 

1927-1937. The years were regarded as the golden years of principle and techniques in 

the life of Public Administration. This period was marked by the tendency to develop 

principle of Public Administration (Principle Approach). The publication of W.F. 

Willoughby’s “Principles of Public Administration in 1927 marked the beginning of the 

new principle approach”. Willoughby believed that there are certain principles of 

administration which can be derived through scientific research and study of the 

phenomenon of administration. Naidu, (2005) noted that this line of thought was taken 

further by Henri Fayol’s “Industrial and General Management”, J.D. Money and A.C. 

Reiley’s “Principles of organization” and Luther Gulick and Lyndall Urwick’s “landmark 

Papers on the Science of Administration” draw attention of both professionals and non-

professionals to public administration. All these writers attempted to discover 

administrative principles of general applicability and to develop a value-free science of 

Public Administration based on such principles. The twin objectives of their theories are 

efficiency and economy, division of work, specialization, coordination, scalar principle, 

unity of command and span of control were some of the principles developed by them. 



Edo Polytechnic Journal of Administration and Development Vol.1, No. 1, January, 2020 
 

 163 

Gulick and Urwick coined the acronym POSDCORB to promote seven principles of 

administration. (Naidu, 2005). 

 The period between 1938 and 1947 could be seen as the third stage in the 

evolution of Public Administration. A period known as the “Humanistic Challenge” or 

the Human Relation School. The most notable contribution in this period, came from the 

famous Hawthorne experiments (1924-1940) carried out by a group of scholars led by 

Elton Mayo at the Hawthorne Plant of the Western Electric Company. Their focus was 

the importance of the human factor and human relations in organization. Mayo and his 

associate’s experiment was a complete expository of the enormous influence of social 

and psychological forces on the work situation. This approach to organizational analysis 

drew attention to the formation of work groups in organization and the importance of 

group behaviour to management. The emphasis of this school of thought therefore, is that 

the work in organization gets affected by the attitudes, feelings, sentiments and social 

relations of the workers. Thus, the Human Relation Movement led to the discovery of the 

effect of the informal organization on the formal structure (Naidu, 2005). 

 The fourth stage of the development of Public Administration was between 1946 

and 1970. This period focuses on inter-disciplinary study of Public Administration. After 

World War II, the whole concept of Public Administration changed. The behavioural 

scientists have given a new orientation to administrative theory by focusing attention on 

the role of individual leadership in organization, group dynamics, motivation and 

satisfaction (Chester Bernard, Herbert Simon, Robert Dahl, Chris Agyris, Douglas 

McGregor and Rensis Likert are prominent among the) behaviourists. In his “functions of 

the executive” Bernard stressed the behavioural factors in analysis of organization. 

However, the behaviourial approach was ushered in by the publication of Herbert 

Simon’s “Administrative behaviour and Robert Dahl’s “The science of Public 

Administration: Three problems”. These two writers criticized the core beliefs of the pre-

war orthodox Public Administration. They showed its inadequacies and limitations. 

Simon argued that Public Administration has not become a science and regarded its 

“principles” as little more than contradictory proverbs and maxims of folk wisdom. 

(Naidu, 2005:37-38). He emphasized decision-making as the central aspect of 

administration. He therefore laid emphasis on logically precise approaches to studying 

behaviour as the best way to develop a sound administrative theory (Naidu, 2005:38) on 

his part, Robert Dahl gave reasons why Public Administration could not be regarded as a 

science. To him, the problem of creating the science of Public Administration were 

enormous because the subject matter was involved with values, the social framework, and 

individual personalities and behaviour with the rejection of politics-administration 

dichotomy and principles of administration. Public Administration found itself in the 

crisis of identity. 

 The fifth stage in the development of Public Administration spanned from 1971-

1980. This period was influenced by the development in computer technology, and the 

invention of analytical techniques such as PERT (Programme Evaluation and Review 

Technique) PPBS (Planning, Programme Budgeting System) and or (Operation Research). 

As a result of these developments and of the changes occurring in social sciences there 
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has emerged the concept of generic administration. It refers to the idea that all 

administration whether public or private is essentially the same and utilizes much same 

knowledge and processes. Consequently “management science” approach to public 

administration has come into vague. Academic programmes have also been developed 

with the object of training administrators for both public and private sector management 

(Naidu, 2005). 

 The final stage of the development of Public Administration started in 1980. In 

this stage the study of Public Administration was marked by public policy analysis. As 

governments made effort to formulate and implement more and more welfare 

programmes, policy making and decision making have become the primary areas of study 

in Public Administration. Writers in Public Administration have also shown much 

interest in the related areas of policy science, political economy, the public policy-making 

process and its analysis, and the measurement of policy output. By adopting policy-

analysis approach. Public Administration has gained in social relevance and has become 

realistic. It has become interdisciplinary (Naidu, 2005:38). 

 

The Role of Public Administration in Achieving Sustainable Economic and Social 

Development 

Public administration is a key actor in society to regulate, facilitate and act as 

catalyst for initiatives surrounding sustainable development. There are many roles 

through which Public Administration can contribute immensely to achieving sustainable 

economic and social development in modern state. The most crucial of these roles are 

explicated hereunder. 

1. Developing Institutional Capacity: if a nation must achieve sustainable economic and 

social development, the Public Administration must ensure that strong institutional 

capacity is developed. This is because it creates the context and foundation upon 

which a nation economy thrives. Without strong institutions neither the government 

nor the private sector can stimulate economic growth or social development. 

 

2. Drafting and Implementing effective sectoral policies: for a nation to achieve 

sustainable economic and social progress, the Public Administration must own it a 

point of duty to enact and implement effective sectoral policies, especially securing 

internal and external security, regional policy, transport policy, information and 

communication policy, environmental policy, education policy, social policy, 

employment policy and health policy. These create an enabling environment for 

effective participation in a globalizing economy. If a nation fails to benefit from 

international economic interaction as a result of defect in enactment and 

implementation of effective policies, it will have adverse effect on their ability to 

achieve economic or social development. 

 

3. Poverty eradication: if a country is determined to achieve socially equitable economic 

growth especially in the poorest developing countries, the Public Administration 
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must focus on pro-poor policies that debilitate poverty and strengthened the capacity 

of the people who are usually by passed in the distribution of the benefits of 

economic growth to participate more effectively in productive activities on which 

their livelihoods depend. The greater the number of individuals able to participate in 

the economy and the society, the greater the opportunity for new ideas to circulate 

and be put into action. 

 

4. Public administration must assume the roles of facilitator and stimulator of the 

privatization process of state owned enterprises and public services, securing free 

competition and transparency in its implementation. 

 

5. Combating hydra headed problem of corruption: Corruption simply refers to the 

activities of those inside government to obtain benefits for themselves, families and 

friends by using their positions to (a) solicit or accept benefit from private individuals 

in exchange for the bestowal of direct and immediate benefits upon those individuals; 

or (b) to enact or repeal laws or policies the immediate effect of which would be to 

directly benefit themselves. (Osterfeld, 2003 and Sapru, 2013) Public Administration 

must own it a point of duty to curb widespread corruption in a modern state. 

Widespread corruption is a reflection of a poorly functioning state. And a poorly 

functioning state can undermine economic and social progress. Corruption reduces 

the potential for achieving sustainable economic and social development. If 

corruption is allowed to spread across all social institutions, from the political system 

to the administrative structure and into the private sphere, it can endanger the 

stability and security of societies, undermine the values of democracy and morality 

and jeopardize social, economic and political development. 

 

6. Investing in human capital development: To state that human capital development 

has significant impact on economic growth and in the sustenance of social 

development amount to stating the obvious. The role of public administration is to 

ensure that adequate resources are mobilized for the development of human capital. 

This will precipitate sustainable social economic development of the country 

 

Conclusion 

 In the course of this work, we submitted that Public Administration is the process 

by which public resources and personnel are organized and coordinated to formulate, 

implement and manage public policy decisions. Public Administration has become a 

veritable instrument of executing public policies, programmes and plans geared towards 

achieving nation’s economic and social development. It shoulders the responsibility of 

ensuring that developmental policies, programmes and projects are brought to the nook 

and craning of the society and the door step of the common man. It has the capacity to 

create enabling environment through formulation and implementation of policies and 

programmes for the well-being of the society. Any attempt to neglect public 
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administration on issues of sustainable national development will amount to exercise in 

futility. 
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