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Many of the bureaucratic models used in small states were originally designed 
for much larger systems and do not always operate very well. It is often 
desirable at least to modify basic models and perhaps even to create new 
ones. For example, small ministries of education have to group tasks together, 
and require administrators to be multi-functional. Small ministries also need 
different management strategies for societies in which everybody seems to 
know everybody else and in which social networks are complex and 
overlapping. 

This article reports on a Commonwealth Secretariat project on the 
organisation and management of ministries of education in small states. The 
project has produced a pair of books which are priced at UK£5.00 each, but 
which are available free of charge to ministries of education in small states 
and to educators, trainers and administrators in those countries. Details on the 
books and on how to obtain them are presented at the end of the article. 

1 Features of administration in small states 

A steadily developing literature in public administration has demonstrated that 
small states are not merely scaled-down versions of large states (e.g. Jacobs, 
1975; Murray, 1981; Farrugia and Attard, 1989; Baker, 1992). Small states 
have an ecology of their own, with distinctive features arising from smallness. 
There is of course considerable diversity in the cultures, economics, 
geography and politics of small states; but research has identified 
commonalities among states as different as Kiribati, Malta, Barbados and the 
Gambia, for example. Four of these commonalities are particularly worth 
highlighting here. 
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The first, which has both positive and negative sides, is the highly 
personalised nature of the societies of small states. Beginning with the 
positive side: 

close relationships may speed decision-making, and can 
generate trust and confidence; 

senior administrators may be better aware of the capacities 
of their subordinates, and of the background factors which 
shape those characteristics; 

individuals with innovative ideas can have a significant 
impact on the whole system, introducing changes which 
improve its operation and effectiveness; and 

interpersonal relationships based on ties that extend far 
beyond the workplace may strengthen loyalties and team 
work. 

However, the other side of the coin is that in small states: 

the need always to be conscious of who is related to whom 
may distort and delay decision-making; 

personality differences may produce conflicts which are 
difficult to resolve in a small organisation and may lead to 
inefficiency; and 

a competitive relationship between two individuals may have 
consequences for the whole organisation. 

A second feature concerns the relative size of government. In small states, 
the size of the public service expressed as a percentage of the total population 
tends to be disproportionately large (Bacchus and Brock, 1987, p.3). Certain 
functions, such as preparation of development plans, creation of mechanisms 
for paying teachers' salaries, and representation at certain international 
meetings, have to be undertaken whether the state is large or small. Some 
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economies in staffing may be achieved by asking individuals to undertake 
multiple jobs, but there are limits on the extent to which this is possible. 

A third feature of small state realities concerns the traditional western view 
that bureaucracies should be politically neutral. According to this view, 
administrators should be separated from politicians, and the role of the 
administrators is merely to implement the policies determined by the 
politicians. The model may of course be questioned in states of all sizes 
(Caiden, 1982, p.77); but it is especially questionable in small states, which 
have an inevitable overlap of political and bureaucratic activity (Murray, 
1985). 

Fourthly, small states are more likely to have multi functional ministries, for 
example grouping education with health and community affairs. Multi-
functional ministries are found in large states; but they are more common in 
small ones. Sometimes the groupings are of very disparate functions, such as 
ecclesiastical affairs and postal services. 

2 The Commonwealth Secretariat project 

Recognising the distinctive features of public administration in small states, 
the Commonwealth Secretariat project aspired to collect comparative 
information which could be used by decision-makers and practitioners. The 
architects of the project recognised that ministries commonly undertake 
reviews of their structures and procedures, but that the officers in charge of 
these reviews often lack information on experiences and lessons from other 
countries. 

The Commonwealth project was launched in Malta in 1989. Participants at the 
launching workshop included officers from the ministries of education in 
Bahamas, Cook Islands, The Gambia, Maldives, Malta, St. Lucia, Seychelles, 
and Tonga. The meeting was also attended by personnel from the 
Universities of Malta, Hong Kong, the South Pacific and the West Indies, 
from the Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration, and from 
UNESCO (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1989). 
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Following the Malta meeting, the Commonwealth Secretariat commissioned 
detailed case studies. Most authors were actually working in the ministries 
about which they wrote. In some cases these individuals were paired with 
outsiders, who helped to strengthen objectivity and stimulate ideas. The case 
studies covered the ministries of education in Barbados, Botswana, Brunei 
Darussalam, Dominica, The Gambia, Guyana, Jersey, Kiribati, Maldives, 
Malta, Montserrat, St. Lucia, Seychelles, Solomon Islands and Tonga. 

The next phase was another workshop in Jersey. At this meeting the draft 
materials derived from a synthesis of the case studies were scrutinised and 
reshaped. Guidelines were prepared for what ultimately became the pair of 
books produced by the project. 

3 Findings 

The project confirmed that despite the diversity of the small states in the 
sample, there is considerable common ground in the issues faced by 
educational administrators. There is also much that small states can learn 
from each other. 

Concerning formal organisation of ministries of education, it might be 
assumed that multi-functional ministries have better integration between the 
functions than is found in larger states. Analysis of specific ministries 
indicates that this is achieved to some extent. However, many multi-
functional ministries fail to make full use of the potential advantages of this 
form of organisation. They live too much in the shadow of models derived 
from larger states. 

On the management issues arising from the highly personalised environment 
of small states, the project noted the need for clear operational procedures. 
Some ministries have good procedure, and are an example to others. The 
studies also emphasised the importance of mechanisms for dissemination of 
information. Examples showed problems which arose because senior 
administrators simply assumed that information had been disseminated in their 
small societies when in fact it had not. 
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The case studies also noted that in small ministries the absence of individuals, 
e.g. to attend international meetings, may have a much more serious effect 
than it would in larger ministries. To reduce difficulties it is necessary to 
maintain good record-keeping and briefing systems. Good team work also 
helps. The project identified some models which work very well. 

A further topic concerned the complexity of defining jobs in small states. Job 
definitions should be neither too vague nor too detailed. Also, in all 
organisations, but perhaps especially in small ministries which are 
organisationally fluid, it is necessary to review job definitions from time to 
time. 

Linked to this issue are issues of recruitment for ministries in small states. Of 
course the main source of personnel is the local labour force; but some 
governments enlarge this pool by enticing home nationals who have emigrated 
to other countries, and by recruiting expatriates. The case studies highlighted 
some ways of achieving these goals effectively. They also discussed the use 
of consultants in small systems. Ministries can recruit consultants through 
their own network, or they may use international organisations and aid 
agencies. 

Another section focussed on career paths. The restricted number of senior 
posts in small ministries can mean either that movement of a few individuals 
at the top causes great mobility all the way down or, more commonly, that 
lack of movement of people at the top causes stagnation for the whole 
organisation. Ways of tackling the problems include encouraging job rotation 
within the ministry, encouraging mobility between ministries, and setting a 
low retirement age. 

Finally, the project addressed international linkages, which tend to be much 
more prominent in small states than in large ones (Lewis, 1976; 
Taufe'ulungaki, 1987; Bray, 1992). Many small states join regional 
organisations in order to share resources and improve their international 
bargaining power. Also, small states generally receive much higher per capita 
aid than large states. This is among the benefits of being a small state rather 
than merely part of a larger state. Yet while this is usually beneficial, it can 
create a heavy administrative burden. Small states may also feel 
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disadvantaged in dealings with such bodies as the World Bank, for they can 
never match the expertise of such organisations and thus may be handicapped 
in negotiations. 

One way of dealing with these problems is to establish a special unit within 
the ministry. This approach has been favoured in Seychelles, Maldives, 
Solomon Islands, and The Gambia. However, other countries, such as 
Guyana, have opposed this solution. The advantages and disadvantages 
require careful consideration. 

4 Obtaining the books 

A short article can only outline a few of the points contained in the books 
produced by the project. For more detail, it is recommended that readers 
obtain the books themselves. 

The books are deliberately designed as a pair. One presents a distillation of 
the case studies in a slim and easily accessible format, with boxes, pictures 
and checklists, and aims to serve both administrators and trainers. The 
companion book presents the 14 case studies plus an introduction, and will be 
valuable to academics and others who want more detail on the circumstances 
facing particular states. The bibliographic details are: 

a) Mark Bray with Hubert Charles, Charles Farrugia, Steve 
Packer and Jakes Swartland (1991): Making Small Practical: 
The Organisation and Management of Ministries of 
Education in Small States (127 pages). 

b) Mark Bray (ed.) (1991): Ministries of Education in Small 
States: Case Studies of Organisation and Management (295 
pages). 

As noted at the beginning of this article, copies will be provided free of 
charge to ministries of education in small states and to educators, trainers and 
administrators in those countries. Write to: 
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The Director 
Education Programme 
The Commonwealth Secretariat 
Marlborough House 
Pall Mall 
London SW1Y 5HX 
UNITED KINGDOM. 
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