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Abstract 

Societies change through external pressures from a changing environment, or immanently from the 
internal cultural dynamic that naturally occurs within social agencies. As a result these political, 
security, social, economic and other changes are needed that present challenges to public 
administration. Consequently, public administration must adapt and identify the development of new 
policies and functions. Of critical importance to the state are the preeminent public institutions that are 
part of the development process. The outcomes are the result of both public policy and government 
efficacy. Organizational adaptability involves the anticipation of the future, where adaptation is an 
internal process that is prompted by environmental change and self-production. The capacity of an 
agency to adapt is affected by efficacy which conditions it to be effective and efficient. Efficacy is 
therefore a precondition for successful adaptability and the ability to adapt is a consequence of 
efficacy. Inefficacy, through its bounding effect on an agency’s intelligences, sets limits to its 
capability of achieving high levels of performance in organizations. Efficacy can be examined in terms 
of a cybernetic model of a cognitive social agency, allowing distinctions to be made between public 
policy objectives and the resulting outputs, this thus enabling proposed measurement of efficacy. 
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1. Introduction 

In this paper our interest lies in social human 
agency: an adaptive human activity group (like 
an organisation or nation state) that has choice, 
internal dynamics, an autonomous capacity to 
self-manage through political governance, 
administrative structures and some degree of 
intelligence, delivering policy that drives 
behaviour, and having a recognition that it has 
an external environment to which it can 
respond. Environmental changes challenge 
public policy and administration systems. As 
Huntington (1967) tells us, the primary 
problem of politics is the lag in the 
development of political institutions behind 
external change. That may lead to a gap 
between demand and supply and, in turn, 
reveal to governments the critical importance 
of the state and the preeminent public 
institutions in the development process1 
(Amsden, 1988). The outcomes are the result 
of public policy and government efficacy. 
 Public policy is an output of the political 
system (Jreisat, 2002). Bureaucracy is under 
political control and its implementation and the 
monitoring of this is the function of its 
bureaucracy. Political pressure on the 

                                                 
1 This study focuses mainly on developing countries 
in South East Asia. 

bureaucracy can emanate from different and 
even competing groups of principals 
(Waterman, Rouse &Wright, 1998). Public 
policy embraces objective participants in its 
formulation and employs its resources for 
achieving objectives of policy, to compound 
managerial action, and in policies and 
administration in the public sector (Lane, 
2000). The challenge of public administration 
is dealing with these concepts and knowing 
how their application will integrate with all 
functions in setting policy goals, implementing 
and assigning rules for monitoring, and 
regulating and controlling these roles. The 
efficacy of governance (Yolles & Fink, 2011) 
plays an integral role in achieving these goals 
and creating dynamic stability. 
 Both large scale and small scale systems 
need to maintain their stability if they are to 
survive. Dynamic stability is concerned with 
the achievement of goals in purposeful 
systems, and couples intention with 
achievement (Berlinski, 1975). 
 Bureaucracies in complex political 
systems are not usually efficient, and their 
adaptability is often limited to the capacity of 
the political system to introduce change within 
the bureaucracy (Yolles & Fink, 2011). 
Efficacy conditions the capacity of the system 
to be effective and efficient, so efficacy 
influences an agency’s capacity for 
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adaptability. It can be said, then, that the 
ability to adapt is a consequence of efficacy. 
We have noted that agency refers to 
autonomous social human groups. These can 
be modeled as systems that are “self-
organizing, proactive, self-regulating, and self-
reflecting, and they are participative in 
creating their own behaviour and contributors 
to their life circumstances….[linked to] 
information processes with both the self-
efficacy of an individual agent and the 
‘collective efficacy’ of a collective 
agent…Efficacy is conditioned by emotive 
imperatives (deriving from emotions and 
feelings) that can be controlled (Adeyemo, 
2007) by emotional intelligence (Salovey & 
Mayer, 1990). Efficacy influences an agent’s 
capabilities to produce designated levels of 
performance that exercise influence over 
events that affect life” (Yolles, Fink & Dauber, 
2011: 637). 
 Yolles (2006), citing Piaget, (1950), 
explain that an agency’s efficacy determines its 
intelligences. Here, two core intelligences are 
figurative (a form of autogenesis: Schwarz, 
1997) which provides core relational 
explanations of reality, and operative 
intelligence (a form of autopoiesis: Schwarz, 
1997; Maturana and Varela, 1987) which 
provides for a capacity to evidence its 
figurative base. Figurative base means self-
creational base and abstraction, while 
operative base means self-producing and 
practical implementation. 
 “A system is adaptive when it experiences 
a qualitative change in form at some level of 
consideration, and this is accompanied by a 
change in the patterns of its behavior” (Yolles, 
1999:158). Yolles also notes that adaptability 
involves anticipation of the future. Adaptation 
is an internal agency process that is prompted 
by environmental change and self production. 
He continues by saying that purposeful 
adaptive organizations also have the ability to 
apply knowledge in any situation of interest, 
and to continually learn from new experiences 
in order to be able to respond to similar 
situations in the future and that he calls 
dynamic stability (Yolles, 2006: 237, 543). 
Dynamic stability is concerned with the 
achievement of goals in purposeful systems, 
and couples intention with achievement 
(Berlinski, 1975). Beauchamp (2002) refers to 
the achievement of immediate and longer term 
goals is considered a necessary condition for 
progressive development. 
 
 
 
 

2. Pressure of Change and  
    Challenges for Public  
    Administration 

External changes are whatever political, 
economic or social forces that pressure 
administration for changes. In South East 
Asian countries, both national development 
and the development of ASEAN pressure 
public administration. In developing countries 
like some of those in South East Asia, 
bureaucratic power and inefficiency is the 
result of lack of political development (Riggs, 
2001). Bureaucracy constitutes a ruling class 
with its own interests and thus bureaucratic 
dominance has an adverse effect on the future 
of political development (Riggs, 2001). 
 Bureaucracy is a powerful institution in 
society and it can increase or decrease the 
state’s capacity for effective performance 
(Jreisat, 2002). In developing countries, 
changes are linked to the attitudes of political 
leaders and how far political elites support 
change (Riggis, 2001). This begs the question 
of what to change in public administration and 
how much change is allowed as well as how to 
deal with a changing environment. 
 Public administration development is 
related to institutional development in lay 
society. Whenever philosophical, ideological, 
economic or technological changes occur, 
public administration is challenged to develop 
its own functions and future anticipation. 
Traditional presumptions assume that 
bureaucratic systems are rigid and unable to 
change or be innovative and effectively 
respond to changes, even though there is 
evidence for successful development when 
environments change, like Singapore’s 
administration’s development history. 
 Traditionally, bureaucracy conforms to a 
prevailing situation and seeks routinization and 
standardization of procedure which causes 
inflexibility and avoids development. This 
point of view, together with the attitudes of the 
prevailing elites, challenges public 
administration and its capacity to develop 
when environments change. 
Apprehension of this reveals that 
implementation of changes are most effective 
when institutions have the capacity to learn 
from the past and anticipate the future to adapt 
advancements in new knowledge. 

3. Adaptability and Public Policy 

In order to understand the nature of 
adaptability, a set of factors that constitute 
adaptability and adaptation must be 
considered. Adaptability is a function of 

2



intelligence, enabling a self-organizing body to 
reposition itself for a new future. The impetus 
for change comes from a changing external 
environment, so adaptable actors must be 
responsive to change.  In short, adaptability is 
an internal process influenced by external 
forces. For adaptability to be purposeful, it 
must first be expressed in the form of a 
cognitive “virtual image” that has within it 
optional variety (as part of the figurative base). 
This variety can be enhanced through the 
creation of new knowledge and 
implementation appropriate to action (as part 
of the operative base). 
 Like any bureaucracies, those in complex 
political systems are not usually efficient, and 
their adaptability is often limited to the 
capacity of the political system to introduce 
change within the bureaucracy (Yolles & Fink, 
2011). “The primary function of national 
governments also change as nations move 
from one stage to another, and at each stage of 
the national government, if it is to qualify as 
development, it must fill a new function as 
well as consolidate the gains of previous 
developments” (Organski, 1965). Huntington 
called this ‘the adaptability of a government’. 
Functional adaptability, not functional 
specificity, is the true measure of a highly 
developed organization (Huntington, 1968). 
Institutionalization makes organizations more 
than just an instrument to achieve certain 
purposes (Selznick, 1957). When an 
organization confronts a changing 
environment, it must, if it is to survive, weaken 
its commitment to its original function and 
consider the changing environment (Rautakivi, 
2012: 40) and anticipate the future.  
 “A system is adaptive when it experiences 
a qualitative change in form at some level of 
consideration, and this is accompanied by a 
change in the patterns of its behavior” (Yolles, 
1999:504). Yolles (2006:42) also notes that 
adaptability involves anticipation of the future, 
where anticipation is expectation and 
prediction with experience from the past. 
Mackiewicz (2006) mentions that anticipation 
may play a surprisingly important role in how 
fresh the memory of a tough experience 
remains.   Adaptation is an internal process 
that is prompted by environmental change and 
self production. Yolles (206, 237) continues 
that “Purposeful adaptive organizations also 
have the ability to apply knowledge in any 
situation of interest and to continually learn 
from new experiences in order to be able to 
respond to similar situations in the future”. 
 
 
 

4. Organizational Efficacy 

There are clear distinctions between strong 
government and government efficacy. Most 
studies emphasize strong government or a 
strong state when describing a government’s 
success, in particular, in relation to newly-
industrialized Asian countries, as illustrated by 
Lim (2006) in his book on comparative 
politics. The problem with this term is that a 
strong government is defined as “an effective 
and pragmatic government”, and a strong 
government does not necessarily mean strong 
output and outcomes in terms of economic 
development or social development.  A 
Government can be strong, without desired 
output and outcomes, and it can be unable to 
adapt new functions or create dynamic 
stability (Rautakivi,2012). 
 Efficacy provides capabilities for an 
organization to produce designated levels of 
organizational performance that exercise 
influence over events that affect life (Bandura, 
1991). Efficacy is the capacity of the system to 
be effective and efficient, so efficacy 
influences the capacity for adaptability. The 
ability to adapt is a consequence of efficacy. 
Following Huntington (1986), the more 
adaptable an organization or procedure is, the 
more highly institutionalized it is, and this in 
turn depends on, and varies with, time and 
environmental changes, which are a function 
of environmental challenges and age. 
 Efficacy can be related to the capability of 
an agency to achieve goals, while perceived 
efficacy can be set within the context of beliefs 
and expectations about such capability. In 
respect of the latter, Bandura (2004: 171) 
defined efficacy (with respect to belief) as the 
shape of people’s outcome expectation - 
whether they expect their efforts to produce 
favorable outcomes or adverse ones. Similarly, 
self-efficacy beliefs determine how an agency 
feels, thinks, motivates itself and behaves. The 
beliefs produce diverse effects through the 
major processes of cognition, motivation, 
effectiveness and selection of appropriate 
policies (Yolles & Fink, 2011). Bandura 
(1986) defines collective efficacy of the agency 
as the shared belief that can, as a whole, attain 
goals and accomplish its desired tasks. Yolles 
and Fink (2011) also mention that it is also 
feelings/emotions which occur in the 
individual, and these feelings/emotions may 
also develop a normative dimensionality in a 
collective. In both cases, emotions can also 
affect agency performance. The efficacy of an 
agency will also influence its ability to 
communicate, goal-set, and persevere during 
adversity. Penapich (2011), defines 
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governance efficacy as the abilities of 
governments to produce designated levels of 
official performance that exercise influence 
over political activities such as public policy 
implementation. It is the power of 
governments to reform the features of politics 
in their country through positive and 
appropriate policy making and equitable 
resource allocation 
 Yolles and Fink (2010) define the efficacy 
in the organization level as efficacy is the 
capacity for producing a desired result or 
effect. The efficacy of agencies relates to “the 
soundness of their thoughts and actions, and 
the meaning of their pursuits, and they make 
corrective adjustments if necessary” 
(Bandura (2006: 165). Efficacy is conditioned 
by emotive imperatives (deriving from 
emotions and feelings) that can be controlled 
(Adeyemo, 2007) by emotional intelligence 
(Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Efficacy therefore 
influences an agent’s capabilities to produce 
designated levels of performance that 
exercise influence over events that affect 
life. Bandura (2006) also refers to empirical 
research which shows that perceived collective 
efficacy accounts for distinctions in the quality 
of group functioning in diverse social systems. 
 Efficacy is influenced by the available 
cognitive resources capable of collecting, 
recognizing, evaluating and processing 
information, and by the conforming or 
conflicting interests of agents within the 
organization that encorporate conflicting or 
identical goals and capability to create 
dynamic stability (Yolles & Fink, 2010, p. 3). 
This notion of efficacy may be expressed in 
terms of dynamic stability which means public 
administration’s capability to adopt new 
functions such as the capacity to absorb 
environmental changes. 

5. Intelligence and Efficacy 

Efficacy needs different traits of intelligence 
and efficacy is the result of control on emotive 
weightings that are applied to the 
manifestation of distinct types of information 
by the intelligences, often summed up through 
the word capability (Yolles, Fink, Dauber, 
2010:14). There are several kinds of 
intelligences which are commonly used in the 
literature such as cultural, social, emotional, 
cognitive, figurative and operative 
intelligences (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2007). This 
study concentrates on figurative and operative 
intelligences which constitute efficacy as the 
precondition for adaptability and adaptation. 
 Intelligence is the ability to understand 
and realize one’s knowledge of environment to 

construct new knowledge and convert 
information about its experiences and past, and 
thus pursue its goals.  
 Intelligences enable the consideration of 
interests and influences of the external 
environment, an agency's own goals, the goals 
of others, and facilitation of the development 
of ideas about the possible reactions of others 
in relation to the action taken by the agency 
(Fink Yolles 2012: 2). So intelligence is the 
capacity of an agent to discover its own 
knowledge and information about its 
environment, to construct new knowledge 
converted from information and experiences 
from the past, and pursue its goals effectively 
and efficiently; all of which are terms 
associated with the concept of efficacy. 
 Piaget and Inhelder (1973) described 
figurative intelligence as a more-or-less static 
part of intelligence, involving all means of 
representation which are retained and that 
intervene between transformations. That is, it 
involves perception, imitation, mental 
imagery, drawing, and language, while 
operative intelligence is the active part of 
intelligence. It involves all actions, overt or 
covert, undertaken in order to follow, recover, 
or anticipate the transformations of the objects 
or persons of interest. 
 An agency is efficacious through its 
figurative and operative intelligences. As 
illustrated in Figure 1 that is intended to 
represent the adaptive agency, figurative 
intelligence is represented by Yolles as a form 
of autogenesis and provides relational 
explanations of reality (Schwarz, 1997). 
Figurative images like mental models and 
abstractions have been solidified from the 
strategic part of an agency that is referred to as 
its normative personality (Yolles & Fink, 
2011). Figurative intelligence enables the 
creation of appropriate and suitable policy 
instruments that are consistent with its 
ideology and ethics to deal with what it sees 
around it, so figurative intelligence is a set of 
figurative images (including mental models 
and abstractions). 
 Operative intelligence is, for Yolles, a 
form of autopoiesis (Maturana & Varela, 
1987) and provides for its capacity through 
evidence from its figurative base which refers 
to the capacity of an agency to maintain 
beliefs, values, and knowledge. Attitudes 
derive from values and are described as a set 
of values that are directed towards some object 
of attention and hence have an operative 
function. So operative intelligence is the 
efficacy of personality structures that facilitate 
and condition behaviors from which the term 
‘performance’ arises (Yolles & Fink, 2011). 

4



Operative intelligence refers to the capacity for 
beliefs, values, attitudes and knowledge to be 
assembled in an operative function. Operative 
intelligences enable the implementation of the 
policy provisions through its bureaucracy. For 
Yolles and Fink (2011), the capacity of a 
social entity to function coherently is 
determined by its collective efficacy. There is 
a relationship between adaptability, efficacy 
and intelligences, so it can be said that for 
decision making to be effective, governments 
or organizations must know and identify what 
should be done and be aware of their goals on 
a broad level (figurative intelligence) which is 
exactly what must be done in order for 
governments or organizations to learn and 
adapt (Yolles, 2006, p. 240). Yolles continues 
by saying that the government or organization 
must know or identify what must be done in 

order to achieve the desired results and output 
and implement the policies, which is what he 
calls efficient (operative intelligence). So 
operative intelligence has the efficacious 
capacity of a normative agent to create a cycle 
of activity that manifests figurative projections 
as operative objects. [Normative agency is 
agency’s capacity to choose and to pursue our 
conception of a worthwhile life (Griffin, 2008: 
45).  Normative agents must satisfy the regular 
notions associated with artificial agents and 
possess the capability to represent norms in a 
format that allows them to be reasoned over 
and modified during the lifetime of the agent, 
including: 1) knowledge representation, 2) 
Learning, 3) morality and law (Hollander and 
Wu, 2011).Normative agent architectures are 
largely based on belief, desire, and intention 
(Neuman, 2010)] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 A Model of the Agency and the Nature of its Intelligences. 
Source: Yolles & Fink (2012) 

 
 There are also cultural intelligences which 
refer to learned social behaviors and how 
humans make moral (normative), social 
(structural) and personal (behavioral) choices 
(Apter, 19656, 10). Cultural intelligences 
provide standards for perceiving, believing, 
evaluating and acting (Thomas, 1993: 12). 

6. Measuring Efficacy 

Measuring development efficacy by meaning 
development should focus on the impact of 
how, and how well, government policies 
aggregate economic outcomes or social 
outcomes, means such as Most Similar System 
Design (MSSD), where the differences in the 
dependent variables may give comparable 
information of efficacy. Isham et al. (1997), 
mention that nearly all data concerning 

government actions concern public resources 
spent on inputs, not comparable outcomes. We 
can learn very little from the input or output 
data alone and certainly nothing about 
government efficacy (Lant, 1996). 
Efficacy is the capability of an agency to 
create performance. In Figure 1 they are 
deemed to operate through the intelligences in 
the following way (i.e., an agency’s normative 
personality) within and beyond the within the 
strategic agency (Yolles & Finck 2012) 
 1) Efficacy affects figurative intelligence 
in that given that there is cognitive information 
that has formed attitudes, emotions, and goal 
imperatives and self-reference; the 
manifestation of this cognitive information to 
the operative couple into the figurative system 
may not be fully reflective of the needs of an 
agency, impacting on the agency’s capacity to 
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form appreciative schemas like goals. 
Inefficacious manifestations of this cognitive 
information may result in inappropriate 
figurative models that impact directly on 
operative decision making. Efficacy measures 
may be made by comparing cognitive 
information with the figurative schemas that 
arise. 
 2) Efficacy affects operative intelligence 
in that its figurative schemas are manifested 
into the operative system to enable decision 
making about policy. So appreciative 
information that has structured cognitive 
information into schemata to generate goals, 
decision imperative and feelings (all 
influenced by ideology and ethics) are 
manifested into operative decision making 
structures. Inefficacy in these manifestations 
results in what is often interpreted as poor 
operative intelligence. Measures of efficacy 
may arise by comparing figurative schemas 
with decision outcomes under know contexts. 
 3) Efficacy affects agency operative 
intelligence (a form of economic intelligence), 
as decisions are manifested into a social 
context through the creation of policy. 
Efficacy can be measured by comparing 
decisions with the policies that develop within 
the agency operative system.  
 4) Efficacy affects behavioural 
intelligence through the implementation of 
policy within a social environment. This is to a 
large extent the function of bureaucracy, which 
therefore may be seen to have degrees of 
efficacy that make it behavioural intelligent or 
not. 
 5) Efficacy may affect cultural 
intelligence as attributes of knowledge, 
emotional imperatives and identity are 
manifested into the strategic economic agency 
as information. Efficacy can be measured by 
comparing cultural attributes with the 
cognitive system information that has been 
manifested, e.g., through the formation of goal 
imperatives or attitudes. 
 Efficacy measures can also be made by 
relating these policies to other attributes of the 
strategic agency, like goals or cognitive 
information and policy or policy 
implementation. 

7. Conclusion 

Adaptability is not a simple process 
responding to changing environments: it is a 
complex system which requires different kinds 
of organizational skills and intelligences. 
Adaptability is an ambiguous and diverse 
process where different kinds or traits affect 
and constitute capacity for adaptation. Efficacy 

is the capacity of the system to be effective 
and efficient, so efficacy influences the 
capacity for adaptability. The ability to adapt is 
a consequence of efficacy. Efficacy needs 
different traits of intelligence and efficacy is 
the result of control of emotive weightings that 
are external pressures from a changing 
environment. Intelligence is the ability to 
understand and realize one’s knowledge of the 
environment to construct new knowledge and 
convert information about experiences and the 
past, and pursue goals and create internal 
changes driven by external pressures from a 
changing environment. 
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