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Abstract 
Usually, the creation, operation, and termination of organizations in the public sector fails to 
include organizational or planning elements; it also fails to take into account the citizenry and its 
key actors. This process is usually led by habit instead of rational guidelines, assessment, and 
planning aimed at meeting goals and demands. This conduct compromises the organization 
itself, its institutionalization process, and its ability to deliver benefits to the citizenry, which can 
result in its termination. 
The academic sector has paid scant attention to public organization termination. As a leading 
perspective, organizational theory can be of help in understanding this phenomenon by 
emphasizing the institutional approach and citizen participation; the present study used this 
combined approach to present and analyze the termination of Territorial Administrative Units in 
Ecatepec, State of Mexico in order to contribute with the theoretical and empirical 
understanding of this phenomenon (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Due to the nature of this study, a 
hemerographic research, as well as interviews with key actors of the municipal government, 
such as ex-managers of the units, members of the municipal council, and the personal secretary 
of the mayor, were made in order to obtain the needed data for the understanding of the 
phenomenon. Hence, although within the study a cartographic analysis made with statistical 
data is included, a qualitative perspective is predominant.  
Among the main findings, this study case allows to establish a recommendation for the public 
sector when creating, operating and evaluating its public organizations. Whenever the sector 
wants to foment the institutionalization process of its organizations, as well as try avoiding their 
failure, it should consider taking into account the elaboration of a deep analysis of the 
organizational actors, the planning processes and the citizen participation, as the theory and the 
empirical analysis have shown.  
 
Keywords: Organizational theory, Strategic planning, Citizen participation, institutionalization 
process, Public organization termination.  
 
Resumo 
Geralmente, a criação, operação e encerramento de organizações no setor público não incluem 
elementos organizacionais ou de planejamento; também não são levados em conta os cidadãos 
e seus principais atores. Esse processo geralmente é conduzido pelo hábito, em vez de 
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diretrizes racionais, avaliação e planejamento destinados a atender às metas e demandas. Essa 
conduta compromete a própria organização, seu processo de institucionalização e sua 
capacidade de proporcionar benefícios aos cidadãos, o que pode resultar em sua rescisão. 
O setor acadêmico prestou pouca atenção ao término da organização pública. Como 
perspectiva principal, a teoria organizacional pode ajudar na compreensão desse fenômeno 
enfatizando a abordagem institucional e a participação do cidadão; O presente estudo utilizou 
essa abordagem combinada para apresentar e analisar a extinção de Unidades Administrativas 
Territoriais em Ecatepec, Estado do México, a fim de contribuir com a compreensão teórica e 
empírica desse fenômeno (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Devido à natureza deste estudo, uma pesquisa 
hemerográfica, bem como entrevistas com atores-chave do governo municipal, como ex-
gerentes das unidades, membros do conselho municipal e o secretário pessoal do prefeito, 
foram feitas em a fim de obter os dados necessários para a compreensão do fenômeno. Assim, 
embora dentro do estudo seja incluída uma análise cartográfica feita com dados estatísticos, 
predomina uma perspectiva qualitativa. 
Entre as principais conclusões, este estudo permite estabelecer uma recomendação para o 
setor público ao criar, operar e avaliar suas organizações públicas. Sempre que o setor quer 
fomentar o processo de institucionalização de suas organizações, bem como tentar evitar seu 
fracasso, deve levar em consideração a elaboração de uma análise profunda dos atores 
organizacionais, dos processos de planejamento e da participação cidadã, como a teoria e os 
processos. a análise empírica mostrou. 
 
Palavras-chave: Teoria organizacional, Planejamento estratégico, Participação cidadã, Processo 
de institucionalização, Encerramento de organizações públicas. 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Organizations are human constructs where members of society spend most of their 

time. Within them, individuals are trained and indoctrinated, and they surrender part of their 

decision-making autonomy so that organizational processes can take place. The study of 

organizations has traditionally focused on the private sector, but political science and sociology 

have approached these studies from public management and psychology. Moreover, most 

empirical studies based on organizational theory have centered on case studies from the US and 

occasionally from other western democratic systems (Christensen, Laegreid, Roness, & Rovik, 

2007).  

Organizations can be analyzed using different perspectives; however, in organizational 

theory (OT), the institutional approach can be used as a way to understand the factors involved 

in organizational institutionalization processes, which makes their survival possible when facing 

unfavorable contexts, for instance political/administrative changes. This perspective can be 

complemented with elements of strategic planning and citizen participation (CP) theories 

inasmuch as the public sector, the content of public policies, and associated decision-making 
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process can be better understood by OT by analyzing the way in which political administrative 

systems are organized and operate (Christensen et al., 2007). 

Strategic planning (SP) helps to understand, firstly, the way in which organizations can 

be designed; secondly, the way in which objectives are created, and thirdly, the territorial and 

contextual characteristics to be considered when designing organizations and creating 

objectives, i.e., possible strengths and weaknesses associated with specific contexts. SP can also 

help in devising an organizational strategy aimed at securing the existence and survival of the 

organization (Arellano, et al, 2012; Perlman & Rivera, 2006; Arellano, 2004; Mendoza, 2011; 

Porter, 1980; Armijo, 2009; Arellano, Cabrero & Castillo, 2000; Surdez, 2011; Arce, et al., 2012; 

and Sánchez, 2012).  

For its part, CP provides an analysis of the role of the population in the survival of an 

organization and its institutionalization possibilities; citizen actions can help organizations to 

meet their objectives by protecting them from changes in the context, or reject them and 

impede their work if they are considered unfavorable. An important argument at this point is 

that a public organization can be closed due to pressure and decisions of political actors, not 

necessarily due its failure in achieving expected results. 

In this regard, there are several organizations in the public sector created with the aim 

of improving administrative efficiency and efficacy, or with the goal of solving unexpected 

problems. However, there are cases in which a government administration decides to maim 

institutionalization processes or even end their existence. 

In this sense, institutional failure (including government and non-governmental bodies) 

seems to encourage a confidence decline of critical proportions in social, political, and 

economic institutions, which makes it necessary to conduct research to explain such failures 

using a theoretical referent and study them empirically instead of merely assuming their 

existence. These failures are mainly due to design, maladjustment, obsolescence, or capture 

issues (Parkash y Potosky, 2016). 

Despite the decline of public confidence in the public sector, strategic factors such as 

organizational, planning, and CP characteristics are disregarded by governments as important 

aspects for the design and creation of their public organizations, which increases their odds of 

failure and mortality. 

Therefore, the present study addresses the disappearance of public sector 

organizations as a contribution to the theoretical and empirical understanding of this 

phenomenon. Given the importance of the municipality of Ecatepec (State of Mexico) in terms 
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of its social fabric complexity, population density, and political importance both at the state and 

national levels, this study examined (using plenty of empirical information) the Territorial 

Administrative Units (TAUs) created in 2013 by the municipal government and terminated in 

2016 as a result of a decision by the new municipal administration. Two questions arise from 

this process: How can the TAU creation and termination process be explained? How can theory 

explain the phenomenon?  

Consequently, this investigation had a double objective: on the one hand, to analyze 

the main organizational factors involved in the decision to terminate the TAUs, and on the 

other, to develop a proposal centered on the organizational aspects that the public sector 

should take into account when designing their agencies in order to increase their survival in the 

face of adverse circumstances and to eventually acquire institutional characteristics.  

The first part of this paper presents the different theories used in this study: OT, SP, and 

CP. Secondly, the creation, operation, and termination of units is discussed. The third part 

presents theoretical aspects identified in this case in an attempt to obtain a theoretical 

perspective about the failure and termination of public organizations. Conclusions and basic 

recommendations are offered in the last section. 

 
ORGANIZATIONAL THEORY 

 
Organizations are human constructs around which the members of society spend most 

of their lives. They also establish environments where people’s attributes and habits are 

gradually modeled. Individuals are trained and indoctrinated to yield their decision autonomy to 

organizational decision-making processes (Simon, 1982). As social creations, organizations are 

built by relatively autonomous actors who generate a structure via collective and cooperative 

action. This structure can be the result of formal actions or an expression of the evolution of 

historical, custom, or belief processes aimed at meeting objectives and providing solutions to 

common problems using specific resources and capacities (Crozier, 1990). 

Two basic types of institutions are the public and the private.  Public organizations are 

responsible for performing tasks for society; they can be seen as “tools or instruments for 

achieving certain goals seen as important in society” (Christensen et al., 2007: 20). The creation, 

objectives, procedures, and mechanisms used by public and private organizations to achieve 

their goals have important differences (Simon, 1982). Organizations also differ from one 

another in terms of their interests, norms, regulations, laws, values, type of accountability, 
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characteristics of bureaucratic elements, transparency, impartiality, equal treatment, 

predictability, forms, functionality, quality of services, efficiency and effectiveness, political 

adscription, among others (Christensen et al., 2007). Nevertheless, they share common factors 

such as bureaucracy, where the duty of obedience is ranked in a hierarchy of positions that 

involves a vertical subordination rule and a controlled right of complaint (Weber, 1998). 

For Simon, (1982), actors are the most important aspects of an organizational analysis. 

This author identifies three types: high-hierarchy actors, whose decisions control employee's 

activities; employees, whose time and effort contribute to the achievement of organizational 

objectives in exchange of a retribution, and thirdly, the beneficiaries of the products or services 

that bring inputs into the organization and for whom the organization is, indirectly, a personal 

goal. As an analogy, decision makers in high hierarchical levels are equivalent to the members of 

an elective bureaucracy in charge for a certain term; employees can be compared with an 

administrative apparatus staff, who work under the leadership of the elective bureaucrats, and 

the beneficiaries are the citizens who receive the product or service and are involved with and 

affected by the conduct of the public organism. This is relevant because, in the public sector, 

part of the bureaucracy can be integrated to the entity via citizen votes instead of hierarchical 

or rational processes, which brings a special dynamic to the hierarchies of appointed and 

elected officials where the latter are not accountable to a higher-ranking official (Weber, 1998).  

Nevertheless, organizational actors may not only seek economic benefit, but also other 

ends such as security, convenience, and prestige. It should be noted that, given that 

organizations are created, composed of, and directed by people, they are not purely rational, 

since in real behavior, as opposed to rational behavior, decision is initiated by stimuli that 

channel attention to concrete decisions and the response to such stimuli is partially thought 

out, but mostly motivated by habit. The habitual part is not, of course, neither forced nor 

utterly irrational, because it can represent a previously conditioned adjustment or adaptation of 

behavior toward its purposes (Simon, 1982). 

In this regard, organizations in the public sector can be created only in response to a 

law or regulation (Arellano, et al., 2000), not necessarily following rational processes based on a 

wide range of available information, as well as several alternatives to accommodate the 

creation of the most appropriate body and to achieve maximized benefits. Consequently, from 

the moment they are born, organizations build their own dynamics, face their own contexts, 

and build their internal structure and culture (Arellano, et al., 2000), which leads to the 

emergence of a situation where organisms constantly contain and coexist with both formal 
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institutions (written rules assigning activities and establishing hierarchies, procedures, and 

communication channels) and informal institution3 (tacit rules, predecessors of and 

complementary to formal rules); institutions are also embedded in the relationships between 

individuals in organizations, further affecting the organizational decision-making process 

(Simon, 1982: Christensen, et al., 2007).  

Informal institutions are a fundamental part of the organization: it would probably be 

fair to assert that no formal organization could function effectively without being accompanied 

by a non-formal structure. Every new organization must go through an initial ‘adaptation phase’ 

before being able to run smoothly, and each member in the organization must establish 

informal relationships with their colleagues before becoming a significant part of the 

organization (Simon, 1982). Additionally, even though institutional norms can change overnight 

as a result of political or legal decisions, the informal constraints embedded in customs, 

traditions, and codes of behavior are much more resistant or impervious to deliberate policy 

(North, 1995). 

That is to say, an organization has formal rules, which should not be underestimated 

(Arellano, et al., 2000), but its members establish equally or more important informal rules, 

which makes it necessary to identify the type of non-formal relationships and actions produced 

and established historically in any organization with the aim of revealing its operation and the 

effect of such operation in its everyday duties. 

Decisions and the way in which individuals interact within organizations are important 

from an organizational perspective because the best path to an intense vision of the structure 

and functioning of an organization is to analyze how decisions and employee behavior are 

influenced by the organization (Simon, 1982). Therefore, knowledge about an organization’s 

objectives is necessary to understand decision-making mechanisms—objectives are the main 

reason for an organization to exist, and they guide individual decisions and efforts (Simon, 

1982). 

Decisions made by members of an organization aimed at achieving objectives must be 

approached from an inclusive perspective that takes into account the community’s value system 

even further than what is legally established (Simon, 1982); therefore, it is important for 

organizations to understand their specific context and adapt themselves accordingly in order to 

avoid obstacles and leverage the environment to support organizational objectives. 

                                                            
3 “Institution” is used in the sense of North (1995) as the rules of a game created by humans which can 
evolve or be affected by individuals. 
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Another relevant aspect of organizational objectives is their non-static nature: changing 

contexts and ever-changing beneficiary goals result in responses associated with satisfaction 

(Simon, 1982). Objectives are usually created in a complex and “volatile environment that is 

characterized by impatient politicians, scrutinizing media, critical citizens, and scarce resources” 

(Boin & Christensen, 2008: 271). It is also important to identify the ambiguity of objectives: even 

if an organization was created for a specific purpose, it can be under pressure from other 

organisms, government levels, or actors to state ambiguous objectives and act in pursuit of 

goals different to its natural goals, which in turn results in significant influence over attitudes, 

behaviors, structure, processes, and types of authority within the organization, and it also 

becomes the reason behind the lack of a sense of belonging among its members toward the 

organization, or renders it impossible to establish a clear performance assessment (Rainey & 

Jung, 2015). 

Another important organizational aspect responds to the question about the influence 

of an organization’s personnel on its work. An important characteristic of organizations is that 

they are composed by internal groups with potential to influence organizational decisions and 

actions. These groups can give rise to four essential elements to consider in regard to the 

organization: coordination, organizational loyalties, sense of identification, and power (Simon, 

1982). 

From the organizational institutionalization perspective: “When a formal organization 

develops informal norms and values in addition to the formal variety, it acquires institutional 

features, and one speaks of institutionalized organizations” (Christensen et al., 2007: 38). An 

institutionalized organization can be understood as a special type of organization with the 

following traits: is highly legitimate; has developed a consistent and effective work conduct; is 

valued by key internal and external actors; has created an effective way of dealing with multiple 

conflicts and complex and contradictory objectives; meets its objectives, which are usually 

imposed, without causing collateral damage; is capable of immediate intervention when an 

unwanted rule begins to take root; is capable of understanding and generating solutions to 

internal and external problems, and is capable of constantly adapting to changes in the 

environment (Boin & Christensen, 2008). 

Therefore, organization institutionalization is important inasmuch as governments 

usually create organizations to meet goals and solve new or persistent social problems, which 

can constantly change in volatile environments. Organizations must thus develop and execute 

effective solutions in line with prevailing norms and values in their communities, and at the 
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same time, secure or gain support from key internal and external actors in a limited period set 

by these key actors (Boin & Christensen, 2008). Such situation can result in an uncertain and, to 

a certain degree, hostile attitude toward the organization, which can deal with the situation 

using acquired institutional characteristics that can increase its survival opportunities. 

Institutionalization is an interruptible and reversible process when the organization and its 

established norms fail to adapt, execute, and deliver their expected results, which does not 

necessarily mean their disappearance (Boin & Christensen, 2008: Christensen, et al, 2007). 

 
STRATEGIC PLANNING 

 
In the public sector, planning is a process aimed at providing sense and coherence to 

actions carried out by governmental organisms to meet certain goals determined by the public 

interest (Sánchez, 2003). SP stands out among different methodologies adopted by public and 

private organisms (Oropeza, 2004); it shares some of its main characteristics with OT (Bryson, 

1988; Pichardo, 2013), but it can also be used as a tool that incorporates CP substantially at 

different moments during planning development (Arellano, 2004).  

This type of planning is not conducted using a single method and can be understood in 

different ways (Mendoza, 2011); therefore, the following paragraphs present a conceptual 

framework that, although not intending to provide a unique and generalized application 

perspective, seek to present some of the fundamental aspects of SP. 

SP has three basic characteristics: a) it emanates from the military field; b) it is closely 

linked with the business sector, and c) in administrative contexts, it involves the construction of 

medium- and long-term organizational perspectives transcending processes that require 

immediate attention (Arellano, 2004; Perlman & Rivera, 2006; Pichardo, 2013). Additionally, SP 

precedes administration control and allows for the follow-up objectives, priorities, and existing 

resources to contribute to the fulfillment of the organizational mission (Armijo, 2009). 

Due to its multi-scheme nature, which escapes mechanization or its being developed 

using a unique technique, it is opposed to the assumptions of homogeneity, standardization, 

prediction, and control, and even though it intends to systematize thought, it is not conceived 

as a static process, but motivated by constant reflection and human constructions that depend 

on the comprehension of context dynamics, including both societal values linked with its history 

and real actors in specific circumstances (Arellano, 2004). Thus, SP is a continuous process 

focused on creativity, imagination, and the search for innovative alternatives, yet in touch with 
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reality (Arellano, 2004). It is a process where possibilities are planned within a specific context, 

and it seeks to meet crucial or strategic goals (Perlman & Rivera, 2006). 

SP regards strategy as an effort to establish even closer relationships among society, 

individuals, and organizations in an essentially interrelated world (Arellano, 2004) where the 

context is built and transformed by society’s actors themselves. Accordingly, strategy becomes 

an essential principle to society because it allows its different groups to elaborate and execute 

decisions bearing always in mind the expectations of other groups (Arellano, 2004). 

 

Table 1. Components of Strategic Planning  

Components Timing for development General characteristics Specific characteristics 

Strategic mission 

Beginning of planning 

Must be clear, concise, 
simple, understandable, 

and represent a challenge 
and an inspiration to 

organization members; 
involves the key actors 

affected by the 
organization, their values 
and formal and informal 
institutions; takes time 

and context into account; 
is flexible and adaptable 

to changes in time; is 
realistic; goals are 

intended to be achieved 
in the medium or long 
term; seeks to create 

cohesion and a sense of 
belonging among the 

actors involved with the 
organization and 

responsible for its goals; is 
created with viability in 

mind; provides a direction 
to the organization. 

Foremost organizational 
concern; expresses the 

main goal; ideal yet 
realistic image; requires a 

preliminary diagnosis, 
even if it is intuitive and 

non-systematized. 

Strategic vision 

Represents what the 
organization expects to 

be and the traits it should 
display in the future; 

involves organizational 
actors at the emotional 
and state of mind levels. 

Strategic diagnosis 

After creating the 
mission and vision 

statements and before 
implementing the 

strategy. 

Is flexible and adaptable 
to changes in time; must 
be realistic; is generated 

with viability in mind; 
takes into account the key 

actors affected by the 
organization, their values 
and formal and informal 
institutions; takes time 

and context into account. 

A situational analysis tool 
to build possible realities 
and determine possible 

relevant variables; 
compares the 

organization’s intent, the 
strategic problem, and 

the dynamics in a specific 
context; collects and 
analyzes information 

from actors in the 
organization; detects 

both issues and 
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opportunities; determines 
key internal and external 
actors; entails analyses of 

human and financial 
resources and products 
and services demand, as 
well as a control system; 

integrates SWOT, 
organizational, and 
situational analysis 

centered on organization 
members morale. 

Strategic objectives 

They are created once 
the mission and vision 
statements have been 

established and a 
strategic diagnosis has 

been performed. 

Are flexible and adaptable 
to changes in time; must 

be realistic; are generated 
with viability in mind; 
involve the key actors 

affected by the 
organization, their values, 
and formal and informal 

institutions; take time and 
context into account. 

Represent a forecast of 
future results pursued by 
the organization within its 

action framework; are 
directly associated with 

the mission; are key 
results planned for the 
future; are action paths 

leading to concrete 
outcomes; involve 

political, administrative, 
and rational decision-

making; do not change 
the mission. 

Tactics 
They are established 
based on strategic 

objectives. 

Are clear, concise, and 
understandable; are 

flexible and adaptable to 
changes in time; must be 
realistic; are generated 
with viability in mind; 
involve the key actors 

affected by the 
organization, their values, 
and formal and informal 

institutions; take time and 
context into account. 

Are operative or 
functional policies; are 
specific actions; they 
comprise the way in 

which available resources 
can be mobilized and 
transformed to meet 

specific goals stated by 
the mission; they may 

emerge as a consequence 
of an unforeseen 

situation, that is, they can 
be reactions to diverse 

situations; point at 
problems to produce an 
advantageous situation; 
always allow for actions 

directed toward the main 
established goal; involve 
and anticipate the nature 
of the actors affected by 

the organization; 
implement necessary 
resources at strategic 

times and spaces; 
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Source: Self-elaboration based on Arellano, et al, (2012); Perlman and Rivera (2006); Arellano (2004); 
Mendoza (2011); Porter (1980); Armijo (2009); Sun-Tzu (1989); Arellano, Cabrero, and Castillo (2000); 
Surdez (2011); Arce, et al. (2012); and Sánchez (2012). 
 

Consequently, creating a strategy consists in devising different ideas or pathways in 

pursuit of the main goal, and after that, the pathway leading closest to the established goal is 

determined—the chosen path must consider the most possibilities and approaches. One of the 

main conditions for a strategy to work properly is the need to clearly establish such strategy, 

and also to acknowledge the different organizational actors as essential for success; failing to do 

so would result in a useless organizational strategy (Arellano, 2004). Table 1 presents a 

systematic view of the main components of SP in terms of mission, strategic vision, and 

diagnosis, including contextual analyses of systems, SWOT, objectives, tactics, and strategy 

evaluation. 

Despite the capacity of morale to potentiate the energy and enthusiasm of the 

organization’s members, or oppositely, its potential to cause the disappearance or stagnation of 

the organization (Sun-Tzu, 1989), morale has been scarcely addressed by SP and OT theories. 

Morale consists in the mood of an organization’s members with respect to the objectives, the 

mission, or a charismatic individual, group of individuals,4 or entity (Ossinovski, 2010). 

Organizational morale must never be debilitated, it rather needs to be monitored and 

                                                            
4 Such as those described by Webber (1998). 

Strategic evaluation 
It is the last stage of SP, 
but is present in every 

strategic moment. 

Must be clear, concise, 
simple, understandable, 

and represent a challenge 
and an inspiration to 

organization members; 
involves the key actors 

affected by the 
organization, their values 
and formal and informal 
institutions; takes time 

and context into account; 
is flexible and adaptable 

to changes in time; is 
realistic; helps in creating 
cohesion and a sense of 

belonging among the 
actors involved with the 

organization and 
responsible for its goals; is 
generated with viability in 
mind; provides a direction 

to the organization. 

Consists in a constant 
review of the actions 

undertaken by the 
organization to determine 

accomplishment of 
established goals and 

objectives; is comprised 
by the relationship 

between means and 
ends; requires an 

effectiveness analysis that 
takes into account 

synergy, experience and 
learning, self-sufficiency, 

risk, and strategic 
innovation; evaluates, for 
the most part, the impact 

of the organization, its 
actions, and products. 
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stimulated, since motivation is considered to determine productivity: cooperation is available 

only from employees who are motivated and willing to collaborate (Arellano, et al., 2000). 

 
CITIZEN PARTICIPATION 

 
CP is a collective act based on individuals and their decisions, which are made as a 

means to participate voluntarily in public affairs of their interest with the aim of achieving 

certain common goals (Merino, 2010). It can also be thought of as social action aimed at 

increasing citizen control and influence on the use of public resources by interacting with the 

government institutions administrating such resources; therefore, its goal is to achieve the 

common good without assuming any part of the State’s responsibility to any extent (Tejera, 

2006). 

It is an essential characteristic of democratic governments, which seek to reduce the 

distance between citizens and their representatives (González, 2007), inasmuch as it advances 

democratic culture, serves as a method to make public administration and decisions more 

efficient, and legitimizes governments (Ziccardi, 2004). CP is not useful only for citizens, it also 

contributes to increasing governance margins and consequently to making formal progress in 

the democratization of local political life (Casas, 2009); in other words, it exerts a positive effect 

on a society’s democratic progress, and it can thus be considered as an indispensable element 

of an adequate government (Ochman, 2004). 

The basic, intertwined elements that allow for its effectiveness are: I) government 

ruling, in the form of laws, regulations, or other forms; II) sufficient, accessible, and reliable 

information; III) citizen willingness to participate; IV) real participation possibilities; V) resources; 

VI) knowledge and capability to achieve participation; VIII) the possibility of citizens to be heard 

and to have an effective influence on public decisions, and mostly, IX) confidence in the 

institutions that promote participation (Bañez, 1999; Montesinos, 2004; González, 2007; Casas, 

2009). 

CP does not end at the ballot; in fact, authors such as Merino (2010) state that it begins 

with the election of representatives. There are certain CP forms that can be identified as such: 

activities carried out by citizens in campaigns undertaken by political parties in favor of a chosen 

candidate; collective or community activities aimed at specific targets; actions resulting from a 

specific conflict (Merino, 2010); opinions about public affairs and government performance; 

promotion of pressing issues for inclusion in the public agenda; discussion on laws, programs, 
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and budgets; formal or informal citizen cooperation in policy implementation; evaluation of the 

effect of public policy implementation and scrutiny of public powers; counterproposals of 

alternative policy, and human rights claims (Ramos & Reyes, 2005).  

It should be noted that CP takes different forms in each country and circumstances. On 

the other hand, not every act involving citizen activity can be considered CP, but only those 

taking place under the rule of law; otherwise, the act would not be CP but upward rebellion or 

downward intervention (Merino, 2010). 

Finally, it must be added that governments oftentimes create forms of CP intended only 

to legitimize previously made government decisions (Ziccardi, 2004), or to establish or 

perpetuate a corporate apparatus in which, taking advantage of government agencies, 

programs, subsidies, and other forms of support or services, citizens are led to controlled or 

subordinated actions, or actions related only to certain expected ‘gratuities’ emanating from 

the government, all of which is far from participation in the sense of transferring citizen 

demands and interests to the government apparatus as a key element of public administration 

processes (Rossell, 2010). 

 
TAUS 

Territory-based administrative units were short-lived in Ecatepec, second municipality 

in the country in terms of total population (1,677,678 inhabitants) among 2,457 municipalities, 

and characterized by its high population density (10,789 inhabitants per square kilometer), as it 

is throughout the northeast of the Valley of Mexico metropolitan area (INEGI, 2015), where 

Ecatepec is located (see image 1); the municipality presents a very low social backwardness 

Index5 (Coneval, 2015). The electoral roll in the municipality includes 1,113,000 people, which 

represents 12.2% of the total State of Mexico population and makes it prone to clientelism. 

Ecatepec is part of a region in the northeast of the Valley of Mexico metropolitan area where 

nine of its 76 territorial divisions (Iztapalapa, Gustavo A. Madero, Venustiano Carranza, and 

Iztacalco in Mexico City, plus Ecatepec, Nezahualcóyotl, Texcoco, Chimalhuacán, and La Paz in 

the State of Mexico) were the scene of 42.1% of petty crimes in 2012 (Medina, 2017).  

 

                                                            
5 In Mexico, this indicator is calculated by the National Council for Social Development Policy Evaluation 
(Coneval) based on information grouped in five criteria (education, access to health care services, 
household quality, basic household utilities, and availability of household assets) obtained by censuses 
and surveys, such as INEGI’s inter-censual population survey. 
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In this general context, some of the events involved in the creation, operation, and 

termination of TAUs took place as explained in the following paragraphs. In line with its faculties 

to secure the adequate functioning of public administration (Gaceta, 2015), the local 

government indicated the need to pursue a “Progressing Municipality” (Gaceta, 2013b) project 

in its 2013 Municipal Development Plan (MDP), which proposed the establishment of five 

territorial units with their own offices. In January, 2013, the newly elected mayor presented a 

proposal to reform the municipal law before the cabildo, which included the aforementioned 

TAUs; the proposal obtained a majority of votes and the agencies were created and established 

in article 70 of the municipal law (Gaceta, 2013a). 

According to what the MDP and the municipal law had established, the objectives of the 

TAUs were to promote administrative closeness and agility in different areas as well as the 

inclusion of organized CP in actions implemented by the government via close and permanent 

contact between the TAUs and auxiliary authorities, such as delegations, sub-delegations, and 

citizen participation councils (Gaceta, 2013b). The 2013 municipal law also stated that the TAUs 

had the role of increasing the efficiency of municipal public services and every official procedure 

in the municipality (Gaceta, 2013a). Informally, in 2013, the mayor stated additional TAU 
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objectives: narrowing the gap between the government and its citizens, improving the provision 

of public services, and assisting the municipal administration in meeting its goals (Mileno, 2013; 

Villa, 2013). The MDP referred to the units as de-concentrated entities as much as decentralized 

agencies (Gaceta, 2013b), which suggests a lack of clear categorization criteria.6 In regard to 

their tasks, this study conceives TAUs as horizontal specialization organizations, which consists 

in grouping one or different tasks in one or several units associated with certain positions, but 

they were also characterized by a certain degree of vertical coordination, as indicated by the 

presence of a hierarchical element for unit regulation (Christensen et al., 2007). 

In 2015, TAUs had been operating for two years and they represented an expansion of 

the administrative system. The criteria used to distribute the units were Ecatepec’s electoral 

districts (XXI, XXII, XXXIII, and XLII) instead of more adequate criteria such as the size of the 

population they served, territorial extension, population density, marginalization per locality, or 

difficulty to access the corresponding office from the different neighborhoods in the area, as 

can be appreciated in Image 2.  

Consequently, the criteria used to determine location and territory failed to help these 

young organizations to build efficient working procedures while they sought support from key 

actors in a volatile environment characterized by constant change in priorities, insufficient 

resources, and objectives designed and assigned by different agencies; additionally, they were 

given too short a time to achieve their problem resolution capacity and demonstrate their 

usefulness (Boin & Christensen, 2008). 

Little or no relationship was observed between the units’ operation and the goals 

established by municipal law and the MDP; the TAUs rather acted as:  

                                                            
6 Decentralization consists in the delegation of authority from a central government to intermediate or 
local governments, to quasi-autonomous government bodies, or to the private sector, which become 
capable of performing public functions. There are three forms: political, fiscal, and administrative 
decentralization. Administrative decentralization can be complete when the local government takes full 
responsibility over personnel and faculties, or controlled (de-concentration) when the organism accepting 
authority is held accountable by the government transferring authority (Olsen, 2007).   
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a. operative centers for public programs, since most of the tasks carried out by the units 

were in line with the objectives of two municipal programs: “Ecatepec te queremos 

verde” and “Ecatepec te queremos más limpio” (“Ecatepec, we want you green” and 

“Ecatepec, we want you cleaner”);  

b. distribution and promotion centers of federal and state public programs; 

c. CP mediators and peace keepers, by negotiating and controlling citizen claims and 

demands of any kind;  

d. CP control agents, by canalizing CP toward electoral projects.  

Therefore, ever since their design and throughout their existence, meeting the 

objectives established by both municipal law and the MDP was unlikely for TAUs, since their 

design lacked proper planning, lost sight of a subsequent institutionalization, and disregarded 

the context and its actors, norms, values, and formal and informal practices. To put it another 

way, they were not designed as organisms aimed at reducing the gap between the government 

and the citizenry or at helping to make public administration and service provision more 

efficient. Consequently, their potential institutionalization was unlikely and even their capacity 

to survive political/administrative changes was scarce.   

As recently created organizations, TAUs could have enjoyed an initial honeymoon 

period in which they built effective work forms to avoid their failure (Boin & Christensen, 2008), 

but they were never truly in charge of any kind of service and operated according to the 

mayor’s political needs. During their existence, nearly three thousand people per day 

approached the city hall to request support in the form of tasks that had supposedly been 

assigned to the TAUs (NEM, 2015). Therefore, they were not able to develop the 

institutionalized organization traits described by theory that were presented earlier in this 

article. 

In the end, the 2016 administration decided to close the TAUs. Nevertheless, the actors 

in charge of their termination—town council and municipal presidency—declared that they 

were not aware of the reasons behind the decision to terminate the agencies in questionnaires, 

personal interviews, and journals. They could not tell whether there was some type of 

evaluation or it had been due to other factors, except for a vague idea around redundant 

government functions. Given that the TAUs were not included in the new government project, 

they voted for eliminating the units.  

 

 



Revista de Direito da Cidade                                                        vol. 10, nº 2. ISSN 2317-7721  

                                                                                                                                    DOI: 10.12957/rdc.2018.32808 
  

__________________________________________________________________ 

Revista de Direito da Cidade, vol. 10, nº 2. ISSN 2317-7721 pp. 944-970       961 

 
 
 

THEORETICAL ASPECTS IDENTIFIED IN THE CASE OF TA US 

 
A theoretical perspective can respond to the following question: What were the main 

theoretical factors involved in the decision to remove the TAUs? The response is given in Table 

2, which identifies the theoretical elements that can help to explain why it was impossible for 

TAUs to become institutionalized, as well as their termination.  

 The information in the table shows that a wide array of relevant theoretical aspects 

were disregarded and left out during the design, creation, operation, and termination of TAUs, 

since their creation and termination responded to political reasons that were not concerned 

with the creation of a government organization capable of delivering the competence ordered 

by law for the municipal government. Similarly, the new government conducted the termination 

as an administrative procedure instead of a decision with a potential impact on government 

performance.  

This explains why the TAUs were used by the mayor’s power networks as propaganda 

instruments to advance personal political agendas; it also explains why those units were unable 

to develop necessary traits for their institutionalization. 

 
Table 2. Theoretical  aspects associated with publ ic organization termination  

Author Theoretical aspects 
Theoretical aspects observed in 

the case of TAUs 

Organizational theory 

Max Weber 
(1998) 

There is a special relationship between appointed 
and elected officials 

-Constant intervention of 
elective bureaucracy in 

organizations. 
-Interruption of the units’ form 

of operation. 
-Creation of effective practices 

interrupted. 
-Goals different from those 

legally declared were included. 
-Elective bureaucracy approved 
arbitrary creation of organisms. 

-Elective bureaucracy was 
uninterested or ignored the 
work of approved agencies. 
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Simon (1982) 

-Three types of organizational actors: high-
ranking actors, employees, and beneficiaries. 

-Organizational actors seek economic, security, 
and prestige ends. 

-Organizations are not purely rational. 
-Organizations should be created using an 

inclusive approach that corresponds to the value 
system in the community to a greater extent than 

what is legally established. 
-Organizational actors can interfere with the 

organization to achieve personal goals. 
-Loyalties to members, groups, or departments is 

generated. 
-Power can emanate from any part of the 

organization and depends on the power to 
penalize or encourage individuals. 

-A powerful actor has the possibility to create 
groups within the organization to support their 

personal, non-organizational goals. 

-Agency design disregarded 
strategic factors such as context, 

values, and territory. 
-Key actors were omitted during 

design, operation, and 
termination. 

-Pursuit and execution of 
objectives different from those 

formally established. 
-Formal actors in the 

organization working toward the 
satisfaction of elective 

bureaucracy goals to secure 
their permanence in the 

organization. 
-Creation, operation, and 
termination led by habit. 

-Organization loyal to the mayor 
and their political party. 
-Absence of evaluation 

processes during operation and 
termination. 

-Organization’s legitimation and 
institutionalization were 

obstructed. 
-Impossibility to adapt to and 
survive specific contexts and 

changes therein. 
Use of power and networks to 
achieve personal objectives. 

-Operating staff seeks to comply 
with tasks assigned by the mayor 

as a way to avoid penalties. 

Arellano, 
Cabrero, and 

Castillo (2000) 

-Organizations in the public sector can be created 
only in response to a law or regulation. 

-Arbitrary creation, operation, 
and termination of units as a 

response to mandates in valid 
municipal law and development 

plan 

Boin and 
Christensen 

(2008) 

-Goals created in a complex and volatile context 
composed of impatient politicians, judgmental 
communications media, and scarce resources”. 

-Institutionalized organizations are highly 
legitimate, have consistent and effective work 

practices, are valued by key players, can try and 
achieve various types of objectives, act upon the 
consolidation of unwanted norms, understand 
and solve internal and external problems, and 
manages to adapt to changes in the context. 
-An organization must develop and provide 

effective solutions matching the prevailing norms 
in its community. 

-Organizations have a short time to achieve 
objectives designed by and turned over to 
separate government bodies, as well as to 

-Ambiguous objectives were 
created. 

-Impossibility to fully comply 
with legally established 

objectives and functions. 
-Lack of citizenry awareness of 

its existence and lack of 
legitimacy thereof. 

-Short time to produce work 
procedures with enough 

acceptance by key actors and 
citizenry. 

-Incapacity to adapt to changes 
in the context. 

-Lack of congruence between 
organizational values and goals; 
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demonstrate their capacity to solve problems and 
provide value to key political and social actors. 
-Failure focuses attention on the organization. 

in practice, values are aligned to 
political actors’ interests rather 

than community service. 
-Attention was frequently being 

deflected from established 
objectives, established the 

constant attention of agents 
that rate the organization. 

-Inability to fully resolve external 
problems 

-Failure focuses attention of 
different actors on TAUs. 

Christensen, 
Laegreid, Roness, 
and Rovik (2007) 

-Both formal and informal institutions affect 
organizational decision-making process. 

-Constant intervention in 
organizational operation and in 
establishing ways to meet goals. 
-The organization was used to 

achieve goals that differed from 
those established for the 

organization. 

Rainey and Jung 
(2015) 

-It is important for public organizations to identify 
their type of objectives and how ambiguous or 

clear those objectives are. 
-Objective creation can be under pressure from 
different actors to create ambiguous objectives 
and to act in accordance with goals that differ 

from the organization's own goals. 

-Establishment of fixed and 
widely ambiguous goals. 

-General yet blurred idea about 
the goals sought by the 

organization. 
-Organization was used by 
elective bureaucracy in the 
pursuit of personal goals. 

Strategic planning 

Arellano (2004) 

-SP is a continuous process focused on creativity, 
imagination, and the search for innovative 

alternatives, yet without departing from reality. 
-Strategy is an effort toward ever closer 

relationships among society, individuals, and 
organizations in an essentially interrelated world. 

-Strategy is an essential principle; it allows 
different society groups to make and execute 

decisions. 
-Strategy needs to be clearly established, and the 
different organizational actors responsible for its 

success must be recognized. 

-Scarce comprehensive and 
continuous planning. 

-Commitments were established 
based on needed services, but 
the organization was incapable 
of honoring such commitments. 
-Distance between citizenry and 

organizations increased. 
-Habit and everyday experience 

determined operation and 
means to meet goals. 

-Key organizational actors left 
out of organizational processes. 

Different authors 
presented in 

Table 1 (strategic 
planning) 

Elaboration of strategic mission, vision, diagnosis, 
objectives, tactics, and evaluation. 

-Absence of clear, concise, and 
short (yet not comprehensive) 
mission and vision statements 

that can be easily understood by 
organizational actors. 

-Fixed objectives opposed 
adaptation to changes in the 

context. 
-Territorial characteristics were 

disregarded. 
-No comprehensive diagnosis 

and evaluation processes 
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identified during the creation, 
operation, or termination of the 

organization 
-Low accessibility to units; 

therefore, diverse actors were 
automatically excluded. 

-Lack of knowledge among 
citizenry about the existence of 

the organizations, which 
resulted in low sense of 

belonging toward organizations. 
-Available resources to meet 
goals, but used in pursuit of 

personal political goals and not 
in accordance with the needs of 
the moment and the strategic 

spaces. 

Citizen participation 

Merino (2010) 

CP is a collective act based on individuals and 
their decisions, which are made as a means to 
participate voluntarily in public affairs of their 

interest. 

-Organizations employed to 
control participation in public 

affairs. 
-Citizenry was left out and was 

incapable of fully participating in 
the design, operation, and 

decision to terminate the units. 

González (2007) 
A fundamental element in democratic 

governments which seeks to reduce the gap 
between citizens and their representatives. 

-Organizations sought to control 
CP instead of integrating it to 

administration. 
-In practice, the distance 

between the citizenry and the 
government increased. 

Ziccardi (2004) 

-Advances democratic culture and serves as a 
method to increase the efficiency of public 

management and decision-making and to support 
government legitimacy. 

-Forms of CP are usually created only to legitimize 
previously made government decisions. 

-The organization generated low 
legitimacy around itself, which 

obstructed its institutionalization 
process. 

-Government decisions about 
organizational creation and 

operation were presented to the 
citizenry, but CP was not 

indicated. 

Bañez (1999); 
Montesinos 

(2004); González 
(2007); and 

Casas (2009) 

Basic elements of CP: government rulings; 
sufficient, accessible, and reliable information; 
willingness to participate and real possibilities, 
resources, knowledge, and capacities to do so; 

social cohesion; possibility to exert effective 
influence on public decisions; confidence in 

agencies promoting CP. 

-Existing government rulings, but 
lack of a real possibility to 

readily access sufficient and 
reliable information, resources; 

low chances to exert an effective 
influence on public affairs. 

-Information provided to citizens 
about the decisions of creating 
and terminating the units and 

about their operation was scarce 
and vague. 
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Rossell (2010) 

CP can be used to establish or perpetuate a 
corporate apparatus that takes ill advantage of 
government agencies, programs, subsidies, and 
other forms of support or services; citizens are 
led to controlled or subordinated actions, or to 

actions taken only in expectance of certain 
‘gratuities’, all of which differs from participation 

as a transference of citizen demands and 
interests to the government apparatus as a key 

element of public administration processes. 

-Limited CP, manipulated by 
political interests away from 

public administration 
improvement. 

-Use of granted powers to 
control and manipulate CP. 

Source: Self-elaboration. 

 
CONCLUSIONS  

 
The present study identified that: a) many organizations are created, operated, and 

terminated in an arbitrary and habit-based fashion, in alignment with special interests of the 

elective bureaucracy or only to meet legally established requirements or commitments; b) 

elective bureaucracy has an adverse influence on public organizations and their 

institutionalization process when it intervenes and directs efforts toward the achievement of 

personal goals instead of organizational and common good goals; c) institutionalization 

processes are interrupted when the organization is constantly changing the direction of goals 

that differ from their natural goals, established when it was created; d) the public sector usually 

overlooks strategic factors that would contribute to its own benefit when designing, creating, 

operating, evaluating, and terminating its agencies; e) organizational loyalty and work security 

agendas result in the organization and its staff working to satisfy the will of the elective 

bureaucracy or groups in power instead of working toward established goals and the 

improvement of methods to achieve their goals; f) public agencies often disregard the citizenry 

and key actors involved in organizational processes; g) ambiguity and the absence of key actors 

during the creation of organizational objectives and processes opens the door to deviation from 

established goals; h) rigid and immovable formal goals result in an impossibility to adapt to 

changes in the context; i) organizational resources are employed in the interest of elective 

bureaucracy instead of being strategically used in the places and at the time when they must be 

implemented; j) the citizenry and its participation is excluded from the public sector and its 

organizations and is regarded as people expecting gratuities to validate previously made 

decisions; k) OT principles, complemented by SP and CP theories, are useful in the design, 

creation, operation, and evaluation of public organizations: they make it possible to identify 

both conflictive and beneficial organizational aspects.  
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Based on the theoretical elements used in the analysis presented in this document, we 

identified and categorized two main themes that the public sector should take into account 

when designing, creating, operating, and evaluating its agencies if they are to increase the 

chances of these organizations to acquire organizational traits. The first is organizational actor 

analysis; the second refers to the analysis of planning and feedback processes. In regard to the 

first theme, it is convenient to bear in mind that different, specific, and varied actors will be 

found in each case and environment, and those diverse actors will exert different types of 

influence on organizational operation. However, enlisting and analyzing the internal and 

external actors that should be included in the organization’s creation and all of the 

organizational procedures is necessary.  

It is also essential to analyze and understand organizational rules and formal and 

informal values in their specific contexts and in association with their involved internal and 

external actors as a measure to adapt to the environment and to minimize the possibility of 

using the organism and its resources to service personal agendas. Understanding such 

mechanisms will support the creation of a cordial atmosphere where actors are encouraged to 

internalize and protect organizational objectives, it will also help to avoid the creation of 

undesirable norms even before they take root, and finally, to develop a forecast of the actors’ 

behavior. Concerning internal actors, it is important for the organization to determine the types 

of skills it will need to support its tasks in order to recruit qualified staff for the different 

positions. 

On the other hand, it is important to understand how elective bureaucracy will 

intervene and affect the criteria to design, operate, and evaluate a public organization; the 

creation of effective practices; the setting of objectives and the means to meet them, and also 

how such intervention will affect staff relationships, with the goal of avoiding or preventing 

reactions to possible deviations and being able to deal with them, and therefore, anticipate 

possible environment changes, but also as a way to establish attainable, clear, and as 

unambiguous as possible objectives to help reduce the possibility of failure and to increase the 

organization’s possibility of developing institutional characteristics.  

Additionally, the capacity to perform analyses and make decisions based on reason 

instead of habit, or according to legally established ordinances, must be called upon to support 

adequate agency operation and to anticipate contextual changes and possible 

institutionalization. This also involves the analysis of existing and emerging organizational 
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loyalties as a way to prevent unwanted behaviors that may orient organizational efforts toward 

the accomplishment of special, personal objectives, instead of legitimate ones. 

Finally, in connection with planning and feedback, it is important to state a mission or 

objectives, a vision, a diagnosis, tactics, and feedback and analysis procedures in order to 

increase the organization’s possibilities to acquire organizational traits; those statements must 

be clear, concise, simple, understandable, flexible, adaptable, realistic, and should represent a 

challenge to organization members, create cohesion and a sense of belonging, be established 

using an inclusive and open process, consider timeframes and context, and provide the 

organization with a direction. 

Nevertheless, these recommendations are not intended to be a sort of manual, but only 

a proposal to be considered by the public sector when it undertakes the creation of agencies 

bearing in mind their probability to become institutionalized bodies. 
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