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Abstract	

The emerging complex challenges confronting public administration (PA) leaders are used as reasons for 
rethinking the quality of PA education throughout the world. However, it is not clear what PA scholars mean 
when they use the word ‘challenge’ when rethinking the curricula of the Master of Public Administration (MPA) 
programmes globally. The questions this study set to answer were: What are the defining characteristics of the 
concept corresponding to those objects referred to as ‘challenges’ for MPA graduates to meet, and what are 
their implications for MPA curriculum standards? In an effort to answer these questions, a concept analysis of 
the concept ‘challenge’ within the context of PA and MPA curricula was done. For this purpose, three scholarly 
journals, as well as three operational documents, were purposefully selected for qualitative content analysis. 
The concept analysis showed that ‘challenge’ within the context of the MPA curriculum is characterised by being 
a PA task, its wickedness, and the required capabilities for public sector managers to undertake that task. The 
study found that due to the inherent wickedness of challenges, MPA curricula have to instil a capability in 
graduates for independent and autonomous thinking amidst a diversity of perspectives and settings.  

Introduction	

A few years ago, Rosenbaum (2014: 92) observed, “[n]ew and very complex challenges have continued to 
emerge at a rapid rate. Both the public, as well as political leaders, have expected government, and those who 
administer it, to meet those challenges”. He furthermore remarked that these challenges have given “rise to 
various efforts to rethink and improve the quality of public administration education and training throughout 
the world” (Rosenbaum, 2014: 92). The direct relationship between the complex challenges confronting public 
administration (PA) leaders and PA education has shown to be generally recognised by PA scholars (Awortwi, 
2011: 723; Cepiku, 2011: 379; Wooldridge, 2004: 385). Hence, the adaptation of a single set of competency 
standards by the Commission on Peer Review and Accreditation (COPRA) as a basis for the accreditation of 
Master of Public Administration (MPA) programmes globally (COPRA, 2014: Standard 5.1). The implied 
assumption thus seems that MPA curricula meeting this set of competency standards are preparing PA leaders 
throughout the world to meet these emerging new and very complex challenges. Is this assumption correct? 

While it is expected that diverse and complex challenges should inform the rethinking, improving and 
even universal accreditation of PA education and training programmes (Bhuiyan, 2012: 66; Bouckaert, 2013: 
228; Kim, 2012: 142–143; Rosenbaum, 2014: 92), it is noteworthy that the word ‘challenge’ is not used once in 
the Accreditation Standards for Master’s degree programs (COPRA, 2014). It might be assumed that 
understanding the meaning and implications of those emerging and very complex PA challenges are covered by 
what Standard 5 refers to as “a public service perspective” (COPRA, 2014: Standard 5.1). A public service 
perspective seemingly refers to the social habitus of public sector managers (see Quinn, 2013: 11) enabling them 
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to integrate specific contextual (citizen and community) interests, and perhaps challenges, with their technical 
and professional decisions (Haupt et al., 2017: 613–614).  

However, the assumption of a universal public service perspective informed by those challenges to which 
Rosenbaum refers may be misplaced. A study by Audette-Chapdelaine, for example, highlights how difficult it is 
to obtain a common understanding of ‘challenge’ within the limited context of the local government of a specific 
country (Audette-Chapdelaine, 2016). Moreover, recent studies have argued that the idea of a universal public 
service perspective is fundamentally flawed (Stout, 2017). These views are supported by Van Jaarsveldt et al. 
(2019), who argue that the differences in challenges witnessed in the so-called decolonised countries compared 
to developed countries, might call for different curricula and standards. While the word ‘challenge’ is not used 
in the accreditation standards referred to above, it is nevertheless commonly used in the literature on PA 
education and curricula (Head and Alford, 2015; McQuiston and Manoharan, 2017; Peters and Maatman, 2017; 
Van Jaarsveldt et al., 2019). Where the word is used by scholars, it is not defined; it is not even included in the 
terminology list of the International Standard Organisation (ISO) (2000). It is thus not clear what PA scholars 
mean when they use the word ‘challenge’. 

For the sake of clarity, it is necessary to make a distinction between the use of ‘word’, ‘concept’ and 
‘term’ in this article. As a word accumulates its meaning from different contexts, a specific word may have 
different meanings (Pauw and Louw, 2014: 8). Just the opposite is true of a concept, which has one meaning 
which can be expressed in different words (Pauw and Louw, 2014: 8). Therefore, in defining a concept, the ISO 
does not refer to a word, but a “unit of knowledge created by a unique combination of characteristics” (ISO, 
2000: 3.2.1). A term, in this article, is regarded as “one or more words with a fixed meaning in a specific, usually 
technical, discourse” or subject field (Pauw and Louw, 2014: 8). While the meanings of terms are fixed even 
within different temporal and geographic contexts, concepts within a discourse are ambiguous “whatever the 
context” (Brons, 2005a: 33). 

 This article is about the concept ‘challenge’ which is sometimes expressed by the word ‘challenge’ within 
the context of PA. ‘Challenge’, as an ordinary concept used in both scholarly and non-scholarly language, may 
be understood by most of its uses as referring to something similar to the legendary Gordian knot (Morin, 1983: 
12; Roller, 1984). For general, non-formal communication, this understanding may be sufficient. However, 
Wittgenstein’s argument that many philosophical problems may be caused by erroneous use of language (Brons, 
2005b: 38), may also be true for the use of the concept ‘challenge’ within the more technical discourse on MPA 
curriculum development.  

Consequently, the questions this study set to answer were the following: What are the defining 
characteristics of the concept (ISO, 2000: 3.2.1, 3.2.3) corresponding to those objects (‘anything perceivable or 
conceivable’ - ISO, 2000: 3.1.1) referred to by Rosenbaum (2014: 92) as ‘challenges’ for MPA graduates to meet, 
and what are their implications for MPA curriculum standards? In an attempt to answer these two questions, 
the current study embarked on a concept analysis of ‘challenge’ within the context of PA education to identify 
those attributes and to develop a conceptual framework for understanding the relationship between a 
‘challenge’ and those capabilities necessary to meet it. This article concludes with a reflection on the 
implications of this framework for the universal COPRA competency standards, as well as for the curricula of 
MPA programmes in diverse contexts. The methodological considerations for this analysis are discussed in the 
next section.  

Methodological	considerations	

The study of meaning within ordinary language is traditionally associated with the hermeneutic problem within 
the field of Philosophy (Brons, 2005a: 52; De Beer, 2014: 210–220). The seminal work of Wilson (1963) extended 
the study of meaning to include the analysis of concepts. Subsequently, several variants of concept analysis as 
an applied method have been developed and used in different scientific fields such as nursing and medicine, the 
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social, political and behavioural sciences, and the information sciences (Brons, 2005a: 52). While the nursing 
sciences has probably produced the highest percentage of research using methods of concept analysis (Brons, 
2005a: 52; Colello and Phoenix, 2013: 65), Walker and Avant’s (2014: 161–185) adaptation of Wilson’s method 
of concept analysis is reportedly the most widely used (Brons, 2005a: 57; Colello and Phoenix, 2013: 66). Their 
method is a process consisting of the following eight steps (Walker and Avant, 2014: 166): 

1. Select a concept. 
2. Determine the aims or purposes of analysis. 
3. Identify all uses of the concept that you can discover. 
4. Determine the defining attributes. 
5. Identify a model case. 
6. Identify borderline, related, contrary, invented and illegitimate cases. 
7. Identify antecedents and consequences. 
8. Define empirical referents. 

Even though this method of concept analysis has been criticised for its alleged realist or positivistic 
philosophical underpinnings and for being reductionists and static (Colello and Phoenix, 2013: 66; Sambrook, 
2009: 62; Walker and Avant, 2014: 179), this method nevertheless has shown to be sufficient to enhance 
thinking about concepts and their use. A major shortcoming of their method might be the absence of Wilson’s 
eighth step, namely to determine the context in which the concept is used to obtain a better understanding of 
the concept (Colello and Phoenix, 2013: 65; Wilson, 1963: 33). Therefore, for the purpose of the current study, 
the process of concept analysis as suggested by Walker and Avant (2014: 165) was slightly adapted for the 
analyses of ‘challenge’ within the contexts of the MPA curriculum.  

The material for analysing the use of the concept ‘challenge’ was purposefully selected to include both 
scholarly and policy textual material related to the South African, African and international contexts of PA, PA 
education and MPA curricula. The use of the word ‘challenge’ as the primary search term for identifying the use 
of the concept ‘challenge’, is without a doubt, a limitation of this study. Other words and related concepts (such 
as situation, problem, issue and task) with similar characteristics or family-resemblance (See Box, 1992; Fox, 
2010; Yeung et al., 2012) also referring to the concept ‘challenge’, were not used. The material for this study 
included 145 scholarly articles in which the word ‘challenge’ appeared. These articles were published from 2011 
to 2017 in three different PA scholarly journals, namely the International Review of Administrative Sciences (88 
articles), Teaching Public Administration (25 articles) and the (South African) Journal of Public Administration 
(32 articles). While this study did not use a representative sample of all PA scholarly journals, the journals were 
purposefully selected to be representative of different spheres of PA scholarship. The International Review of 
Administrative Sciences was selected for being the oldest peer-reviewed journal in PA, and for its comparative 
approach. Teaching Public Administration was included for its focus on PA education and curricula. The Journal 
of Public Administration was included for its country-specific focus and its distinct African footprint.  

In addition to these three scholarly journals, three institutional documents from different contexts were 
used in the analysis. While this study was done within overlapping PA contexts (South African, African and 
international), three official documents were selected to obtain examples of the pre-scientific use of this 
concept, namely: 

• “Building a capable, career-oriented and professional public service to underpin a capable and 
developmental state in South Africa” (Public Service Commission, 2016) for a country-specific 
understanding;  

• “Agenda 2063: The Africa we want: Framework document” (African Union Commission, 2015) for a 
continental-specific understanding; and  
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• the World Development Report 2017: Governance and the Law (World Bank, 2017) for an international 
developmental perspective.  

A qualitative content analysis technique was used for this part of the study (Van Thiel, 2014: 108). The 
selected scholarly and institutional texts were electronically analysed to identify those text units (sentences or 
paragraphs) in which the noun ‘challenge’ appears. These excerpts from the primary texts were read by applying 
a pragmatic, thematic hermeneutic approach (De Beer, 2014: 210–213; Lejano and Leong, 2012: 795; Smythe 
and Spence, 2012: 12–25) in search for the meaning of the concept within the various contextual dimensions of 
the particular texts (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 1278). Three broad themes were used in the analysis, namely 
the defining attributes, antecedents and consequences of the concept as used within the particular texts (See 
Walker and Avant, 2014: 166). The content analysis did not aim to identify any dissimilarities in the use of the 
concept in the different categories of material, but to use the diverse sources to obtain and integrate the 
multivocal meanings (See Bourgon, 2010: 210; De Beer, 2014: 208) of the concept. Informed by this diverse 
mixture of scholarly and operational materials, the next section reports on a concept analysis of ‘challenge’ as 
applied within the multi-layered contexts of the MPA curriculum.  

The	concept	‘challenge’	within	the	context	of	the	MPA	curriculum:	a	concept	analysis		

The purpose of this section is to report on the various steps of the process of concept analysis of ‘challenge’ 
within the context of the MPA curriculum discourses, starting with a justification of the selection of the concept 
‘challenge’.  

Selection	of	the	concept		

The first step suggested by Walker and Avant (2014: 166) is to identify a suitable concept for analysis. Following 
Rosenbaum’s (2014) observation regarding the new and complex challenges that public officials are expected 
to meet, the concept ‘challenge’ is evidently of major theoretical importance for PA. However, this concept is 
not a known or recognised unit of knowledge within the field of PA. Apparently, the concept ‘challenge’ does 
not form part of the established conceptual or theoretical discourses in the subject field and, in the words of 
Walker and Avant (2014: 166), can subsequently be regarded as an “unexplored concept”.  

The selection of this evidently general and unexplored concept was guided by its possible implications 
(See the argument by Walker and Avant, 2014: 166) for the curricula of MPA programmes (Awortwi, 2011: 723; 
Cepiku, 2011: 379; Quinn, 2016; Van Jaarsveldt and Wessels, 2015: 412; Wessels, 2012: 166, 170; Wooldridge, 
2004: 385). In this regard, Quinn (2016: 12) highlights the link between challenges and innovative action in mid-
career management education. Furthermore, Awortwi (2010: 723) refers to the need for “different kinds of 
competences and not the traditional” to enable “government administrators and managers” to “meet these 
challenges”, while Wooldridge (2004: 385) refers to the importance of linking training design and delivery to 
“the organization’s response to these new challenges”. The concept ‘challenge’ is evidently core to the 
curriculum discourse in PA.  

The	purpose	of	the	analysis 

Considering the second step in this process (Walker and Avant 2014: 167), the main purpose of this concept 
analysis was to obtain optimal clarity regarding the characteristics and meaning of the phenomenon to which 
the concept ‘challenge’ within the context of the MPA curriculum refers. In view of the apparent absence of an 
established “scientific usage of the same concept” (Walker and Avant 2014: 167), this analysis aims to clarify 
the meaning of this concept when it is used within the context of the MPA curriculum. Subsequently, this study 
identified those defining attributes of the concept ‘challenge’ that will make it possible to identify, described 
and made sense of those challenges for which the MPA curriculum should prepare its graduates.  
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Uses	of	the	concept	

The third step of this concept analysis was to identify the various uses of the concept (Walker and Avant, 2014: 
167). As an ordinary concept, ‘challenge’ is commonly used in both the non-scientific and scientific spheres of 
life. The diverse applications of the word (Walker and Avant, 2014: 167) are recorded in dictionaries, official 
government reports and scholarly literature. Three respected dictionaries of the English language use this 
concept in relatively similar ways. The Cambridge Dictionary (2018) uses ‘challenge’ referring to a situation “that 
needs great mental or physical effort in order to be done successfully and therefore tests a person’s ability”. 
Similarly, the Oxford Dictionary defines a ‘challenge’ as a “task or situation that tests someone's abilities” 
(Oxford, 2018). The Collins Dictionary provides an additional quality to a task constituting a challenge situation 
by referring to “… something new and difficult which requires great effort and determination” (Collins, 2018). 
From the dictionary definitions, it seems that ‘challenge’ is used in everyday language to refer to (a) a difficult 
task or situation being faced, which requires (b) special abilities to deal with it successfully. The implication of 
the dictionary definitions that both elements are necessary for something to be a challenge, is argued in the 
sections to follow. 

The concept ‘challenge’ is also used within different institutional contexts of PA. In the South African 
context, the Public Service Commission (PSC) plays a leading role in building a capable and professional public 
service for the country (PSC, 2016: iv). Within the context of the Commission’s aim to build a capable public 
service, the concept ‘challenge’ refers to those difficult situations faced by the South African government that 
require special capabilities in dealing with them. Examples of these difficult situations include:  

• Public service delivery challenges: “major challenges remain, partly due to the limited capacity of the 
post-1994 public service. Consequently, the public service is not as efficient and effective as it should be” 
(PSC, 2016: 2). 

• Public service capacity challenges: “[t]he low capacity poses fundamental challenges to government 
efforts to address our triple challenges of high levels of poverty, inequality and unemployment. It has also 
constrained the ability of the state to transform the structure of the economy and to make it more 
competitive” (PSC, 2016: 2). 

• Challenges related to the building of a capable, career-oriented, and professional public service: “[b]ased 
on the foregoing, the PSC has investigated what the main challenges in building a capable, career-oriented 
and professional public service may be” (PSC, 2016: 12). 

• Challenges related to coordination, quality and funding of training and development: “[c]o-ordination, 
quality and funding challenges in the implementation of training and development in the public service 
led to the development of the White Paper on Public Service Training and Education, 1997” (PSC, 2016: 
70). 

The document Agenda 2063: The Africa we want presents a long-term strategy for the continent (African 
Union Commission, 2015). This document is an authoritative source for obtaining examples of how the concept 
‘challenge’ is used within the context of Africa. In this document, ‘challenge’ refers predominantly to those 
difficult situations faced by the member states of the African Union, to be addressed through their long-term 
strategy. Examples are as follows: 

• Democracy, human rights and good governance challenges: “[m]eanwhile, despite recent gains, 
democracy, human rights and good governance remain a challenge” (African Union Commission, 2015: 
50). 

• Health services challenges: “[a]t continental level, various initiatives are underway to address the 
continent’s health related challenges” (African Union Commission, 2015: 60). 

• Rapid urbanisation challenges: “[r]apid urbanization in Africa is likely to impact on all aspects of the 
continent’s development in the coming decades. Appropriate policies need to be in place to address the 
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challenges and tap the benefits and opportunities associated with the phenomenon” (African Union 
Commission, 2015: 63). 

• Governance and democracy challenges: “[c]hallenges to Governance and Democracy: Policy making and 
service delivery is [sic] compromised in many countries due to poor public institutions and administration 
at central, municipal and local levels, leaving many citizens poorly served by their governments” (African 
Union Commission, 2015: 78). 

As the World Bank is involved with policy and governance challenges in developing countries all over the 
world, their World Development Report 2017 provides several examples of the different uses of the concept 
‘challenge’ within the international context of PA. These difficult governance situations are faced with different 
global and local contexts by governments of national states as well as non-state actors. The following are some 
examples: 

• Coordination challenges: “[f]ormal institutions – moving from deals to rules – can enhance the credibility 
of commitments, overcome coordination challenges among elite actors, and strengthen the stability of elite 
bargains” (World Bank, 2017: 23). 

• Implementation challenges: “[b]ecause of such implementation challenges, policies to address collective 
action problems in growth are particularly sensitive to the quality of governance” (World Bank, 2017: 
141). 

• Development policy challenges: “[t]his new focus reflects a reaction against technocratic approaches that 
rely on the provision of capital and injections of technical know-how to overcome development 
challenges” (World Bank, 2017: 171). 

• Development challenges: “[i]n many cases, the domestic policy space for tackling development challenges 
is significantly constrained by actions and decisions made elsewhere” (World Bank, 2017: 273). 

In addition to the ordinary and professional practice use of the concept ‘challenge’, the concept is also 
widely used within the scholarly domain of PA. Within the South African context, Ratshitanga (2017: 64–73) 
reports on an analysis of government’s efforts to address the housing challenges. The concept is used similarly 
by other authors referring to, e.g. funding difficulties (Tau, 2015: 801) and difficulties with the “redressing of 
historical imbalances in service delivery” (Strydom, 2016: 73). However, Caruso, Brumfield and Kendra use 
‘challenge’ both as a noun and a verb with a slightly different meaning: “the network was challenged as these 
relationships between actors began to break down” (Caruso et al., 2017: 109). Within the international context, 
scholars use the concept ‘challenge’ to refer to tasks that are difficult to perform, such as horizontal internal 
coordination (Hellevik, 2012), interdepartmental coordination (Hansen et al., 2012), and the development of 
common sense-making amongst diverse stakeholders (Audette-Chapdelaine, 2016). Within the context of PA 
education and curriculum development, the concept ‘challenge’ is also used for referring to difficult tasks or 
situations requiring special capabilities, such as: 

• the provision of executive development programmes for specific clients (Copus and Altherr, 2012: 113; 
Greve and Pedersen, 2017: 23);  

• the learning of new concepts and flexible solutions (Knassmüller and Meyer, 2013: 82); and  
• the implementation of decisions (Brock and Alford, 2015: 8).  

Quinn (2016: 12) refers to the “twin problems of contending with ‘supercomplexity’ and coping with 
change” as “differing challenges for organizations, managers and universities”. Within the context of the MPA 
curriculum, her reference to the occurrence of generative dialogue and innovative action in the arena of mid-
career management education (Quinn, 2016: 12) is clearly a suggestion for instilling these capabilities in public 
sector managers.  

The use of the concept ‘challenge’ within the above-mentioned institutional and scholarly contexts is 
evidently aligned to its use in everyday language. Even the scholarly literature does not provide any evidence of 
a unique theoretical understanding of the concept when used in scholarly contributions. However, the nature 
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of the tasks or situations constituting challenges within the context of this study, has shown to attach a more 
nuanced meaning to the concept within the broader PA knowledge context and the specific MPA curriculum 
context. It thus seems that ‘challenge’ within the diverse contexts of PA refers to those difficult tasks or 
situations, also referred to in the literature as unspecified, trying, testing, complex, straining and wicked PA 
tasks and situations (Bourgon, 2010; Christensen et al., 2015; James and Nakamura, 2015), requiring special 
capabilities from PA leaders to deal with it. Within the context of an MPA programme, it can be expected from 
the curriculum to prepare students to become capable of dealing with these difficult tasks or situations. As the 
concept, for the purpose of this analysis, is to inform curriculum development of MPA programmes, its defining 
attributes are expected to be closely aligned to this purpose. 

Defining	attributes	of	the	concept	‘challenge’		

The fourth step in the process of concept analysis was to identify the defining attributes of the concept (Walker 
and Avant, 2014: 168), i.e. those characteristics that are most commonly associated with the concept within the 
context of MPA curriculum development. These characteristics are identified in order to assist in clarifying not 
only the concept, but also the phenomenon to which it refers, and to differentiate the phenomenon from similar 
or related phenomena (Morgan and Yoder, 2012). However, why enhanced clarity may be the ideal of this 
analysis, it is necessary to keep in mind Wittgenstein’s dispute of the assumption that concepts can be precise 
(See Fox, 2010: 60). The reading of the selected operational documents and scholarly articles revealed various 
themes that may be regarded as characteristics of the concept. Those characteristics that are closely related to 
each other were identified and combined in categories, which may serve as defining attributes. Considering the 
foregoing preliminary definition of the concept ‘challenge’, the following defining attributes for ‘challenge’ 
within the context of the MPA curriculum have emerged:  

• task; 
• difficultness (e.g. wicked, unspecified, trying, testing, or complex);  

and  
• required capabilities.  

Although these three defining attributes are interrelated, each of them has its own distinct empirical 
referents demonstrating its existence in the real world. While the latter constitutes the eighth step in the 
process suggested by Walker and Avant (2014: 174), the empirical referents are incorporated with the 
discussion of their defining attributes in this section. 

	Task	

As indicated earlier in this article, ‘task’ is a key attribute of the dictionary definitions of the concept ‘challenge’. 
While this concept is analysed within the specific context of the MPA curriculum, it makes sense that the concept 
refers to the typical tasks or situations of an MPA graduate, thus the so-called “job of government” (Kettl, 2015: 
219), government or public functions (Abel, 2014: 482; Kroukamp, 2011: 809; Loxton, 1994: 86–147; Navarro 
and Velasco, 2016: 316; Robson et al., 2007: 1–27; Springs, 2012: S30). The analysis of the selected material has 
revealed a rich variety of tasks within this context, which can be classified in the following three broad categories 
of state functions:  

• protective;  
• promotive; and  
• enabling and facilitative (Loxton, 1994: 96–106).  

The protective function of the state, aimed at making life possible for its citizens (Loxton, 1994: 98), has 
shown to comprise a diversity of related tasks of government, its officials and their leaders. Examples from the 
analysed material are: 
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• Policing or fire protection (Morgeson, 2013: 293);  
• The prevention and control of the transboundary spread of diseases (Hellevik, 2012);  
• The “protection of individual and socio-economic rights” (PSC 2016: 7);  
• The protection of collective interests from private gain (PSC 2016: 58); and  
• The protection of collective interests or “public assets for further use” (Audette-Chapdelaine, 2016: 3).  

In addition to its obligation to protect, the state is also obliged to make life good for society through its 
promotive functions (Loxton, 1994: 98). The analysis of the selected material revealed the following examples 
of government tasks within this category: 

• Various multi-country HIV/Aids programmes and retroviral treatment services (Hellevik, 2012: 555–
556);  

• Interventions aimed at stimulating the economy, social and cultural development (Divay, 2015: 2); 
• The “settlement and introduction of newcomers” (Myrberg, 2017: 2);  
• Residential and housing arrangements (Myrberg, 2017: 9); and  
• The provision of water and other direct services to citizens (Audette-Chapdelaine, 2016: 3).  

A third category of the attribute ‘task’ relates to those enabling and facilitative functions making it 
possible for government to execute its protective and promotive functions. The analysis of the selected material 
revealed the following examples of enabling and facilitative tasks performed by governments and their officials:  

• Improved or new policies to clarify relationships between different spheres and interests of government 
(Myrberg, 2017); 

• Coordination, vertical internal coordination, vertical external coordination, horizontal internal 
coordination, alignment and harmonisation of programmes, and multi-sectoral coordination (Hellevik, 
2012);  

• The adoption and refining of accounting standards in order to improve accounting comparability (Brusca 
and Martínez, 2016);  

• The designing of clear and comprehensive strategies and policies to optimise the use of resources 
(Constantin et al., 2018: 2–9); and 

• Constant evaluation and improvement of strategies and policies (Divay, 2015). 

The first defining attribute of ‘challenge’ within the context of the MPA curriculum, is thus those distinct 
tasks expected from MPA graduates to perform in their capacity of public sector employment. Some of these 
tasks, whether of a protective, promotive or enabling nature, or even a new and complex blend of those 
traditional categories of government functions, have emerged to be in itself difficult, unpredictable and wicked.  

Difficultness	

The degree of difficultness of tasks to perform by a public sector manager may vary on a spectrum from wicked 
to routine. While the bulk of these tasks may be of a routine nature regulated by specific legislation, procedures 
and policies, the routineness of their tasks is not a defining attribute of ‘challenge’. The difficultness of the tasks 
an MPA graduate has to perform is the second defining attribute of the concept ‘challenge’ within this context. 
The most extreme case of ‘difficultness’, is probably wickedness.  

As far back as 1973, Rittel and Webber distinguished between ‘tame’ and ‘wicked’ problems, especially faced 
by planners (Rittel and Webber, 1973: 169). For them, wicked problems are characterised by their uniqueness, 
their indefinite formulations, the absence of immediate, well-described, value-free and true-false solutions 
(Rittel and Webber, 1973: 160–167). Within the twenty-first century and in the context of the MPA curriculum, 
their notion of ‘wicked problems’ is even more relevant as an indication of this attribute. The analysis of the 



 9 

selected material for this study confirmed the difficult nature of challenges faced by contemporary PA graduates 
within their changing and diverse contexts, roles and requirements.  

Within the South African context, PA graduates are acutely faced by inherent wickedness amidst 
contradictions in legislation, constant changes in the political, social, economic and administrative 
environments, and increasingly complex systems (PSC, 2016: ix, 21). The challenges identified by the African 
Union Commission include situations such as numerous conflicts, outbreak of diseases and rural-urban 
migrations (African Union Commission 2015). These are specifically characterised by their wickedness, such as 
the continent’s inability to finance its own development and to make and coordinate the implementation of 
policies across institutional and country jurisdiction spheres (African Union Commission, 2015: 6, 53, 60, 62, 78, 
128). In this regard, the World Bank has articulated the essence of the wickedness of challenges particularly 
faced by developing countries as the fact that in many cases, “the domestic policy space for tackling 
development challenges is significantly constrained by actions and decisions made elsewhere” (World Bank, 
2017: 273). This articulation corresponds with an observation by Laegreid, Randma-Liiv, Rykkja and Sarapuu that 
specifically central governments are “under increasing pressure to handle complex ‘wicked’ transboundary 
issues where there is mismatch between the problem structure and the organization structure” (Laegreid et al., 
2015: 347). This mismatch is manifested as inadequate systems (Public Service Commission, 2016: 38), 
inadequate coordination (Hammond and Streeter, 1994; Hansen et al., 2012; Hellevik, 2012; PSC, 2016) and 
inadequate institutional arrangements (Christensen et al., 2015: 365; Hammond and Streeter, 1994; PSC, 2016: 
38). These inadequate institutional arrangements strain efforts to cooperate (Hansen et al., 2012), coordinate 
and align various multinational and national programmes (Hansen et al., 2012; Hellevik, 2012), processes 
(Brusca and Martínez, 2016), organisational structures (Christensen et al., 2015: 365), as well as budgets and 
funding (Hellevik, 2012). The complexity of multinational and transboundary PA problems has also emerged in 
“politics of coordination” (Hellevik, 2012: 555) and distorted accountability. While accountability has shown to 
be associated with good governance (Brusca and Martínez, 2016), especially in countries relying on donor 
funding (Hellevik, 2012), the appropriateness of accountability channels for multisector PA interventions is being 
questioned (Hellevik, 2012).  

Those emerging complex challenges referred to by Rosenbaum (2014: 92) are evidently not 
characterised by their tameness, but by their wickedness. Due to legitimate expectations that “government, and 
those who administer it” meet these challenges, it makes sense that the third defining attribute of ‘challenge’ 
is those capabilities necessary for meeting those challenges to which this concept refers.  

Required	capabilities		

The third defining attribute of the concept ‘challenge’, namely required capabilities, falls directly within the 
domain of curriculum theory (Le Grange, 2016; Van Dyk, 2013). The review of the material for this article 
revealed the use of diverse but related concepts to ‘capability’, namely ‘competency’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘skills’. 
In fact, COPRA has been shown to give preference to the notion ‘competencies’ with their reference to universal-
required competencies and mission-specific competencies (COPRA, 2014: 7). However, the material reviewed 
for the purpose of this article revealed the relatively extensive use of the concept ‘capabilities’ in the following 
ways:  

• “There is a mismatch between the education provided and the capabilities required in the job market 
leading to waste of scare [sic] educational resources and unemployment” (African Union Commission, 
2015: 57). 

• “The intention is to develop MPA students in respect of their capability and confidence to perform 
effectively as professional public managers in a challenging, politically filled and changing public sector 
context” (Oldfield, 2016: 52). 
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• “Mid-career education is seen as expanding the capability and meta-abilities of individual managers and 
enhancing their competence, capacity and creativity” (Quinn, 2016: 12). 

• “Current events demand leadership training that generates a sense of capability, agency, and responsibility 
to engage in complex public problems. This requires skill development across a very broad spectrum of 
competencies” (Sandfort and Gerdes, 2017: 51). 

• “[T]o anticipate, pre-empt and, if possible, prevent crises ranging from pandemic diseases to global 
economic meltdowns, from global warming to a potential food crisis” (Bourgon, 2010: 207). 

• “[C]apability and potential for peace making and conflict resolution” (African Union Commission, 2015: 
84).  

These examples of uses of the concept ‘capability’ revealed that the concept is generally used to refer 
to what is needed by an MPA graduate (African Union Commission, 2015: 57; Quinn, 2016: 12) to engage with 
those diverse wicked problems (African Union Commission, 2015: 84; Bourgon, 2010: 207; Sandfort and Gerdes, 
2017: 52). However, other concepts such as ‘capacity’, ‘competencies’, ‘skills’ and ‘knowledge’ are also used in 
similar discourses, as follows (my emphases): 

• “The capacity to adapt to different frames of reference and hence to reframe ‘known’ problems through 
new vocabularies might foster the ability to achieve a genuine change of perspective” (Knassmüller, 2016: 
29). 

• “To acquire the required ‘new mental models’ and to develop their responsiveness to change and their 
ability to understand and manage that change, many public managers engage in mid-career education 
which has a developmental rather than a vocational focus, but which is also expected to increase their 
knowledge and competencies” (Quinn, 2013: 8). 

• “Additionally, the increasing embeddedness in networks of international and supranational organisations 
as well as institutions of the European Union demands a high level of intercultural competencies” 
(Knassmüller and Meyer, 2013: 89). 

• “A successful learning atelier requires a delicate combination of contextual factors and competencies of 
staff – and also of participants” (Van der Steen et al., 2017: 122). 

• “They develop their skills aimed at resolving public problems … Providing these skills, the Masters’ 
program helps its participants to develop not only new lens to identify public problems and process them 
(contributing to self-confidence), but also a support base rooted on values and engagement (improved 
insight). This is the core of professional education, its rationale and specificity – which goes beyond a set 
of formal knowledge” (Pacheco and Franzese, 2017: 45). 

There are evidently diverse interrelationships between these concepts. For the purpose of this article, I 
agree with Stephenson (1998: 3) that ‘capability’ “is a broader concept than that of competence”, as 
competence “is primarily about the ability to perform effectively, concerned largely with the here and now”. 
For Stephenson (1998: 3), capability “includes but goes beyond the achievement of competence in present-day 
situations to imagining the future and contributing to making it happen. Capability is about both fitness of and 
for purpose”. The literature reveals the emergence of a paradigmatic movement called the ‘capability approach’ 
with a distinct emphasis on the well-being of humans within the context of social change (Dasgupta and Asgari, 
2004; Maddox, 2008; Nussbaum, 2010, 2016; Osmani, 2017; Robeyns, 2005). While the core focus of this 
approach is on “what people are effectively able to do and to be; that is, on their capabilities” (Robeyns 
2005: 94), the aim is also to “find ways of enabling people to lead the kind of life they have reason to value” 
(Osmani, 2017: 10). This reason to value has been described by Stephenson (1998: 1–2) as “justified confidence” 
with reference to an ability to:  

• “take effective and appropriate action;  
• explain what they are about; 
• live and work effectively with others; and  
• continue to learn from their experiences as individuals and in association with others, in a diverse and 

changing society.”  
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As the third defining attribute of ‘challenge’ within the context of MPA curriculum, capability has been 
shown to refer to MPA graduates’ ability to fulfil their professional obligation as PA leaders. In this regard, 
Rosenbaum’s (2014: 92) reference to improving the quality of PA education is thus highly relevant for a 
reflection on the universal appropriateness of the competency standards set by the COPRA (2014: 7). While the 
word ‘challenge’ is used to refer to a difficult task an MPA graduate has to be capable of meeting, some authors 
may use other words (such as issue or problem) to refer to the same concept. However, should the words ‘issue’ 
and ‘problem’ be used with the same meaning as ‘challenge’ as discussed above, they can also be regarded as 
model cases of the concept ‘challenge’. 

A	model	case	of	‘challenge’	

A model case is described by Walker and Avant (2014: 169) as “an example of the use of the concept that 
demonstrates the defining attributes of the concept”. Within the context of the MPA curriculum, a model case 
of ‘challenge’ is the following: 

The City of Cape Town experienced its worst drought on record during the period between 2015 
and 2018 (Knight, 2019). This drought led to severe water restrictions in order to prevent the threat 
of “day zero”, the total depletion of water resources. This drought resulted in more than 30 000 
job losses in the agriculture sector caused by a decrease of 20% in agriculture production (Knight, 
2019). While the national government is responsible for the provision of bulk water and 
infrastructure to municipalities, the latter sphere of government is responsible for the cleaning of 
the water and its distribution to the various households. There is evidently a need for spheres of 
government (national, provincial, local) to prioritise the highly complex function of water 
management, to develop an integrated water management plan and strategy, to embed an 
appreciation for the preciousness of water amongst the citizens of the country, and to restore the 
capability amongst PA leaders to deal with water-related challenges (Bourblanc, 2018: 1). 

This model case illustrates the attributes of ‘challenge’. Water management is a typical task of government. The 
roots of the water shortages, the need for the coordination of institutional arrangements across the various 
spheres of government, and the involvement of the citizenry of the country, are all demonstrations of the 
difficult (even wicked) dimension of the task of the PA leaders responsible for dealing with the challenge. The 
need for capable people to deal with this difficult task, exemplifies the third attribute of required capability. 

Related	case	of	the	concept	‘challenge’	

Within the context of PA, specifically the MPA curriculum, there are concepts such as ‘functions’ and ‘task’ 
related to ‘challenge’. They share some attributes, but not all (See Walker and Avant, 2014: 170–171). There is 
a family-resemblance (Yeung et al., 2012: 226–227), while they are still distinct from each other. A function may 
either be similar to a task, or more abstract. However, functions and tasks both require special capabilities to 
be executed, even if they are of a routine nature and thus not difficult to perform.  

Antecedents	

Walker and Avant (2014: 173) combine the identification of antecedents and consequences of a concept in the 
seventh step of their process of concept analysis. This step contributes to provide the immediate context within 
which the concept is used (Xyrichis and Ream, 2008: 137). They describe antecedents as “those events or 
incidents that must occur or be in place prior to the occurrence of the concept” (Walker and Avant, 2014: 173). 
Within the context of this analysis, an antecedent can also be an incident that causes a challenge or one of its 
attributes. Considering that an antecedent cannot simultaneously be an antecedent and a defining attribute for 
the same concept (Walker and Avant, 2014: 173), the antecedents identified from the selected material are 
those events that may explain the nature and the dimensions of the concept and phenomenon to which it refers. 



 12 

The analysis of the selected texts revealed that the following categories of antecedents are associated with the 
concept ‘challenge’ within the context of this study:  

• the diversity of legitimate expectations of the population or citizens of a country for the performance of 
public functions (Hellevik, 2012: 572); 

• the diversity of individual, societal, political, judicial, administrative, multinational, regional and national 
role players (Christensen et al., 2015: 359); 

• orientations, such as ethical principles, ethos and values (Larat and Chauvigné, 2017: 2–3); 
• the conflicting or overlapping nature of political authority, constitutions, legislation, mandates, 

delegations and directives authorising PA functions (Hellevik, 2012: 654, 572; Tibane and Lentsoane, 
2016: vi, ix, 7, 64); 

• diverse international and/or country-specific priorities, strategies, requirements and expectations with 
regard to PA functions (Constantin et al., 2018: 19; Hellevik, 2012: 557, 568); and 

• performance agreements, service targets and standards for PA functions (Brusca and Martínez, 2016: 1; 
Hansen, 2014: 32). 

The antecedents refer to those categories of context-specific instances that may determine the task, its 
difficultness and the capabilities needed to do the difficult task. The association of these antecedents with the 
concept and phenomenon ‘challenge’ with distinct attributes, provide more than enough opportunities for 
curriculum-related theorising.  

Consequences	

While Walker and Avant (2014: 173) refer to the consequences of a concept as “those events or incidents that 
occur as a result of the occurrence of the concept”, the consequences of ‘challenge’ within the context of the 
curricula for MPA programmes, are closely related to what Rosenbaum (2014: 92) refers to as those “efforts to 
rethink and improve the quality of PA education and training throughout the world”. Considering the defining 
attributes of ‘challenge’ as discussed above, the rethinking of PA education is confronted with a similar dilemma, 
as eloquently formulated by Schön (1983), about 27 years before the remark by Rosenbaum: 

The practitioner must choose. Shall he remain on the high ground where he can solve relatively 
unimportant problems according to prevailing standards of rigor, or shall he descend to the 
swamp of important problems and nonrigorous inquiry?  

The concept and phenomenon ‘challenge’ within the context of reflecting on the MPA curriculum, has 
direct consequences for the MPA curriculum, as indicated below.  

Obsolescence	of	traditional	MPA	curricula	

Curriculum obsolescence, the first consequence of the unfolding meaning of ‘challenge’ within the 
contemporary context of PA education, is specifically informed by the wicked nature of the tasks confronting 
the capability of MPA graduates. In this regard, the literature showed that it is not only difficult to “pin down” 
a wicked problem, but also difficult to achieve consensus on dealing with it (see Termeer et al., 2015: 684). 
However, the abilities included in the COPRA standards are formulated in a technical rationality idiom with 
concepts such as ‘manage’, ‘policy process’, ‘analyse’, ‘solve problems’, and ‘make decisions’ (COPRA, 2014: 
Standard 5.1). Consequently, this standard for MPA curricula to provide for rigorous professional knowledge 
informed by the technical rationality of practitioners being problem solvers who “select technical means best 
suited for particular purposes” (Schön, 1983), may be sufficient for instilling the competencies needed to 
perform the bulk of highly technical and valuable routine tasks. However, they may have become obsolete for 
preparing MPA graduates to meet those challenges Rosenbaum had in mind.  
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Paradigm	shift	to	capability	curriculum	approaches	

Aligned to the first consequence, the second consequence of this understanding of challenge is the gradual 
paradigm shift regarding MPA curricula from objective-based, competency-based curriculum mapping 
approaches (Gluga et al., 2013: 25–36; Kapucu, 2017: 968), to capability approaches (Kapucu, 2017: 2; Oldfield, 
2016: 52; Quinn, 2016: 12; Wilson-Strydom, 2015: 152). This paradigm shift can best be understood through the 
work of Sen (1994, 1995), Robeyns (2005) and Alkire (2005). This approach departs from valuing the well-being 
and freedom of the human being “to achieve functionings that we have reason to value” (Sen, 1994: 334). The 
emphasis of this approach is thus on the role of individual agency (see Wilson-Strydom, 2015: 152) within a 
specific normative framework (see Alkire, 2005: 118; Robeyns, 2005: 93) enabling managers to effectively do 
what they are able to do (Robeyns, 2005: 94) and what they value (Alkire, 2005: 118; Sen, 1995: 1; Wilson-
Strydom, 2015: 151). The expectation is thus that a public sector manager has the capability to gain a self-
fulfilling livelihood aligned to his or her ability to think and act independently “as fully and equitable as possible 
as a citizen” (Tait, 2013: 13) by meeting the challenges within his or her professional environment. No evidence 
or trace of valuing the well-being and freedom of human beings could be found in the spirit of the COPRA 
accreditation standards.  

Ongoing	redesigning	of	MPA	curricula		

The third consequence of those challenges for rethinking of MPA curricula is the imperative for an ongoing 
redesign of curricula of MPA programmes, in order to provide essential capabilities within diverse contexts. A 
sound point of departure may be the following four governance capabilities identified by Termeer et al. (2015: 
680): 

• reflexivity (dealing with multiple frames) 
• resilience (adjusting actions to uncertain changes) 
• responsiveness (responding to changing agendas and expectations) 
• revitalization (unblocking) 

Ongoing	rethinking	of	the	facilitation	of	learning		

The fourth consequence is the constant rethinking of the methods and techniques to facilitate the learning 
necessary for instilling the above-mentioned capabilities. Various curriculum-related studies have been 
conducted from different theoretical approaches, such as –  

• creative and critical thinking (Peters and Maatman, 2017);  
• professional education for mid-career public managers (Pacheco and Franzese, 2017);  
• core competencies in MPA programmes (Haupt et al., 2017; Wessels, 2010; 2012); and  
• problem-based learning (Iputo and Kwizera, 2005; Kovač and Stare, 2015; Loyens et al., 2011; Peters and 

Maatman, 2017; Sandfort and Gerdes, 2017).  

While these studies used different approaches and philosophical points of departure, their contributions 
have shown that all these consequences imply an imperative for MPA curricula to instil a capability in graduates 
for independent and autonomous thinking for dealing with ill-defined problems amidst a diversity of 
perspectives and settings.  

Conclusion	

This article contributes to a vibrant discourse on mid-career education for public officials; specifically in terms 
of the internationally recognised MPA programme. The study responds to an implied relationship between the 
emerging challenges confronting public officials, and a universal set of competency standards for the MPA 
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preparing public sector managers for meeting them (COPRA, 2014; Rosenbaum, 2014). The following two 
interrelated research questions were posed: What are the defining characteristics of those challenges, and what 
are their implications for MPA curriculum standards?  

An analysis of the use of the concept ‘challenge’ in three different scholarly journals as well as three 
institutional documents, revealed that ‘challenge’ within the context of the MPA curriculum refers to those 
difficult PA tasks in need of capable mid-career PA managers to execute. The analysis identified the defining 
attributes of ‘challenge’, those antecedents which determine the concept and its phenomenon, as well as the 
consequences of the concept and its phenomenon (See Table 1). The defining attributes of a challenge have 
shown to be a (PA) task, its difficultness, and required capabilities. At least six antecedents have been identified 
as formative settings for a challenge. The antecedents refer to those categories of context-specific instances 
that may determine the nature of a task, its difficultness and the capabilities needed to perform the task. The 
association of these antecedents with the concept and phenomenon ‘challenge’ provide abundant 
opportunities for curriculum-related theorising. The analysis revealed four consequences of the concept, 
namely the obsolescence of the traditional MPA curriculum, a gradual paradigm shift towards the capability 
approach curriculum design, a new set of capabilities to enhance individual agency, and the imperative to 
continuously rethink facilitation of learning.  

Table 1: Antecedents, defining attributes and consequences of ‘challenge’ within the context of the MPA 
curriculum 

Definition: ‘Challenge’ within the context of the MPA curriculum refers to those difficult tasks or 
situations requiring special capabilities from PA leaders to deal with it. 

Antecedents Defining attributes Consequences 

1. Diversity of legitimate 
expectations for the 
performance of public 
functions  

2. Diversity of multi-layered 
role players  

3. Orientations (ethical 
principles, ethos and values)  

4. Authority (constitutions, 
legislation, mandates, 
delegations and directives)  

5. Norms and standards for PA 
functions  

1. Task 

2. Difficultness (e.g. wicked, 
unspecified, trying, testing, 
or complex) 

3. Required capabilities  

1. Obsolescence of traditional 
MPA curricula 

2. Paradigm shift to capability 
curriculum approaches 

3. Ongoing redesigning of MPA 
curricula  

4. Ongoing rethinking of the 
facilitation of learning  

 

The challenges referred to by Rosenbaum (2014) has shown to be defined by distinct PA tasks, their difficultness, 
and the required capabilities for public sector managers to perform them. Due to the wickedness of these tasks, 
curriculum standards founded in technical rationality have become obsolete for meeting these challenges. The 
current study has revealed that the rethinking of quality PA education in general, and MPA curricula in particular, 
need to occur through the theoretical lenses provided by the capability approaches. It makes sense that a public 
sector manager, capable of gaining a self-fulfilling livelihood aligned to his or her ability to think and act 
independently, may have the best chance to meet those emerging and complex challenges.  
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