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EXTRAPOLATING RELATIVITY THEORY TO
DETERMINE PARTICULAR NORMATIVE CRITERIA

FOR PUBLIC MANAGEMENT
By Dr IW Ferreira*

ABSTRACT
A parallel can be drawn between relativity theory and the determination of normative
criteria for Public Management.

The article uses the well-known formula E = mc2 of Albert Einstein as a point of
departure to extrapolate similarities between theorising in Physics with a general
theory of Public Management.

The relevancy of the E = mc2 theorem to Public Management is established by way
of a number of arguments, while the original formula, as postulated by Albert Einstein,
is paraphrased to include an ‘‘n’’ factor, which, for the purpose of this article, denotes
an element of infinity, and stated as such relevant to the unpredictability of human
beings, the humanities per se, as well as that of the social sciences, in general, which
are suggested as ‘‘situational’’, rather than constant, under all circumstances, as is the
case in physical sciences.

The article suggests that managers of human resources, in any particular field of
work and/or expertise, should take due cognisance of the unpredictability of human
behaviour, as illustrated by the ‘‘n’’ factor, within the framework of infinite environ-
mental influences.

INTRODUCTION

Public management theorists often experience difficulties in explaining the nature and extent of
their discipline. Sceptics about the validity and integrity of the science and discipline of Public
Management are frequently found among theorists in other social science disciplines pertaining to,
for example, Marketing and Economics, Fundamental Pedagogics and Didactics, as well as in
disciplines pertaining to exact sciences such as Physics, Engineering and the Health Sciences. A
possible reason for this phenomenon is that often individuals with backgrounds firmly vested in
one or more of the other subject fields mentioned above are appointed in top management
positions in the public sector or related structures. It is often found that individuals who are
appointed should solve complex administrative and management problems pertaining to dynamics
of the organisational structures within which they find themselves without adequate training in
management principles and administration systems. Such problems include, inter alia, financial
decision-making, formulating and implementing human resources policies, problems of organisa-
tional development (OD) and problems pertaining to political issues vis-a-vis the management of
administrative systems to achieve political objectives.

This article briefly explains the nature and extent of Public Management as a science and a
discipline, relative to its essentiality for management purposes, which theorists within other
disciplines may relate to. Particular reference to certain aspects of Physics is utilised to facilitate
an improved understanding of the vast and complex field of Public Management.

RELEVANCY OF E = mc2 TO PUBLIC MANAGEMENT

In 1905 Einstein propounded what is presently called the ‘‘special theory of relativity’’, which has,
as its origin, the conviction that the velocity of light has the same value for all inertial systems.
Einstein developed a theorem from this theory that can be illustrated by the equation ‘‘E = mc2’’,
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and which refers to the equivalence of the inertial mass ‘‘m’’ and the energy ‘‘e’’ of a system ‘‘c’’
(velocity of light squared) (Hoffmann, 1969:357).

It is generally known among Public Management theorists that the teaching of that subject is
greatly facilitated by presenting basic principles of the subject in terms of a systems model. The
components of systems are all mutually interrelated on a complementary basis in order to achieve
the objective of each system. In spite of certain limitations, the systems model approach is widely
used to illustrate complex social science concepts. The fact that systems models do not reflect
absolute accurate simulations of given phenomena within a social science context does not detract
from a holistic value of such models. Within the exact sciences, systems models are, to a larger
extent, useful compared to the social sciences, since, in that context, there components are usually
finite variables with predictable properties. In the social sciences, the components of systems
models usually consist of infinite variables with unpredictable properties such as human
behaviour, with a result that forecasting the effects of the dynamics portrayed with systems models
in the social sciences is markedly less accurate in terms of real-life situations than when applied in
exact sciences. An inherent shortcoming of systems models relates to the perceived equal
weighting of every component in most known systems models, which will cause the model to lack
the ability to predict unpredictable behaviour of structures, systems and organisms.

In spite of the abovementioned limitations, and lacking alternative methods of illustration and
simulation, systems models are widely used within social sciences, including Public Management,
to explain phenomena and to attempt to predict optimum courses of action in terms of goal
achievement through organisational structures. Within this context, Einstein’s equation, ‘‘E =
mc2’’, derived from his special theory of relativity, can serve as a basis for extrapolating and
explaining normative behaviour of public managers, which provides a background — for those
trained in disciplines other than in Public Management — of an approach to public management
that would be simple to relate to.

When the equation ‘‘E = mc2’’ is analysed, it is understood that it refers to the fact that ‘‘E’’
(energy) is equal to inertial mass (m) multiplied by ‘‘c’’ [velocity (of light) squared]. While the
significance of this equation refers to its value for the theory of the behaviour of chemical
elements and radioactive processes within the realm of the exact sciences, in order to bring about
comprehension of the relativity between the elements of the extrapolated equation, as it relates to
the essence of the discipline of Public Management, it may be possible to extrapolate the
following parallel paraphrased version of the equation E = mc2:
• ‘‘Energy’’, which is viewed as ‘‘Output’’ or ‘‘Work’’ = ‘‘O’’.
• ‘‘Inertial mass’’, which is viewed as the dysfunctional situation that the community has to put

up with, for example a need for education, or health services, or employment, or crime
prevention, = ‘‘d’’.

• ‘‘velocity squared’’, which is viewed as the rate at which the action is taken to rectify the
dysfunctional situation that is facing the community = ‘‘r2’’.

In terms of the above extrapolation, ‘‘E=mc2’’ could be translated to read ‘‘O = dr2’’, where ‘‘O’’
equals ‘‘Output’’ (‘‘Energy’’), ‘‘d’’ equals ‘‘dysfunctional situation’’ (‘‘inertial mass’’) and ‘‘r2’’
(‘‘velocity squared’’) equals the rate according to which the output is undertaken.

With the understanding that Public Management, as a social science, is subject to infinitely
variable situations, the individual elements of the paraphrased theorem should be understood to
express an unlimited and unpredictable range of possible situations. In this context, a further,
unknown element should be added to the equation. If such an element is labelled ‘‘n’’, then the
equation is presented as ‘‘On = n(dr2)’’, where the ‘‘n’’ factor, which is unpredictable, is multiplied
into each element of the equation. Should the subject of Public Management be viewed in this
manner, a potential of the equation becomes infinitely complex compared to a similar equation
pertaining to the exact sciences. Due to the precise extent of the data emanating from the exact

Extrapolating relativity theory to determine particular normative criteria for
public management 109



JOBNAME: JBMD PAGE: 3 SESS: 9 OUTPUT: Mon Jul 14 17:18:16 2008
/dtp22/juta/academic/Journal−JBMD/12article

sciences, the ‘‘n’’-factor can be omitted from such research with satisfactory results. However, the
‘‘n’’-factor should be included within the social sciences in order to illustrate the unpredictable
and variable nature of such disciplines, in this instance, Public Management. The ‘‘n’’-factor thus
becomes an indispensable part of the extrapolated equation.

While it is often possible to accurately predict the behaviour and properties of matter in exact
sciences, similar exact predictions cannot, and should not, be made within the context of social
sciences. This is particularly valid of the theory and practice of Public Management, which should
serve the unlimited and infinitely variable needs of subjective, emotional and unpredictable human
beings, with each individual being inherently more complex than any structure to which he or she
belongs.

Current syllabi of Public Management programmes within higher education institutions take
due cognisance of the situation-bound and, therefore, variable nature of the theory and practice of
that discipline. Knowledge and understanding of the immeasurable extent of management
sciences will not only encourage a new esteem for those disciplines, in general, but will generate
particular understanding of the complexity and difficulties which face the theory and practice of
the subject field of Public Management.

SUMMARY

Without proficiency in management sciences and expertise in exact sciences, as well as in social
sciences, other than Public Management such as Law, Engineering, Education and Marketing, it is
usually not adequate to manage human and other resources in organisational structures. Within a
public sector environment, the only discipline that can achieve a holistic and workable approach to
explaining phenomena and solving societal problems related to people and the environment is the
eclectic science and discipline of Public Management. Few top managers in responsible public
management and related positions possess sufficient knowledge of that discipline.

Public Management is all about constant change from dysfunctionalities to functionalities
against a background of infinite external and internal environmental influences.

In order to move inertial mass, energy is required. The rate and force at which such energy is
expended will determine the time taken to reach the chosen destination. Whether one considers the
equation E = mc2 or, as extrapolated in this article, On = n(dr2), the desired end result is the same:
optimum goal achievement with the least expenditure of available resources. Such is the
requirement of Physics, which is also the requirement for Public Management.
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