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Abstract

Objective: State outsourcing of the provision of health care policies is part of the neoliberal model.
Early childhood policy in Medellin is managed under the public-private partnership modality
with private non-profit institutions. The purpose of this study was to establish the philosophical
foundations of the policy, the state’s control over the policy, pressure from interest groups and
the working conditions of workers. Method: It is a qualitative study. Results: It was found that
the philosophical foundations of the policy are public because the rights of the child inspire it;
the state (city government) leads the policy, defines the guidelines and supervises compliance of
objectives. However, the policy is carried out at the expense of the labor rights of professionals,
and there is pressure on hiring by interest groups. Conclusion: The outsourcing of public policies
to local non-profit organizations has adverse outcomes similar to policy outsourcing carried out
through private companies.

Keywords: public-private sector partnerships, primary health care, health personnel management,
health services administration, public health administration, child nutrition sciences

Resumen

Objetivo: La tercerizacién del estado para la implementacion de las politicas de atencién médica
hace parte del modelo neoliberal. La politica de la temprana infancia en Medellin se maneja bajo
la modalidad de asociacién publico-privada con instituciones privadas sin fines lucrativos. El
propésito de este estudio fue establecer las bases filoséficas de la politica, el control del Estado
sobre la politica, la presion ejercida por los grupos de interés y las condiciones laborales de los tra-
bajadores. Método: Este es un estudio cualitativo. Resultados: Se encontré que las bases filosé6ficas
de la politica son publicas porque los derechos del nifio asi lo inspiran; el Estado (el gobierno de
la ciudad) conduce la politica, define las pautas y supervisa el cumplimiento de los objetivos. Sin
embargo, la politica se lleva a cabo a expensas de los derechos laborales de los profesionales y hay
presion sobre la contratacion por parte de los grupos de interés. Conclusién: La tercerizacion de las
politicas publicas a organizaciones locales sin fines lucrativos tiene resultados adversos similares
a la tercerizacion de las politicas que llevan a cabo las empresas privadas.

Palabras claves: asociaciones en el sector ptblico-privado, atencién médica primaria, manejo del
personal de salud, administracién de servicios de salud, administracion de salud publica, ciencias
de la nutricién infantil

Resumo

Objetivo: A terceirizacao do estado para a implementagao das politicas de atengao médica faz parte
do modelo neoliberal. A politica da primeira infancia em Medellin é gerida sob a modalidade de
parceria publico-privada com institui¢des privadas sim fins lucrativos. O propésito do estudo foi
estabelecer as bases filoséficas da politica, o controle do Estado sobre a politica, a pressao exercida
pelos grupos de interesse e as condigoes laborais dos trabalhadores. Método: Foi um estudo quali-
tativo. Resultados: Verificou-se que as bases filosoficas da politica sdo publicas porque os direitos
da crianga a inspiram; o Estado (o governo da cidade) conduz a politica, define as diretrizes e su-
pervisiona o cumprimento dos objetivos. No entanto, a politica é levada a cabo em detrimento dos
direitos trabalhistas dos profissionais e ha pressao sobre a contratacao pelos grupos de interesse.
Conclusado: A terceirizagao de politicas publicas para organizacdes locais sim fins lucrativos tem
resultados adversos semelhantes a terceirizagio de politicas realizadas por empresas privadas.

Palavras-chave: parcerias no setor publico-privado, atencéo primaria a satude, gestdo do pessoal de
saude, administragao de servicos de satide, administragao de satde publica, ciéncias da nutri¢do infantil
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Introduction

The Colombian state began to finance and implement social policies during
the Keynesianism development model period (1930-1980) (1-5). In 1980,
Colombia, like most Latin American countries, initiated a series of socioeco-
nomic reforms following a system known as the neoliberal model (6-17). One
of the aspects that involved the greatest transformation was the introduction
of the private sector in the provision of health services and primary care
(18-20), which introduced tools of so-called “new public management” (21).

According to Lundqvist (22), there are different models for the participa-
tion of the private sector in the provision of public policies. One of them is
privatization, in which a service has a public regulator but is financed and
provided by the private sector. Another model is when the state maintains
direction, control, financing, and supervision but hires a private firm for the
provision of services. The latter is known as outsourcing, which is currently
used in countries around the world.

The outsourcing of social policies by the state has been defended based on
the assumption that it is more efficient in terms of cost/benefit and impro-
ves the quality of services, reducing costs for users and the state (23). In
contrast, other authors argue that outsourcing and privatizing by hiring
private companies delegitimizes the state due to misuse of resources, co-
rruption, financial scandals and the poor quality of the services provided
(24). Besides, the government’s savings in terms of public spending have
not been demonstrated; on the contrary, the pressure of interest groups in-
creases, and employment decreases (25). In Latin America, criticisms have
arisen because of the inevitable consequences of hiring private institutions
for the provision of public policies, since their presence requires the gene-
ration of profit, the targeting of the beneficiaries of the programs and the
behavior of all the actors as that of an interest group, thus losing the public
and universal rights of social policies” (23, 26-28).

In Medellin, the Early Childhood policy is called the “Programa Buen Comienzo”
(Good Start Program). It is carried out through a public-private partnership with
two characteristics: the state hires the services of private non-profit institutions
for the attention and care of children, and those institutions are exclusively
local in nature. That is, in this modality, large capital-intensive international
corporations are not involved, as occurs in the majority of state outsourcing
around the world.
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The Program “Buen Comienzo” began in 2004 at the initiative of private
institutions that proposed its creation to the municipal government. They
were inspired by the purpose of stopping the vicious circle of poverty and
violence in the city by providing comprehensive care from pregnancy to age
5 to children in the most vulnerable areas of the city.

The Programa Buen Comienzo is affiliated with the Secretary of Education,
which depends on the municipal government. Its management model
consists of delegating the provision of the service to 58 non-profit private,
non-governmental entities called “operators.” Childcare is carried out in
the Child Development Centers (CDC) (Centros de Desarrollo Infantil, CDI)
and kindergartens. The program managers are public officials and oversee
direction, supervision, control, and evaluation. The municipal government
finances the program in its entirety and directly allocates the resources,
which are part of the city’s social investment (29).

Different evaluations have emphasized the nutritional aspects of early child-
hood policy in Medellin. Their findings show improvements in the nutritional
and health status of the children in the various age groups covered by the
policy as well as enhancementsto the eating habits of the children and their
families (30-32). However, the management of the program and the effects
of outsourcing under the modality of public-private partnerships have not
been evaluated. The objective of this study was to close this knowledge gap
with the purpose of establishing whether externalizing social policies with
non-profit and local institutions present some of the problems mentioned
above, which characterize outsourcing to capital-intensive private firms. The
following research questions were posed: Are the philosophical foundations
of the policy public or private? Which institutions define the objectives of
the policy: public or private institutions? Does the state have the capacity
to enforce the objectives of the policy? How do the different actors behave:
as collaborators or as actors in conflict pursuing their own interests? What
are the working conditions of the workers involved in the policy? Does the
state control the evaluation and monitoring processes? Is there pressure
from interest groups, and if so, what type of pressure?
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Methodology

This is a qualitative study in which the documents containing the guidelines
of Medellin’s Early Childhood policy were analyzed, and in-depth interviews
were carried out with the different actors to triangulate information. This
study is part of a larger one, aimed at evaluating the Buen Comienzo pro-
gram with two components: quantitative (to assess the nutritional status
of children by using weight, height, and age) and qualitative to evaluate
program management. Just aspects related to the qualitative study are
presented in this paper.

The Program Buen Comienzo” includes several strategies. The one analyzed
in this study is the institutional modality that provides care for children in
the most deprived areas of the city for eight hours a day, from Monday to
Friday, in four areas of development: nutritional, pedagogical, health and
psychosocial. In terms of nutrition, 75% of their daily caloric requirements
are covered by the program (33).

Sampling

The “Buen Comienzo” Program encompasses 450 care centers and serves
62,000 children in all six zones of the city of Medellin ([Municipality of
Medellin], 2017). This study was conducted in 12 care centers chosen at
random, located in four areas of Medellin. The 12 centers were chosen to
complete the required sample in the quantitative component (780 children).
The four zones were selected so that the sample had the participation in of
the zones of the city in which a greater number of care centers exist.

Participants

Interviews were conducted with policy managers who work for the municipal
government, directors of the non-profit organizations that operate the policy
and professionals and assistant staff who attend to children and parents. To
collect the information, 52 semi-structured interviews were carried out with
the following actors: 12 educational agents (assistant staff serving children);
four managers from the care centers working for non-profit organizations;
six program managers who work for the municipal government of Medellin
(Education Secretariat) in charge of the management of the program; four
nutritionists who work for the operators of the program; two nutritionists
who work for the auditing institution in charge of the evaluation and



Luz Stella Alvarez Castafio / Juan Diego Goez / Maria Teresa Quintero

monitoring of the program and 24 parents. The number of participants
was not previously defined, except in the case of Officers in charge of the
management of the program (the interviewees correspond to the total). In
most cases, the number of participants was due to categories saturation. Only
the type of actors was established, but the initial proposal did not include
people from the auditing institution. The latter were selected also because
more data were needed to saturate categories.

Guide to questions

To collect the information, the researchers conducted semi-structured in-
dividual interviews with the objective of determining the perception of the
actors regarding the management of the program. Four question guides
were proposed that had a flexible design, which allowed the researchers
to modify the topics and questions during data collection. The first guide
was implemented with the program managers who work for the municipal
government, the second with the education and nutrition professionals, the
third with the parents and the four one with auditors. These guidelines were
proposed so that the researchers could collect information on each of the
aspects to analyze the program. Guides are shown in the Appendix.

The questions that the interviewers asked the managers, auditors, directors
of non-profit organizations and professionals about the management of
the Buen Comienzo Program were related to the following categories as
illustrated in Table 1. These categories are a) Fundamentals of the policy:
refers to the principles and main goals that guide policy b) actors that define
policy fundamentals: related to private and public institutions that repre-
sent the guidelines, goals, child achievements to meet and workers labor
conditions. ¢) The capacity of the state (municipal government) to comply
with the objectives. Refers to the state’s institutional capacity and struc-
ture to meet defined policy objectives d) State control over monitoring and
evaluation and possible interest groups. Refers to the ability of the state to
maintain the criteria and guidelines defined to face possible interest groups
wanting to interfere the policy management e) guarantee of labor rights of
professionals refers to wages, benefits, training, tasks, work schedule and
each other’s balance (Table 1).
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Table 1. Categories and information sources

Category Documents analyzed Actors interviewed
¢ Support program for the development of early * Program managers
childhood policy: Early childhood policy, 2006 « Directors of operators
Fundamentals of * Resolution 12250 of 2013 « Professionals in education
the policy * Municipal agreement 058 and nutrition

* Guidelines and standards for the provision of the ¢ Assistants
service of comprehensive early childhood care, 2016« Parents

* Program managers

Actors that define « Directors of operators

policy fundamentals « Professionals in education
and nutrition

* Program managers

The capacity of « Directors of operators
the state to comply * Professionals in education
with the objectives and nutrition

* Auditors
State control over * Resolution 12250 of 2013 * Program managers
monitoring and * Municipal agreement 058 * Directors of operators
evaluation and * Guidelines and standards for the provision of the ~ * Professionals in education
possible interest service of comprehensive early childhood care, and nutrition
groups 2016 * Auditors

¢ Program managers
* Resolution 12250 of 2013 .
 Directors of operators

* Municipal Agreement 058 . . .
. N . * Professionals in education
Labor conditions * Guidelines and standards for the provision of the and nutrition
service of comprehensive early childhood care,

2016 * Assistants

¢ Auditors

Source: own work

Analysis of the information

First, the interviews were recorded and transcribed in full. Subsequently, the
researchers coded and analyzed the information according to the categories
previously defined in the analysis matrix. The coding was open and was used
to expand the identification of the properties and dimensions of the categories.
The transcripts were analyzed line by line and paragraph by paragraph to dis-
cover categories that could be grouped depending on the topics proposed in the
information collected. Then, the codes were grouped to establish relationships
between them and to elaborate more general categories until reaching content
saturation. Next, the structure of the analysis and the interpretation of the results
were performed. The coding software used was ATLAS/ti version 7 ®. The fra-
mework project of this research was approved by the bioethics committee of the
Faculty of Medicine of the University of Antioquia through approval act 016 of
October 15, 2015. The information was collected from April to November 2016.
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It should be noted that, in the next section, the results are cited according to
their respective source of information. The documents that define guidelines
and policies are cited using their name in Spanish.

Results

First, it is important to highlight that the Program’s documents allowed us
to analyze directions on different aspects including management criteria
and labor condition guidelines.

As mentioned earlier, the Programa Buen Comienzo is affiliated with the
Secretary of Education, which depends on the municipal government. Its
management model consists of delegating the provision of the service to 58
non-profit private, non-governmental entities called “operators.” Childcare is
carried out in the Child Development Centers (CDC) (Centros de Desarrollo
Infantil, CDI) and kindergartens. Due to the program’s management model,
there are not only different types of actors (public-private) but also actors
with different roles, as described in Figure 1.

| Municipal Education Secretariat |

‘ Good Sta:; Program ‘

Contracting for the implementation Contracting for the evaluation and
of the program monitoring of the Auditing program
L A
r ‘ Universities |
58 noneprofit
operators

|
]
‘ Hiring of professionals ‘

cDC
Workplace of the

professionals

Kindergarten

Figure 1. Operational structure of the Good Start Program

Source: own work
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The public nature of politics and the role
of the state

One of the research questions in this study was what the philosophical foun-
dations of the policy and what institutions are (public or private) define it.
The analysis of the policy’s guidelines and the answers of the interviewees
show that the guidelines related to all aspects such as feeding the children,
work criteria and the monitoring and evaluation systems are elaborated by
the state, in this case by the Municipal Education Secretariat. Additionally,
the distribution of the program’s budget is included annually in the city’s
development plan, approved by the Secretary of Education and the Municipal
Council (33).

The philosophical foundations of the policy are public because it seeks the
formation of citizens and the ownership of rights, not just the provision of
services. The program is considered as an instrument for the transformation
of society and each of the individuals who are part of it (34).

Despite the public nature expressed in its theoretical foundations, in practice,
the program has an important restriction because its rights do not apply to
all citizens under six years of age. First, it has a targeted selection process
aimed at including only the poorest children according to a strict territorial
system and social stratification. This excludes the part of the child population
that is not as poor.

When the different actors were asked about the philosophical foundations
of the program, which institutions define them and to what extent they are
shared, it was evident that the state (municipal government) defines the gui-
delines and controls compliance with objectives, and in all the interviews, it
was observed that the actors work toward a common goal. Everyone knows
and shares the objectives of the program, highlights their achievements and
feels committed to their goals:

We see great progress especially in comparison with the children initial
nutritional status. When comparing data from 2012 and 2016, we see that
size has slowly increased by 1%, 2%, which is supremely important for the
city [...] and when we see that the data for the entire city have also impro-
ved, we know that these data include the children of the PBC, and we can
say that we also contribute to that indicator moving. (Program manager 1).
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A parent declares regarding the objectives of the program that:

Someone asks of my child: love, what do you go to kindergarten for? And
he responds: to be happy... My son comes telling me, that is, tells stories,
about what the teacher teaches him: share with your friends, that you
must respect your friends, that you have to share. They teach them to
be people, to take care of themselves, to be supportive, not only come to
play but to learn, also to be formed as little people. (Father of family 10)

We also find that the state (municipal government) can lead the program and
summon its different actors, especially the non-profit institutions (operators)
to work on achieving the objectives. In part, this is achieved through a strict
monitoring and evaluation system (35). While the monitoring processes and
results are a constant source of tension between the contracting entity and
the contractors (operators), the controls work well and allow the program
to meet its objectives.

Our daily work is that which guarantees the rights of children; we are
interested in the right to not only food but also educational and training
activities with children, with families and with the whole community.
(Manager of operator)

The state and the rights of the workforce

According to the interviewees, the state uses outsourcing to generate pre-
carious working conditions in three relevant aspects: a) instability, b) low
salaries and c) lack of balance between training and the skills required
for the position as well as responsibilities delegated to the workers vs. the
hiring institution.

The workers in the program are professionals and assistant staff in nutrition,
pedagogy, and psychology. The assistants are educational agents for early
childhood and people who prepare food. All are hired by the operators, which
as we mentioned are 58 private, non-governmental, non-profit institutions.
The Secretary of Education establishes the salaries of each of the professionals
who participate in the BCP every year and does not allow paying lower
wages. The protocols establish that the workers involved in the program
must be people with excellent training, committed to their work and who
work in satisfactory conditions because they have high demands. The policy
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established the importance of having strategies for the promotion of human
talent, welfare, and satisfaction of each professional service provider. It is
expected that this will benefit the performance of each person because the
well-being of the workforce is directly related to the care for children. (33, 34).

Workers are hired for short, specific periods, always lasting less than one
year. In some cases, as with nutritionists, psychologists and educators, in
addition to the above, there is bias in the schedules, which do not even reach
part-time, which in Colombia corresponds to four hours a day.

My contract is handled by an operator. It is a fixed-term contract, some-
times three contracts a year. In general, we work until November. During
December, January and February, we must wait unemployed without salary
to see if they call us again for another contract. (Educational agent 2)

The second conflict expressed by workers is the lack of balance between
responsibilities and working conditions, including salary.

The work is excessive because we are assigned 300 children, but not all
go to the same institution. There are Centers with 50 children and others
with 75, that is, the nutritionist can easily go to four places, each day to a
different place... They should reduce the ratio of nutritionists to children
so that we can stay longer in one place. (Nutritionist 4)

As a result of these tensions, there is frustration and overload due to exces-
sive responsibilities:

In other words, I am a subordinate of too many bosses, and I have to
respond to many institutions—the operator, the program managers, the
auditor—and I have to respond directly to children and their parents.
(Educational agent 1)

Pressure on the state by interest groups

The only interviewees who were willing to talk about this issue were the
people involved in the audit. They mentioned that the most critical situation
consists of hiring institutions that are constantly poorly rated due to the
poor quality of their services. The interviewees attributed both situations to
the pressure exerted by interest groups composed of operators and political

11
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groups in the city, which put pressure on the decision-making officials at
the highest level of the municipal administration.

Many times, you can see during the audit that there are operators with
negative aspects in their performance, that in the last three years have had
serious problems and received reports of serious breaches, that despite
receiving a negative evaluation in several components, still continue to
be hired. (Auditor 2)

Discussion

This study found that the state (the city government) leads the Early
Childhood policy in Medellin. The rationality of the policy is public because
it is inspired by the rights of children and their comprehensive education.
The state monitors and controls compliance with the policy objectives and
ensures that program operators (private non-profit local institutions) fulfill
their commitments to education, nutrition and children’s welfare. The study
observed that the program actors know and share the objectives and have a
common purpose. However, the program produces three adverse outcomes
derived from the state outsourcing model. First, the policy has been carried
out at a high social cost, that is, at the expense of the labor rights of the
professionals involved. It was also found that there is pressure from interest
groups — a few cases — demonstrating that some operators manage to be
hired even though they have received a poor rating from the institutions
that evaluate the quality of the services. Finally, despite the public rationality
of the program, aspects such as targeting the most impoverished children
prevent the early childhood policy from being a universal right.

In relation to working conditions, what can be observed is that when the
state contracts the provision of services with for-profit or non-profit private
companies, these conditions are characterized by hiring staff in precarious
conditions, as the country’s labor regulations generally allow them to hire
people for less time and facilitates their dismissal without penalties for the
companies. These companies additionally benefit because employees in the
private sector tend to be less likely to join unions, leaving employees more
vulnerable. Studies conducted in Europe show that private companies that
provide public services derive their high profits from being more intensive
in their labor resources than other resources and from hiring from a
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vulnerable labor force such as younger people or state employees who have
been dismissed and can be hired at lower wages (24).

In the case of the early childhood policy of Medellin, the state establishes
rules to ensure contractors do not receive wages lower than the set thres-
hold, but contradictorily, the state is the one that contracts the operators
for less than 12 months, causing precarious income due to instability. It is
also the state that sets the number of professional technical staff/children
ratio. That is, it seems that outsourcing is used so that the state can create
working conditions that otherwise could not be admitted.

Some studies on the effects of nonprofit private sector participation in social
policies show that, in managing labor relations, public-private partnerships
adopt market-inspired procedures even though financial resources are of a
nature public. Therefore, civil institutions, although not for profit, are cha-
racterized by their flexibility in terms of carrying out the selection, hiring,
payment and management of their employees (36).toma como referéncia a
experiéncia de habilitacao de organizagdes sociais (OS

Another negative outcome found in this research is that some operators are
hired although they have been poorly rated in evaluations of the quality of
the services provided. This may be due to pressure from coalitions formed
between operators and political groups in the city. Some studies have evi-
denced these pressure practices, especially when private capital-intensive
companies are hired, that is, large corporations that, through lobbying and
corruption of public officials, manage to access contracts despite their poor
performance. The influence of political aspects has been one of the least
analyzed topics in the outsourcing processes of public policies since it is
assumed that the motivations of this model are strictly economic rationality
and financial efficiency. However, in some investigations, the political ten-
dencies of the municipal governments and even the electoral periods have
been found to influence the type and intensity of hiring for the provision of
public goods by outsourcing (37).

Conclusion

The problems described are similar to those resulting from outsourcing to
large international private corporations.

13
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Appendix
Guide questions

1. Program managers

Identification: What are your tasks in the Program?
How long have you been in office?

*  What are the objectives of the program?

* How are the guidelines of the Program decided?

*  What is the program’s monitoring, evaluation and auditing system?
*  What evaluations on the program have been made?

*  How do you decide changes to make in the program operation?

* How is the Program’s budget allocated?

*  How is the Program staff hiring process?

* How is the Educational agent /children ratio decided?

* Are you satisfied with your working conditions, including wages?

2. Educational agents

Identification: What are your tasks in the Program?
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How long have you been in this position?

*  What are the objectives of the program?

* Do you agree with the Program’s goals?

* During the period that you have been in office: Do you know changes
in the Program guidelines? What kind of changes? What do you think
on them?

* what do you think on the hiring process?

*  How many children are you in charge of?

*  What is the program’s monitoring, evaluation and auditing system?

* Are you satisfied with your working conditions, including wages?

3. Parents

* How long has your child been in the Program?

*  What do you think that the objectives of the program are?

* Do you know what activities the children perform in the Children’s
Center?

*  What values are taught to children in the Program?

* Have you or any member of your family been called to participate in the
program'’s activities? For what? Have you attended?

4. Auditors
Identification: What are your tasks in the Program?
How long have you been in office?

* Do you know and share the program objectives?

e What is the program’s monitoring, evaluation and auditing system?
*  What evaluations of the program have been made?

*  How do you decide changes to make in the program operation?

* Is the evaluation used to decide the program outsourcing process?

* How is the hiring process?

*  How do you evaluate the program labor conditions?
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