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“Community at heart but commercial discipline in my head” 
 

                                                  --    
 

                              Leilani Frew MAICD, former director of Sydney Motorway Corp.,            
Second annual AICD Australian Governance Summit (March 2017) 

 

1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Telecommunications and Development 
At least 77% of the world’s population is estimated to be within easy access to broadcast 

technology, broadcast is easily accessible for the illiterate and those that speak minority languages 

(World Bank, 2003, p. ix). Likewise, research data suggests that cellphones are as common in 

Nigeria as they are in the United States, with about 90 % of adults owning basic mobile phones. In 

Turkey Vodafone’s Farmers’ Club combines free information with notifications and a members-

only market place, to open new spaces for market expansion and diversification. The Rumie 

Initiative tablets, pre-loaded with entire libraries which can be accessed offline, were used during 

the Ebola crisis, when schools in Liberia were shut down for months; the Grameen Foundation’s 

Mobile Midwife program sends women daily texts and weekly voicemails with advice in their 

language during pregnancy and the first year of the child’s life (Dobush, 2015, July 27). These are 

just a few examples where telecommunication services have become the means for information 

access, providing alternative options to the less fortunate, who in normal circumstances could not 

take advantage of these opportunities.  

 

Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) have become essential not only for 

economic development of countries but also for social development, since not only have they 

sought efficiency and ensured the protection of their subscribers, but also, they have allowed those 

less favored the access, and hence reduce the existing digital divide. Pragmatically, the access and 

exchange of information via internet, wireless networks, mobile phones, and other communication 

devices has become increasingly important to completely immerse people and societies in the 

economic, political, and social aspects of the world. It has been related to greater discussions on 

the right of access to information, information and knowledge societies, and the reduction of the 

knowledge gap between societies. It is also a transversal building block of the Sustainable 

Development Goals for reducing social inequality for they have become the means to have access 
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to alternative solutions for climate change, hunger, poverty, access to education, healthcare and 

other global issues, that in all contribute to inclusive development.  

 

Now then, telecommunications have shaken up traditional understandings of what public services 

are, transforming its definition to fit with the new socioeconomic realities that ICT pressures on 

social welfare. Hence, though telecommunications do not share the life-or-death reality like 

essential public services do (i.e. health, water, sanitation and electricity), they do indeed trigger 

discussions on democratic rights considering the role it plays for development.  

 

Global information and communication has been defined as a common good of humankind, 

therefore, the management of it is responsibility of humankind in its entirety, through democratic 

institutions (RSF, 2018, November 11). Yet, telecommunication provision has fallen in the public-

private discussion divide, as other services have. The discourse for competitiveness has implied 

that growth and development of such sector must be market-driven and private-sector reliant 

(Fainstein, 2001) with no clear relationship with social justice. Traditionally, the discussion has 

focused on a cero-sum game, where is either the State or the private to provide, with no half way 

between both. Some scholars call it roll-back of the State, where services are turned over to the 

private sector; others call it state-led privatization, in which public funds and objectives have been 

converted into privately run and contractually delivered programs of action (Raco, 2013). The 

intention is not to judge whether private actors can be efficient enough to provide 

telecommunication services, rather to what extent can they actually provide these services, 

following general public values for social welfare and development. In order to bring the reader 

closer to what I will be discussing in this thesis, and because a picture is worth a thousand words, 

my thesis is supported by a case study analysis on a public-owned telecommunications company, 

which for approximately two decades has been under this public-private divide, ETB (Empresa de 

Telecomunicaciones de Bogota), in Colombia.  

 

Historically, Colombia has had several local and regional monopoly providers of fixed telephone 

services (OECD, 2014). ETB is one of the oldest telecommunication companies of Colombia, 

existing since 1884, and is the largest fixed-line carrier in terms of subscribers, accounting for 

24,4% of the total shares in 2013 (Giraldo, 2016). Putting it aside with Medellin’s UNE-EPM, 
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state-owned city level telecommunication companies are the largest providers of fixed-line services 

in the country. However different is the case of mobile services where the provider is Claro, private-

owned international company. The 1991 Constitution has been the gateway for market 

liberalization and has resulted in the support for competition between state-owned and private 

companies for the delivery of telecommunications services. Since early 1990s, ETB has been a hot 

topic in Bogota’s urban development agenda, through which the line between cost-efficiency and 

social justice has been diffused, deepening its socio-technical profile. “To sell or not to sell the 

public shares of ETB” has been an ongoing debate in Bogota’s politics, where the idea of 

privatization has become a pragmatic mechanism, regardless the party in power. The main 

arguments have been cost-efficiency and a need for a better allocation of resources to other basic 

services such as education and healthcare. Yet the governmental organization has managed to keep 

on being state-owned despite the several attempts to sell it, with an opposition founded in 

arguments on public patrimony and the important returns that generates investing in this sector.  

 

In a context of neoliberal politics, the aim of this thesis was to suggest an alternative point of view 

to the discussion, out of the traditional public-private ownership divide, to that of organization 

behavior under political authority and alignment to public sector values. For this reason, this thesis 

focused on doing an organizational analysis, using Dimensional Publicness Theory. This 

organization theory emphasizes the importance of understanding that one cannot simply say an 

organization is either public or private based on who owns it, rather to examine its behavior based 

on its political and economic environment, and its affinity to public values. Doing so will provide 

with inputs to answering greater questions such as what kind of organizations do we want and 

identify their role for development. This means leaving the financial arguments in second, and 

putting organization behavior in first. Knowing about the current public character of an 

organization is much more relevant than knowing what is its legal nature.   

 

The case study is supported by information from 1992 to date, since the first time media reported 

discussions on selling ETB. In this scenario of planning and public management, this research 

sought to analyze the political and economic authority over ETB and its affinity to public sector 

values, in order to understand its behavior with the society it supplies services to. 
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It is important to mention that in this thesis the words company, entity, enterprise and organization 

are used as synonyms, because all can be considered are organizations. Although technically they 

differ, in order to study companies and enterprises under the umbrella of Organization Theory, 

there is a need to elevate the unit of analysis to organization to understand the theoretical backbone 

that this thesis presents as its framework.   

 

1.2 Why Colombia, why Bogota? 
In the context of Colombia, the falling prices of commodities has uncovered challenges not only 

on productivity growth but also on government revenues from the mining sector. This situation has 

led to the continuous search for new engines of growth, and diversification of the economy has 

become of increasing importance to consolidate macro stability and inclusive growth (World 

Economic Forum, 2016 Jun 16). To transition from a commodity based economy to a knowledge 

based economy, the Colombian government has created an institutional framework to address the 

issue of productivity in a world of increased sophistication, where the private sector’s participation 

and the role of cities have become key for development. 

 

Recently Colombia has gained attention for because it overall investment conditions have 

prospered. By 2015 the World Bank ranked Colombia as the most business-friendly in Latin 

America. Bogota, its capital, is the urban, economic and population center of the country. Accounts 

with the biggest labor market (4.2 millions approx.) and is the most attractive city in the country 

for investment (Cámara de Comercio de Bogota, 2019). According to Invest in Colombia, the city 

has been named one of the America’s Cities of the Future for 2017-2018 because of its direct 

investment strategies. Attractive investment alternatives have put Bogota in the top list for private 

investors. The number of foreign companies located in Bogota has doubled within the last 10 years. 

These conditions have made it possible for the city to increase its ranking as a global city and enjoy 

“thick” connections with the world. And why are financial ratings important? Because territorial 

entities depend on the bond market for the provision of basic infrastructure, services and economic 

development (Hackworth, 2007).  

 

1.3 Relevance 
Now then, there are many definitions to the concept of company, which depend on the context and 

the discipline through which is studied. For example, the OECD (2006) defines company as a term 
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used in the commercial world to describe a project or venture undertaken for gain. Similarly, the 

Colombian Commerce Code stipulates that a business shall be understood as an economic activity 

organized for the production, transformation, circulation, administration or custody of goods, or 

for the rendering or services (Art. 25, Colombian Commerce Code). The economic function of an 

enterprise has been the guideline for its definition, yet enterprises are more than just simple 

producers of goods and services. It becomes a place for social interaction and development, it is a 

job creator, and a social contributor. Thereby, organizations deeply impact our living environments, 

push or hold back progress, and coin our attitudes towards society (University of St. Gallen, 2015, 

February 17). Though the discussion on privatization has been overly studied by academia, much 

of the research has focused on OECD countries, while there is much to learn about how these 

dynamics are being mobilized in the global south.  

 

The present thesis sought to contribute to discussions on critical urban theory and practice and 

organization theory, specifically regarding public administration and governance of service 

delivery, the relationship between privatization, the provision of urban services, and participation.  

 

1.4 Research questions 
 

The main question of this thesis is:  

 

How can Dimensional Publicness provide insight on the sale debate of the Empresa de 

Telecomunicaciones de Bogotá (ETB)? To answer this question, this thesis used Bozeman’s (1987) 

Dimensional Publicness to identify what influences organization behavior and how these 

influences affect the public character of an organization. 

 

The questions focus on both theoretical and empirical analysis. Theoretically, it examines the 

Publicness literature, its strengths and weaknesses, highlighting the need for a socially sensitive 

standpoint in this organization theory. Empirically, this thesis sought to put in practice the theory, 

with a different approach with the qualitative methods. This research hopes to be a source of unified 

information on the privatization debate of ETB, a unique approach to Dimensional Publicness, and 

an input for alternative arguments outside the outdated public-private ownership divide. Answering 
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these inquiries also provide with inputs on discovering empirically the current telecommunications 

framework in Colombia, spaces for improvement for ways to strengthen community and promote 

citizenship in the city’s telecommunication service delivery framework. 

 

The thesis is supported by qualitative research methods, which consisted of digital newspaper 

articles, interviews, official reports, legal documents, information requests, academic literature, 

and raw data. 

 

1.5 Structure of the thesis 
This research is divided into six chapters. Chapter 2 reviews the theoretical framework, which 

includes the literature on Publicness Theory, focusing on Dimensional Publicness specifically, and 

its elements including political authority, economic authority, and public values. This last 

component is related to notions on good governance in order to suggest criteria to evaluate them. 

Chapter 3 presents the methodology as well as the main ethical considerations taken into account 

while doing the research. Chapter 4 introduces the context on privatization and the case study, 

ETB, and a historical perspective of the sale dilemma. Chapter 5 presents the analysis on ETB and 

its environment, using the elements of Dimensional Publicness and the methodologies to do the 

analysis. Chapter 6 discusses the main findings of the analysis, its limitations, and suggestions for 

further research. Finally, Chapter 7 presents the conclusions of the research and a general 

discussion for future debates on privatization.  
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2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
 

When the problematic is complex, the analytical framework must be equipped so that it is possible 

to articulate not only different concepts, but also different levels of analysis. For this thesis, I 

suggest, an approach that integrates Publicness, concerned with the degree of arbitrariness of an 

organization within a political realm, and notions of governance, understood as a social 

phenomenon characterized by rules, spaces and actors in the decision-making processes. The aim 

is to strengthen Dimensional Publicness with ideas from good governance as explanatory 

mechanisms from which to structure an alternative understanding of service delivery for 

development based on political and public sector values.  

 

With this said, it is important to define the key concepts of this thesis in order to avoid relativism, 

and fall into obscure conclusions that whatever claims to be public means it is socially sensitive, 

and whatever claims to be private means it is selfish to equity and universality. Then again, and 

although we are far from a coherent response of what it means to be public and what it means to 

be private, my attempt in this section is to first concentrate on the main discourses of Publicness, 

public values and quality of governance. Doing so will lead the discussion away from the traditional 

understanding of the public and private ownership divide, to that of organizational behavior within 

its environment. My intention is to take the reader to understand that both private and governmental 

actors can be sensitive to political authority and public sector values, and much has to do with the 

context in which it operates.  

 

2.1 Literature on Publicness  
What is public? There are many ways to understand what it means to be public. Simplistically, 

public means of or concerning the people (Goodsell, 2017). With this definition, one might imply 

that whoever and/or whatever claims upon public concerns, counts theoretically and/or empirically 

with a degree of public character. Yet the public ethos has focused on a [questionable] belief that 

governmental means public, hence it can pursue and deliver a common shared goal. In order to 

move out of traditional understandings of the role of the State and the role of private actors, it is 

necessary and useful to deepen our knowledge on Publicness within organization research. 

Scanning the literature on this concept, one faces different definitions, ranging from ownership 

(legal status), all the way to altruistic activity. These differences can be classified in core and 
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dimensional (Bozeman, 1987; Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994; Antonsen & Jorgensen 1997, 

2012; Anderson, 2011).  

 

In the core approach, sorting by ownership has been the guideline for classification purposes. “Who 

owns what?” and the nature or origin of resources, meaning funding, is an easy way to classify 

organizations, specially with extreme cases. The performance differences regarding this 

explanation have been the most discussed, yet largely challenged, especially regarding the impact 

of privatization and contracting out (Andrews et al., 2011). This classification has fallen short in 

the face of organizations that cannot be easily pinpointed to one sector or the other. To classify 

based on ownership is easy but less informative because the nature of resources does not directly 

predict organizational performance (Bozeman, 1987; Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994; Antonsen 

& Jorgensen 1997, 2012; Anderson, 2011; Moulton 2009). Evidently, and though the powers 

related to ownership are indisputable, the argument of efficiency gains through private practices 

does not imply that they should be transferred to public organizations. Bozeman and Bretschneider 

(1994) consolidated research evidence that demonstrated that the core approach has provided with 

a differential incite only on job satisfaction, commitment, motivation, perception of rewards, 

decision patterns, and productivity-based performance, with no clear pattern with public values. 

They also discover that in the case of research and technology development organizations, “the 

meaning of public and private, at least in the sense of ownership or formal legal status, is often 

much more ambiguous” (Bozeman and Bretschneider, 1994, p. 201).  

 

The dimensional approach highlights the blurriness of the Publicness Puzzle. The situation after 

1970s lead to a diffuse of boundaries between both sectors. To summarize: The economic, political, 

social and technological changes that were generated in the world, since the end of the 1970s, gave 

rise to a new way of conceiving management in the public sphere, more focused on aspects such 

as the empowerment of senior managers, compliance with organizational goals, decentralization 

of government agencies and privatization of public companies. The latter have exercised a 

management much more like the practices of the private sector. However, these modifications of 

management styles have sometimes gone to the expense of the welfare model (in which these 

companies assumed responsibility for the provision of public services, often under the figure of a 

state monopoly) to a neoliberal model, which reduced the size of the State, delivering, in many 
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cases, these social functions to the private sector and, in others, directing these companies towards 

a competitive model (Giraldo, 2016). From the private sector’s point of view, private organizations 

have been increasingly penetrated by government policy and social control. Since early 1990s, 

private organizations are including in their activities sections on social responsibility to succeed in 

socially accepted standards for development. There has been a blurring of boundaries between the 

public and private, meaning that organizations have been practicing different activities that could 

not be simply classified specific to one sector or the other. Hence, organization can be more or less 

public or private. 

 

Dimensional Publicness has had scholarly attention (Bozeman, 1987; Antonsen & Jorgensen 1997, 

2012; Goodsell, 2017). Bary Bozeman can be considered the first proponent of Dimensional 

Publicness, which he defined as the extent an organization is influenced by political authority 

(Bozeman & Bretcheneider, 1994, p. 197). It is based on two main assumptions: “firstly, there are 

two sources of authority upon which all organizations are based – economic authority and political 

authority; and second, that economic and political authorities can be best described as dimensions, 

and thus that organizations are not wholly public or private”, but either two (Bozeman, 1987, p. 5). 

What this implies is that Publicness is defined in terms of variation (Goodsell, 2017), that cannot 

be reduced only to a legal nature. Bozeman has proposed mainly quantitative measures for these 

dimensions, yet empirical evidence of the use of his models has been inconclusive to give answers 

to the Publicness Puzzle (Andrews et al., 2011). The advantage of this perspective is that it 

theoretically broadens the scope for an analysis to all organizations, yet it has lacked empirical 

evidence.    

 

Now then, Dimensional Publicness has also taken the form of the extent to which an organization 

is aligned with public sector values. Antonsen and Jorgensen (1997) use the core approach as an 

initial classification to survey qualitatively and quantitatively Danish public organizations and 

evaluate their high or low degree of Publicness. In this regard, they complement Bozeman’s 

approach, by giving Publicness a definition of a degree of attachment to public sector values such 

as due process, accountability, and welfare provision (p. 337). Because their study was on public 

organizations, they took for granted political authority, shifting their perspective towards the goal 

of a public organization. Their argument is as follows: if organizations have not created public by 
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chance, then there is a reason to believe that these organizations to some extent provided for means 

to satisfy public sector values. The evidence identifies high degree Publicness in organizations that 

have complex tasks, professional orientation, high number of external stakeholders, conflicting 

environmental demands, and low managerial autonomy. Now then, and though Antonsen and 

Jorgensen (1997) do not define Dimensional Publicness as Bozeman has, I argue, public sector 

values can be classified under political authority. This is explained later on under the title of “Public 

sector values and public interest” yet in short, these public standards emanate from the three sources 

of political authority, call it society, its public officials and institutions, and the focal organization, 

built under these socioeconomic and political contexts.  

 

Degree of Publicness has also meant alignment to altruistic motives and activities. Goodsell (2017) 

discusses Publicness through the analysis of antipoverty activity across the public and private 

sectors in the United States. His point of view stems from his background analysis on the society 

literature on Publicness. The society literature has a sociological standpoint, in the sense that a 

person is both an individual and a social actor, and in a context of “deprived taste for equality”, 

there is an altruistic motive that can be better achieved via voluntary private associations, who in 

the long run can meet public values and support publicly driven ideals, as opposed to the limited 

work that the State can do in this regard. He uses Tocqueville’s words: “this immense assemblage 

of associations has enabled the most democratic country on the face of the earth to carry to 

perfection the art of pursuing collectively the objects of common ground”, when he was writing 

Democracy in America (Goodsell, 2017, p. 476). It can be argued if the US it’s the most democratic 

country in the face of the earth nowadays, yet what can be rescued from this statement is the 

willingness of people to put common goals over individual interests via association (a type of 

organization), representing a degree of Publicness under Goodsell analysis of the society oriented 

literature.  

 

What is important to highlight is that the literature on Dimensional Publicness is not related to 

whether the exercise of their activities involves powers reserved exclusively to a specific actor 

(such as the State or privately owned companies), or that certain tasks should be best done by one 

sector or the other. Additionally, and what is discussed later in this research, these perspectives of 

Publicness analysis are framed as elements that make up its Dimensional feature. In this order of 
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ideas, an imaginary line can be drawn between purely private and purely public and a dot would 

be placed to show where does a specific organization lay. Therefore, it can be said that Publicness 

and its counterpart, “Privateness”, denote a quality or state that represents affinity to political 

authority and citizen’s values and interests. Publicness is a multidimensional and behavioral 

category, not just a legal one (Antonsen & Jorgensen, 1997; Anderson, 2011).   

 

This thesis used Dimensional Publicness as its backbone because of the alternative, call it wider, 

perspective that it can provide to analyze the context, behavior, and possibly, the outcomes in terms 

of public sector values that organizations pursue in a political realm. Something that the reader 

should keep in mind while reading this is what Antonsen and Jorgensen (1997) described that 

because of the “high immortality rate of most public organizations, some lose their sense of being 

and remain alive simply by tradition” (p. 338). The once needed monopoly of telecommunications 

and leadership of the government may have lost it political sense of public being in the face of 

modern democracies. In this context, is it worth having public telecommunication companies alive 

for the sake of tradition? Have telecommunications enterprises lost their sense of public being? Let 

us find out more on this regard.  

 

2.2 Elements of Publicness in the Literature 
The literature on Dimensional Publicness brings our attention to three different elements: degree, 

meaning a sense of order or something to sort; organization, as the subject of analysis; and external 

variables that can define the degree of Publicness: political authority, economic authority, and 

public sector values. The latter are external factors because this thesis assumed that these are 

defined a priori regardless the existence of the organization, and the entity must somehow align 

itself to these external factors of influence in order to perform accordingly. It is not least to say that 

in certain, context specific situations, the size and influence of an organization can counteract the 

power of the external factors and go as far as to define standards of activity or at least embrace 

authority and influence behavior. I concentrated in the following pages on these external elements, 

key to define the degree of Publicness.  

 

2.2.1 Economic and Political Authority 
As mentioned earlier, there are two sources of authority upon which all organizations are based: 

economic and political authorities. In regards to the former, Bozeman states a corollary from his 
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central argument that, “an organization is private to the extent that it exerts or is constrained by 

economic authority” (Bozeman, 1987, p. 85). Though the focus on Publicness should not mean 

unconcern about Privateness, as he argues, his characterization of economic authority is not as 

comprehensive as it is with political authority. He contextualizes economic authority within 

property rights theory, capitalistic environment, marketization, economic self-interest, profit motif, 

and reduced regulation (Bozeman, 1987; Andrews et al., 2011). In this concern, and extending 

Raco’s (2013) discussion on state-led privatization, to a certain extent political authority influences 

economic authority, via (over) regulation of economic activity. Regulating in this sense does not 

only mean to constrain, but also to allow almost exclusively the allocation of certain activities to 

private actors. Hence, and though it is not a concern of this thesis, it can be argued that political 

authority does indeed have a say in economic authority and research on organizational behavior 

could expand more on this idea within the Dimensional Publicness approach. Andrews et al. (2011) 

argue that tight government regulation on organizational strategy, processes and products may wipe 

out the efficiency of private ownership, suggesting that political authority does have a direct effect 

on economic performance. An in fact, the political and economic lives of organizations stem from 

the same contextual environment. Could an organization only driven by economic authority exist? 

That is why Bozeman’s first book on Publicness titles, “All organizations are public”.  

 

Now then, political authority is the star of the act in the Dimensional Publicness equation. Political 

refers to matters of organizational legitimacy and power (Moulton, 2009). Its analysis has been 

linked to the idea of legitimacy, which in political philosophy is understood as the lawful use of 

political power, and consent (Bozeman, 1987; Moulton, 2009). The following premises are key to 

understand political authority: high Publicness organizations are subject to high levels of 

government [and this thesis adds, social] control; low Publicness organizations are subject to little 

government [and social] control (Anderson, 2011, p. 315). Likewise, and from a realized 

Publicness (outcomes) point of view, high Publicness is reached to the extent that public value 

institutions will have greater influence on organizational outcomes when task environments are 

more complex and economic authority is less precise (Moulton, 2009, p. 892). These two points of 

view are important because it distinguishes a difference between institutionalized Publicness and 

realized Publicness, the former having to do with the institutionalized practices to meet 

standardized public activity; while the latter has to do with the effectiveness in the outcome.   
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Few questions arise as to who makes this figure of power legitimate, is it the power of law or is it 

the people? Is consent taken for granted in countries where democracy is considered “well 

established”? Do people have political authority in democracies? Criticism of consent theory are 

useful in this discussion because they argue that consent cannot be inferred even in democracies, 

unless it is through direct citizen participation mechanisms such as referendums, where there is a 

direct question for approval of a system, and not only on the one who governs (Bozeman, 1987). 

It is also important to mention that the act of voting for our representatives in a democracy does 

not mean total consent in their decision-making processes. The act of voting stems out of different 

purposes: obligation, participation, and pressure, influence of upcoming elections and even 

indecision when the options are not satisfying. These are not mutually exclusive, but it 

demonstrates that the idea of consent is more complex than being a reduced to a simple signifier 

for voting.  

 

Now then, Bozeman placed the concept of political authority into organizational relevance by 

arguing that it plays a role as an external influencer on the behavior of organizations. Organizations, 

public or private, increasingly carry out “public” purposes; the primary link between these 

organizations and their public counterparts is the external control (Moulton, 2009). Government, 

competitors, interest groups, citizens, beneficiaries, internal structures and processes, and 

shareholders generate this external control (Bozeman, 1987).  

 

In order to provide with a framework for interpreting the effects of political authority in 

organization behavior, it is necessary to get to know the sources of political authority:  

- Primary political authority, which stems from citizens and their power to legitimize a 

political system. Described as highly volatile but desirable; 

- Secondary political authority, branches from representative democracy and it is 

exercised by public officials, institutions and government;  

- Tertiary political authority, the focal organization, when the organization is both 

regulated and endowed with political authority. 
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Figure 1. Triadic Model of the Effects of Political Authority on Organization Behavior. Retrieved 

from All Organizations are Public, by Barry Bozeman, 1987, p. 79.  

 

Bozeman’s triadic model presents the types of political authority and their direct and indirect 

influences over one another. Something particular about this typology is that even though primary 

political authority describes the essence of democracy, as the breeding ground of public opinion, 

through which the extent of government activity and the assessment of policies is (de)legitimized; 

the study of Dimensional Publicness has focused mainly on the influence of public officials and 

institutions on organizational behavior. Hence, the study of Dimensional Publicness has mainly 

focused on analyzing indicators such as the percentage of resources from the government, 

frequency of communication with government, importance of government for organizational 

growth and survival. In more specified words, Dimensional Publicness has focused on the impact 

that public managers, statutes, administrative rules, regulations, executive orders, and judicial 

mandates have over organizations (Bozeman, 1897 p. 72; Bozeman & Bretschneider, 1994; 

Moulton, 2009). It is yet to be analyzed the input of society to assess Dimensional Publicness on 

behavior. Tertiary political authority has been an optional point of analysis, since not all 

organizations are endowed with this political authority. This brings back the discussion about some 
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organizations having the authority to influence behavior, and embrace though still being limited to, 

secondary political authority. 

 

This difficulty of dimensioning primary political authority has to do with the difficulty to estimate 

legitimacy and the volatility of individuals’ grants of it, marked by levels of asymmetry of 

information, urgency, global trends; and by the unpopularity of public interest theory. The problem 

that brings this focus on Dimensional Publicness is that it takes for granted the legitimacy of State 

action, therefore State activity is indisputably supported by the society that it represents. Another 

problem that this brings is that it does not take into consideration social difference; it considers 

society as a homogeneous group, with similar interests, which has been proven theoretically and 

empirically not to be true. In addition, due to these differences in social needs, the understanding 

of public values differs within a given society. How can differentiated social perceptions of needs, 

understood as being part of primary political authority, influence organization behavior?  

 

What do people want out of organizations? What is the role of people in organization research? 

The difficulties both to answer these questions and to define public interest has lead researchers to 

align their Publicness frameworks to institutionalized public values and preference satisfaction, 

having clear in mind that these change over time and that differ within a pluralistic society.   

 

2.2.2 Public values  
The intention here was not to define what public values are but briefly introduce their relevance 

for organization behavior in Dimensional Publicness. Though undefinable in the broader sense, 

when applied to a concrete situation, public values can be a verbal beacon for guidance (Goodsell, 

2017). To define public values, let us place the reader in a sociological context: a person is both an 

individual and a social actor, whose behavior is constrained and/or enabled by a social contract. 

The social, political, and economic institutions define the social contract and provide the social 

actor with a framework of behavior. Also within today’s modern context of knowledge transfer 

and information sharing, there is a pressure for awareness. This same situation happens with 

organizations; they are constrained and/or endowed by the context in which they develop. It is in 

this setting that public values and interests are created and sustained, more often a result of struggles 

from deprivation and need for collective action.  
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It is difficult to find consensus regarding which are the public values that define our behavior.  

Within the Publicness literature in organization theory, two type of scholars can be identified, those 

that take for granted the definition of public values (Antonsen and Jorgensen, 1997), and those that 

comprehensively disintegrate the definition (Bozeman, 2007).  The focus has been to identify 

public sector values in the generic sense to be both broad and inclusive, and by doing so, avoid 

critique and confrontation. As mentioned earlier, Antonsen and Jorgensen (1997) discovered that 

public organizations that scored high in Dimensional Publicness were greatly attached to public 

sector values which they rounded up to due process, accountability and welfare provision. They 

mention these values only once in the introduction, with no explicit explanation of the relationship 

between them and the methodology used. Bozeman (2007) in the other hand, does define public 

values as “those providing [regulative, normative and cultural] consensus about (a) rights, benefits, 

and prerogatives to which citizens should (and should not) be entitled; (b) the obligations of citizens 

to society, the state, and one another; and (c) the principles on which governments and policies 

should be based” (p. 132). He presents a detailed historical, and cross discipline analysis of the 

concept, having clear in mind that the public values studied should be related to the field of public 

administration and can be connected to organization theory. In an earlier work, Jorgensen and 

Bozeman (2002) deducted values in the public management literature, clearly stating them as a 

point of departure for case study analysis: political accountability, rechtstaat, equal treatment, 

regime stability, balancing of interests, transparency, professional standards, personal altruism and 

engagement, employee safety, social cohesion, local self-governance, involvement of citizens, user 

orientation (p. 67-70).  

 

Analyzing public values is critical for understanding behavior through Dimensional Publicness 

because it can extend the research beyond describing public organizations to predicting public 

outcomes (Moulton, 2009). If the focus is on public value outcomes, a desire for a direct causation 

between influence and behavior is of interest. Scholars under the two last realms through which 

Dimensional Publicness has been studied, affinity to public sector values and altruism, have 

provided with an alternative measurement that includes external and internal influences that both 

embody public values and may constrain their provision, which means that Publicness becomes 

indicative both of inputs and of outcomes (Ibid, 2009). The idea centers on adding “realized 
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Publicness” to the discussion and discoverer the extent to which organization behavior achieves 

public values. Therefore, and according to this focus, it is not enough to sketch out the sources of 

control (political and economic authorities) to predict behavior. Including a second level of analysis 

like behavior based on public values, provides a more comprehensive analysis because it involves 

influences not exclusive to the government, something that the empirical analysis of political 

authority has lacked. This then separates the discussion from a mere description of the regulative 

institutions that affect organization behavior, to that of binding behavior with organizational 

outcomes. 

 

To conclude, the elements of Dimensional Publicness in the literature demonstrate that it is located 

within a larger logic of governance that involves different sources of legitimate power over an 

organization, each with different interests and visions; and a process, or “feedback loop” between 

institutionalized Publicness and outcomes based on public values. In this sense, it is imperative to 

address briefly governance and its quality to complement Dimensional Publicness.  

 

2.3 Governance and Quality of Governance 
To research on an organization that is not purely public or private, such as state-owned enterprises, 

is to understand that there are different set of forces that participate in their activity, sometimes 

with different interests and visions. To include development ideas of governance and quality of 

governance, allows us to understand the condition and quality of the relationships between the 

actors, the rules of the game that are established, and the conditions for decision making, in relation 

to a scenario of collective action. For this thesis, governance is understood as a governing mode of 

inter-organizational networks that complement power structures such as market and hierarchies, 

for allocating resources and exercising control and coordination (Rhodes, 1996). The concept 

symbolizes a state of the art of stakeholders (not exclusively governmental) and processes involved 

in a given issue.  

 

Evidently, the discussion of this thesis stems from questions on service delivery and quality of 

service, who providers the service better? These are directly linked to the function of an 

organization, which purpose is to provide with a good or service. Yet less attention has been given 

to improvement in the governance processes. Before 1990s, the reforms on the public sector were 
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greatly focused on excellence in service delivery. The concepts “excellence” and “quality” where 

linked to ideas of conformance, fit to purpose, alignment of outputs and outcomes, customer 

expectations and commitment (Boivard & Löffler, 2003). However, a good service is not a direct 

causation of increased trust in the provider, in this case the government or the private actor. 

Therefore, an organization cannot be simply judged based on its delivery, the result, but also on 

the process through which these results were reached.  

 

For Bakker (2002), quality of governance indicates the legitimacy of actors and the existence of 

strong structures for decision making. In his handbook, he identifies a series of quality concepts, 

which are similar to those suggested by Bozeman (2007) and Antonsen and Jogersen (1997): public 

accountability, effective exercise of owners’ oversight responsibilities, competence and 

effectiveness in the management and operation of the system; and full transparency in decision 

making. Other authors add values such as universality, inclusion, resilience, impartiality, and 

connectivity (Lockwood, 2010; McDonald, 2016) 

 

For the purpose of this thesis, quality of governance will be understood under the following values:  

- Accountability, meaning a non-transferable responsibility recognition in decision 

making and actions which entails obligation to report on and answer for activities,  

- Transparency, regarding visibility of processes, publicity of results, and the clarity in 

the communication; 

- Inclusion, physical availability of services, price accessibility and equitability, available 

opportunity to both participate and influence actions; 

- Impartiality, objectivity, attention given to different points of view, rule of law and 

consistency of decision-making;  

 

These are not values arbitrarily selected, but values aligned to good public governance. The 

selection is because companies are embedded in a system of stakeholders. Its activity does not only 

affect the company itself but other set of actors that can also affect the organization’s behavior. 

Taking into account public values that are related to good governance reinforces the need of an 

inclusive way of behavior, of decision making, that includes all points of view. It reinforces the 

overall goal of this research which is to identify what type of organizations we want in our society.  
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2.4 Constraints of Publicness Theory and its use in this thesis 
It has been discussed the main points of Dimensional Publicness research above. To understand 

Publicness as dimensional can help move beyond the traditional dilemma of ownership, to provide 

with complementary insights on the alignment of organizations to a public ethos and/or a 

technocratic mentality.  

 

Now then, it is important to highlight the constraints in order to know the limitations of its use in 

this research. Evidently, the main proponent of Dimensional Publicness has been Barry Bozeman, 

and scholars have used his theory as reference for the study of organization behavior. Hence, and 

though the external factors that influence organization behavior have varied, the main idea has 

stayed the same. In this sense, it is believe that the theoretical framework is somewhat biased, 

because there is no strict proof of failure of the theory. Yet again this can also work as an advantage 

because it fits accordingly to the discussion with the case study in particular.  

 

As a second constraint, the case study analyses that use Bozeman’s Dimensional Publicness and 

political authority focus on how the situation is within an organization; in other words, the internal 

management practices and behavior. Both quantitative and qualitative methods used have with the 

help of employees and information of the organization in specific. Though the insight obtained is 

relevant in regards to the quality of management practices, measures of red tape, and decision 

making, there is no clear input from society on organization behavior nor insight for predicting 

public outcomes. What about primary political authority? How do citizens influence organization 

behavior under these same public values? Organizations do more than just provide goods and 

services, they can go as far as to create and affect public values and interests and if we understand 

the importance of such role, then it would not be odd to think about the role of society in 

organization behavior. In this regard, the effort of this research was to analyze Dimensional 

Publicness with a main focus and is the role of people on organization behavior. Therefore, the 

empirical analysis was supported by both Bozemna’s (1987) political authority, Antonsen & 

Jogersen’s (1997) affinity to public sector values and Moulton’s (2009) feedback loop scheme of 

Publicness to provide with a wider framework of the Dimensional Publicness.   
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Another point that should be taken into consideration is that the research on Dimensional 

Publicness has focused on the analysis of more than one organization, making it possible to draw 

comparisons and behavior patterns. In this thesis specifically, the study is only on one organization. 

The issue in this regard is that there is no point of comparison, so to determine the level of 

Publicness, if there is any, meaning the impact of political authority and the alignment to public 

sector values, may fall short or misleading. For example, Andrews et al. (2011) argument was 

based on a summary of previous evidence of the analysis of Dimensional Publicness, which shows 

that the smallest sample size was 2 organizations. Additionally, Dimensional Publicness has not 

been analyzed before within the Telecommunications sector, but it has been done for public service 

performance. Anderson (2011) outlines empirical data on healthcare, aerospace companies, 

research and development laboratories, senior managers, information systems, country-specific 

state organizations.  

 

Country-specific studies can provide a guideline for a future analysis on Colombian state 

organizations. Likewise, and for the sake of this thesis, the research methodologies used can serve 

as a preliminary analysis of the conditions in which governmental organizations behave within the 

Colombian context. Additionally, the advantage of having one sample organization to study is the 

possibility to comprehensively analyze Dimensional Publicness as a whole and its elements in 

particular.  

   

2.5 Bringing it all together 
Throughout this section this thesis has presented the main discourses on Publicness and 

Dimensional Publicness specifically, in order to provide with an alternative way of understanding 

organization behavior, meaning analyzing its maneuver capacity in between political and economic 

authorities, and its affinity to public sector values. Additionally, notions governance and quality of 

governance were included because Dimensional Publicness stems from a greater discussion on 

governance, it addresses different actors, each source of differentiated political authority, over one 

issue, in this regard, the organization, that may affect its behavior and public values that affect its 

goal achieving operations.  
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3. Methodology and Ethical Considerations 
This chapter reflects on the mechanisms carried out to do research as well as the ethical 

considerations they involved. This is very important because it traces a pathway between the 

theoretical and conceptual framework and the analysis and discussion chapters. This is to claim 

that results do not come by themselves but there is a whole process through which these were 

discovered, call it reflections, thought processes, rewriting, and/or redefining, that comes with the 

whole idea of doing research which makes it even more exiting. This thesis was not just about 

finding information on books, archives or online, it was also about doing research with people via 

interviews, and the creativity to find the information needed.    

 

3.1 Methodology 
This research used qualitative methods for a case study approach. It is of knowledge that to adopt 

these methods, means to confront criticism for lack of generality. But generality in the political 

realm is obsolete because whatever claims to be right can be proven differently, depending on the 

point of view chosen to analyze a given situation. Hence, the objective was not to create a pattern, 

but to identify specificity of organization behavior in a given context, through a specific point of 

view, that of Dimensional Publicness.  

 

The election to do a case study was to ground the theoretical discussion with empirical analysis. It 

has been the common rout for Dimensional Publicness empirical analysis, and this thesis will not 

differ to this guideline. But to choose to do a case study means more than just do what other scholars 

have done before. In this regard, it is assumed that given the multiple realities we live in, it is in 

the hands of researchers to immerse ourselves in the study of cases to understand behaviors, or 

contradict theoretical frameworks, for certain context specific issues. Regarding the advantages of 

the use of this type of study, it can be pointed out that by immersing in the dynamics of a single 

social entity, the researcher can discover facts or processes that would otherwise possibly overlook 

if other methods were used (Erickson, 1989). Yet, this discovery of facts and processes can be due 

to a set of pre-established mental or analytical constructions of reality that we as researchers have. 

Therefore, a case study can be chosen strategically to make an analytical point valid or invalid. 

 

For this thesis, choosing ETB as a case study was a result of an interest on discussions over the 

participation of private actors in public administration and the increasing demand on objective data 
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analysis for political decision-making. Firstly, I looked on public-private partnerships that have 

recently become popular in Colombia, but the controversies around ETB in 2016 captured my 

attention, specifically the law suit against the local administration for the annulment of the article 

in the city plan that permitted the disposal of their shares to private actors. A doubt was still there, 

what is this a case of? The lawsuit’s arguments made me understand that there were poor decision 

making regarding due process, unity of the subject matter, public patrimony and participation, 

which made the opposition have a clear argument against political opportunism. Likewise, the 

arguments in favor and against dispossession were founded on financial analysis of data, but 

somehow their conclusions differed. Because of these differences, with this case study, the 

intention was to put aside the financial discourses and research on less prioritized but still important 

matters such as organization behavior with a socially sensitive point of view. Such aim involved 

discovering arguments capable of modifying the current way the controversy of selling the 

company has been addressed. The motivation did not consist on evaluating the perceptions in terms 

of cost-efficiency and productivity that have already been presented, but on identifying different 

arguments not exclusive to the public-private ownership divide, rather aligned to what kind of 

organizations do we want. Hence, in a quest to elucidate and interpret Dimensional Publicness in 

public telecommunication services, this thesis was built upon qualitative research methods: 

documentary and interviews analyses, and the use of each had a purpose.  

 

Distancing myself from quantitative data can be narrowed down in to two main arguments: firstly, 

quantitative data has commodified the discussion, leaving out its social value; and two, the use of 

quantitative methods is irrelevant faced to the absence of another organization to compare the case 

study. I dedicate the following lines to justify why I chose this methodological path. We cannot 

deny that quantitative data has its “precise” character that seems appealing in the face of complex 

social phenomena that is everything but precise. The apolitical character of numbers has been used 

as a strategy for assuring discourses that should or would like to be highlighted whenever there are 

competing demands. ETB’s discussions have been flooded with these kind of research methods 

(using information from ETB’s balance sheets, income statements, and market behavior); but for 

some reason, conclusions have differed. This situation focuses the attention to differences in 

interpretations of numbers, which can affect predictability, especially regarding evaluating cost-

efficiency and productivity of a company’s future returns. In research, interpretation is subject to 
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different personal and contextual factors, and numbers are not exempt to this situation. The issue 

with interpretation also affects qualitative methods, which are even more susceptible. Methods are 

there to be used, but it is up to the researcher to decide how to deal with the data.  

 

Now then, to understand and analyze political authority, there was a need to first identify key actors 

and dominant discourses within the controversy of selling ETB (Appendix 1). To do so, it was 

necessary a documentary analysis of newspaper articles, official reports, legal documents, and 

information provided via freedom of information requests. Documentary research is often 

conducted by social scientists to assess a set of documents for historical or social value, or to create 

a larger narrative through the study of multiple documents surrounding an event or individual (Iowa 

State University, 2019). This type of analysis stems from the principle that written materials offer 

more than just the information they provide; documents are endowed with meaning that oscillate 

between context and author-specific discourses.  

 

The sources that were considered best to capture information on historical political behavior and 

decisions were newspaper articles. The selection of written press offered different advantages: the 

coverage has been massive on the subject, it has covered both formal (within the City Council and 

open Council meetings) and informal discussions; and has made different actors and their interests 

visible. Press is an institution that addresses conflicts, influences the process of distribution of 

information and the positioning of interpretations through mechanisms of visibility, construction 

and circulation of information (Bonilla & Garcia, 1998). An initial discrimination on the sources 

was done to filter the universe of press on the controversy of selling ETB. News were gathered 

from two main sources, El Tiempo and El Espectador, because they are the mostly read in Bogota. 

It should also be mentioned that within this process of research, there was a need to visit the online 

archives of these sources, since the aim was to create a traceable line of events, political intentions 

and decisions regarding ETB since the first attempt of share disposal. Archive retrieval is a research 

methodology that tells a story, provides a sense of orientation and locality, and are vital to 

understand behaviors in the present and perhaps forecast behaviors in the future. Archive retrieval 

presented accessibility issues, sometimes not loading or not being readable through the internet.  
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A total of 137 digital newspaper articles dating in between 1992 and 2019 which were found 

through electronic search using the words “venta de ETB” (ETB sale). Why these words? Because 

this topic is sensitive to the idea of public versus private, it highlights strong reactions and opinions, 

as well as behaviors from different stakeholders involved.   

 

Other sources of information (official reports, legal documents, information requests) related to the 

state of the art of Colombia and Bogota’s telecommunications sector were retrieved. In addition, 

secondary data was collected from different academic literature and reports that used ETB as their 

case study. It was also useful to discover how has ETB been analyzed in academia and other 

institutions, what information was relevant for this thesis as well as identifying opportunities for 

further inquiry. From the field of sociotechnical urban studies, Torres (2012) analyzed the 2011 

sale debate of ETB. Giraldo (2016) did an investigation on whether, through a set of public 

management practices, adjusted to the Colombian reality, public telecommunications companies 

can achieve efficiency, quality and coverage in the public services they offer.  

 

Once the actors (Appendix 1) and discourses were identified, a second method of research, 

interviews, were carried out. In this stage, 6 people were interviewed in spring 2019. The contact 

and interviews were carried out in two steps. First, there was an initial contact, through which the 

topic of the thesis was explained as well as the wish of an interview and the topic that would be 

discussed. All interviews were semi-structured, meaning that the main topics and questions were 

the same for all participants, but open enough to build on the discussion rather than staying limited 

to strict answers. The selection of interviewees was based on their public position, their experience 

in the subject or their relationship with the case study. Their contributions were very insightful for 

understanding political authority over organization behavior.   

 

Now then, choosing a qualitative approach does not mean that the case study could not have been 

approached differently. For example, and keeping in mind “what do we want” out of public 

telecommunications services, a survey could have be conducted as a primary quantitative research 

method, in order to analyze customer behavior regarding the importance of telecommunications as 

a service of public interest. To do so, a probability sampling could have been carried out, based on 

stratified random sampling: first identify the total number of customers from low income 
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households that have a subscription with ETB, this information discriminated by Unidad de 

Planificación Zonal (UPZ) and/or Localidad in Bogota. Unfortunately, the negative responses by 

the organization to four open information requests on this regard, made this research method 

difficult to carry out. Other sampling could have been identified, for example, surveying former 

customers experience with Live Digital1 service centers in Bogota that were sponsored by ETB. 

Sampling could be complex since the project finalized in July 2018. This only shows that there is 

plenty of mechanisms through which this analysis could have been addressed, that can highlight 

different perceptions and results, worthy of future analysis.  

 

The reason for choosing this theoretical approach, context and case study was because it is timely 

and appropriate. Timely in the sense that selling the public enterprise has been a hot topic for every 

city administration period for the past three decades. Appropriate, because the unsuccessful and 

inconsistent attempts to dispose ETB shares need a different point of view of analysis, other than 

the traditional public-private ownership divide. Failures in privatization approaches can be due to 

traditional understandings of government and private role that are insufficiently sensitive to needs 

for economy, responsiveness, and equity (Kolderie, 1996). It is worthy to say that the intention 

here is not to promote privatization or nationalization, but to focus the discussion on the extent 

through which the company is constrained or enabled by primary political authority and whether 

the organization has or should have affinity to public sector values. To understand for example 

primary political authority is to focus on what are the spaces for social influence on organization 

behavior and perhaps to a certain extent discover whether the public reason for which the company 

was created still exists.   

 
3.2 Ethical considerations 
Going back to what was discussed under the premise of “public values and public interest”, the 

specificities of our social, political, and economic contexts leads us to work and develop under 

standards with which we define our activities based on what we consider is acceptable and non-

acceptable. Ethics can be considered standards of conduct. Research is also confronted with 

																																																								
1 Public internet access centers. Project initiated in February 2012 – terminated in July 2018. For more information 
visit Vive Digital https://www.mintic.gov.co/portal/604/w3-propertyvalue-14684.html   
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important ethical moments and are often faced with them while carrying out investigation. In this 

section, I will dedicate specifically on this regard.  

 

Doing research is faced with procedures and practices that are filled with important ethical 

moments. These moments should be acknowledged in order to be aware of the risks and 

complexities that go in hand with carrying out an investigation. Ethical procedures are much easier 

to address since it involves a “check list” of standardized issues to take into account while doing 

research with humans; while ethical practices are much more difficult to foresee since they do not 

only depend on the type of methods used but also the issue in stake and the unpredictability of 

human behavior in vulnerable situations. There was no physical, mental threat or danger while 

carrying out this research, and I believe that the people, including myself, and sources involved 

were not either. Then again, threat and risk can be subjectively evaluated.  

 

Two of the biggest issues in this research were if this phenomenon was worthy of study, or is it 

even aligned with a development purpose. The discussion has been held in the legislative and 

executive political spheres, but there is a perceived silence from customers and people in general. 

I describe it as perceived, because there is always the question of “to what extent has media covered 

this issue in terms of the actors involved and their perceptions”. This doubt made me question 

whether the topic was relevant for the field of development or for society. There was a point that it 

made me question whether I even had a case or was it just an effort to construct a far fetch discourse 

on nationalization and privatization. These doubts were reflected in the constant change of topic 

and case study that this thesis went through.  

 

Doing a case study about a reality in the developing world was a challenge regarding access and 

availability of information. I was limited to information and reports that were published under the 

rubric “Transparency and Access to Public Information” in government web portals, which was 

not up to date in many cases. Other types of information were requested through freedom of 

information, most of them denied by ETB. Reasons varied, but all were related to privacy of 

information that is strategic to the organization. Their negative responses made me think about the 

difficulty of addressing sensitive topics for an organization, the value of master thesis, and could 

this thesis even be of interest for the organization.  
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In line with the above mentioned, other type of information (i.e. lawsuit, PowerPoint presentation 

for the Open Council, and allegations) was found through an informal setting, social media 

networks. Is this a legitimate way to find information? Others may not have even had the 

opportunity to access certain information that I managed to find.  

 

This thesis also recognized the risk of doing research about a hot topic that is currently under 

discussion in the city. Because of this, the intention was to keep the discussion as objective as 

possible, recognizing the partiality of the parties investigated. In line with this were the ethical 

measures taken while doing the interviews. There was a clear discomfort on behalf of ETB 

employees, continuously confirming that their name should not be revealed in any way, nor should 

they be recorded; hence the use of pseudonyms, and that their statements corresponded exclusively 

to their opinion and did not reflect the policies of the company. Interviewees that were not from 

ETB and that were affiliated to the labor union had a different reaction, they asked to use their 

names, to the extent that two mentioned wanting to be hold accountable for what they say and do. 

The reactions highlight different situations within this context of ETB: on one hand the employees 

of the company, who might be afraid for their place at work and being judged by what they say; 

and on the other hand, members of the Telecommunications labor union and the city council, that 

found yet another space, like this thesis, to do political marketing.    

 

As a last remark, this work acknowledges that great part of the investigation was obtained by 

Colombian sources, meaning in Spanish language, specifically regarding legal documents, official 

reports and interviews. Translations were made with the basis of integrity, promoting the 

reproduction of knowledge, and trying to maintain the meaning with the use of language. 

 

To sum up, and being aware of these ethical considerations mentioned above, this thesis is 

sustained under the basis of reflexivity and integrity. Reflexivity helps understand the nature of 

ethics in qualitative research and how ethical practice in research can be achieved (Guillemin & 

Guillam, 2004). Granted that my current situation is about not being from Bogota, yet still 

Colombian, and not ever having subscribed services with ETB, made me handle information with 

objectivity, sensitive of inequality, characteristic of the field of development studies.  
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4. Context 
The goal of this chapter is to focus on the privatization debate, emphasizing on ideas that are not 

exclusive to maximizing efficiency. Additionally, this chapter introduces the telecommunications 

situation in Colombia and presents a historical perspective on the sale debate of ETB.   

 
4.1 In the face of privatization   
The discussion on Publicness stems from a much bigger debate: privatization and the curiosities 

around the differences between public and private actors. Why are private actors different from 

public actors? Or why should they be different? We cannot deny that private actors today have a 

major role in society and to argue against this means to deny a reality in the current governance of 

social, political and economic affairs. It might even be impossible to avoid private participation, at 

least in the western world, when there is a widespread agreement that the absence of politics has 

become a precondition for fast-paced, and effective delivery. The increasing role of the private 

sector in “public-interest” projects has led to new dynamics of delivery in democratic processes. 

Some call it deregulation, while others argue on an over regulation from the State to confer almost 

exclusively public interest projects to big private actors. Regardless, these new hybrids, in which 

the private actors regulate on behalf of the state, and in turn are regulated by those same states, 

loses the salience feature of democratic accountability (Raco, 2014a, p. 179). Critiques from the 

extreme left argue that that represents an erosion of the democratic process (Ibíd, p. 177).  

 

From a pragmatic standpoint, privatization corresponds to a transfer of production and services 

previously performed by public service bureaucracies to private firms or other non-public forms of 

organization, as well as to private groups (Dunleavy, 1986, as cited by Guerrero, 1995). As a much 

broader and more complex phenomenon, it encompasses a set of techniques to surrender, shrink, 

or reduce State intervention in economic life and, consequently, involves ideological, economic 

and political motivations. There is no denial that the backbone of the arguments in favor of 

privatization stem initially from an apolitical efficiency standpoint. Morgan and England (1988) 

highlight that this is in fact one of the faces of privatization, in which the discourse can be reduced 

to maximizing efficiency, innovation and cost reductions. 

 

In conditions of “scare resources” but constant public demands for results, the claims for private 

sector participation increases, especially within a fast-developing sector such as 
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telecommunications. In a study made on 78 countries, including Colombia, suggests that in the 

short term, private ownership of infrastructure assets and government credibility matter for 

infrastructure development (Esfahani & Ramirez, 2003). What does this mean? Government 

credibility has been a timeless need and goal in modern democracies. In the short term, it affects 

election behavior and social support on current representatives. In the long run, it affects State 

stability. In a context of growth stimulation via investment and attraction and creation of an 

innovative environment, in hand with a need for politicians to deliver what they promised in their 

government plans within their governing period, the invitation for private sector participation 

becomes very attractive. Raco (2014a) sustains that investment is easy to attract when the 

regulatory conditions for private sector participation and delivery promote low risks for future 

returns. One of the risks, he adds, in investment returns are democratic demands. Hence, in a need 

to shield themselves from these demands, the public-sector signs away infrastructure and service 

delivery to the private, which in turn protects itself via regulation and contracts from political 

demands, and as an end result, both parties protect themselves from public scrutiny.  

 

  
Figure 2. Technocratic planning complexity. Own elaboration based on the analysis of delivering 

flagship urban projects (Raco, 2014a).  

 

Figure 2 describes the complexity of technocratic planning for infrastructure and service delivery. 

In this framework, different set of actors (public, private) all share an interest in economic growth, 

and understand the value of infrastructure and services as spaces to foster competitiveness and 

capital investment. Increasing demands from society for fast infrastructure and service delivery, 

tied to an environment of austerity politics or state-led privatization, in which there is an increasing 
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(de)regulation of capitalism for the benefit of private companies that have the financial solvency 

to invest in infrastructure and services, create an environment where the discussion is led by two 

parties that do not always perform for the sake of public interest. The “apolitical” and “objective” 

result-based management has solidified the idea that the private can achieve goals faster and less 

hectic than the public sector (Raco, 2014a). Regarding the role of people, we are minimized as 

passive consumers, incapable of comprehending (or capable or disrupting unnecessarily) the 

technicalities of technology and regulation.   

 

Privatizing a service, like telecommunications, is a complex discussion. The fast-developing sector 

of technology has created an austerity discourse for governments, highlighting difficulties to fund 

and/or sponsor companies when the sector is constantly evolving, considering that the needs and 

demands that were meet one year, probably might not be the same next year. It also makes it 

complex the fact that telecommunications have a sociotechnical profile, which means that 

telecommunications, though very technical in its modus operandi, has a great impact on society. 

An average person does not entirely know and understand how to dimension, in terms of technical 

development, his/her needs regarding telecommunications. People are mostly left with the decision 

of what they want (outcome): a good and accessible service, with no unexpected disruptions. The 

problem arises because of this lack of knowledge that provides both the politician and the 

bureaucrat a feeling of authority in the discussion of telecommunication needs. On top of this 

situation is what was discussed earlier about differentiated social interests, which unfortunately are 

more difficult to evaluate empirically. Hence, the easy way out has been to reduce the discussion 

to the public-private ownership discourse, which empirically has proven to have inconclusive 

results (Andrews et al., 2011).  

 

The debate on public or private ownership has been inconclusive. The ambiguity on case study 

results have been highlighted by different scholars (Durant et al., 1998; Andrews et al., 2011; 

Paleologos & Polemis, 2013; Karamis et al., 2014). It can be summarized in the following: 1) 

studies made on western democracies suggest that there is little difference on economic 

performance between public, mixed and private enterprises, when they operate in the same 

economic sector, which has only led competition to be the decisive card; 2) studies have focused 

mainly on fast investments and profitability analyses, and in a much lesser extent on other market 
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and social values; which pushes the balance towards private participation despite lack of sufficient 

data; 3) levels of competition, regulatory environment, and managerial processes are more 

important than ownership. These three points highlight the potential that Dimensional Publicness 

can have on suggesting differences in behavior, not exclusive to economic values, which in turn 

can either alleviate the traditional social stigma against privatization or reinforce that despite being 

public organizations, their reason for being public has been lost. Interestingly enough, Esfahani 

and Ramirez (2003) also discover that in the long run, governments can indeed manage to invest 

in telecommunications infrastructure by themselves, but they have a much harder time dealing with 

infrastructure imbalances (p. 445).  

 

The telecommunications sector is not exempt from this situation. The attractiveness towards 

privatization stems, from the public sector’s point of view, on lesser participation in 

telecommunication provision which may imply less responsibility with the end result and a 

“greater” focus on prioritizing other needs such as healthcare, infrastructure and education. This 

can be true if the total gain of privatization overweighs the loss in terms of social value and 

profitability of this fast-developing sector. From the private’ point of view, the continuous increase 

of telecommunication users, specifically for the use of internet and data exchange through portable 

devises and the increasing revenues of the sectors makes it an attractive area of investment. 

According to the World Bank (2014), the telecommunications sector in Colombia has been one of 

the most dynamic parts of its economy exhibiting an average annual growth rate around 8% for the 

period 2002-2012, it is the third largest market in South America with mobile services accounting 

for 45%. 

 

The inconclusiveness of the public-private divide is due to the wide range of privatization practices 

that differ in approach, context and commitment (Durant et al., 1998, p. 119). This can be because 

most privatization literature has been written in the 1990s, focused on developed economies and 

its economic effects, with less attention to the developing world, and contemporary claims of social 

justice and welfare. Therefore, the sole copy of practices from one country, city, sector, or 

organization, to another does not guarantee similar results. This is very important because it has 

been argued that the wave of privatization in Latin America has been more a response to decisions 
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guided by the neoliberal ideology rather than a result to context-specific fiscal matters (Cuervo, 

2007).  

 
4.2 Telecommunications in Colombia 
Historically, public service delivery in Colombia, including telecommunications, has been 

decentralized. Under this model, municipalities have been responsible for the provision of such 

services, which was translated in the creation of state monopolies for public service delivery, while 

the national monopoly, Telecom, was in charge of national and international services. Thus, a 

particular telecommunications scheme was set up, in which there was a countless number of state-

owned companies created in the main cities of the country, while in smaller towns and in remote 

areas, the telephone service was provided by Telecom.  

 

The 1991 Constitution, and specifically the Law 142 of 1994, which regulates the regime of public 

services in Colombia, have been the gateway for market liberalization of public service provision 

and production, and laid the groundwork for the opening of the telecommunications market 

(OECD, 2014). As a result of the application of privatization and liberalization policies, the 

Colombian government opened the door for the entry of new operating companies, especially 

private and transnational companies, which entered to compete with the State enterprises under 

equal conditions, and to compete in the market in the municipalities in which they had been 

providing services. As a result, a mixed operating environment was created, in which public and 

private organizations participate, and which maintain different interests regarding the services they 

provide to citizens, modifying the role played by the State, in relation to the provision of 

communications to the population, especially in the most vulnerable sectors (Giraldo, 2016). 

 

The reforms generated in the late 1990s in the country demonstrated particular public 

administration struggles that support a technocratic interpretation of decentralization solutions. 

Although the main worry was the high political interference in service delivery, the solution that 

the central government came up with was to create a new regulation that would motivate private 

competition. Though introducing competition has diffused the direct governmental control over 

the sector, the responsibility for framing the pathway for the sector is still in hands of the 

government and the party in control. 
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Now then, the regulation on ICT was only issued in 2009, which tries to reinforce the State’s effort 

to mainly promote further development of the sector, with free competition, guaranteeing 

expansion related to infrastructure and accessibility for remote areas and specially benefiting 

socioeconomically vulnerable population. By the time this research was being written, there has 

been discussion for a new ICT law, that could be up to date with the modernization of the sector. 

The new regulation offers to increase legal certainty, the strengthening of the Communications 

Regulations Commission, and other matters for the sector.  

 

Now then, it is central to know in what conditions are telecommunications in Colombia compared 

to other countries, to have a greater picture of the situation. According to the OECD Going Digital 

analysis for Colombia (2019), there is a strong relationship between the high concentration of the 

Colombian telecommunications market and the high prices, and the country scores the lowest in 

broadband penetration between the 37 OECD countries. Dane, the Department of Statistics in 

Colombia, argued that this low penetration is mainly because Colombians do not feel the need, do 

not know how to use it or people consider the service too expensive. In fact, the study highlights 

that the price of data in relation to the purchasing power is high, reaching prices 2.5 times higher 

compared to other OECD countries.  The high prices and high concentration debate is controversial 

because other telecommunications companies reported to the Communications Regulation 

Commission the dominant behavior of the private telecommunications company Claro, in a sector 

that should be regarded initially as highly competitive.  

 

Specifically, in the case of Bogota, the urban area reports that in 2017 63,9% of households use 

fixed telephony service, 54 % with cable television, 81% with subscription television, 80% with 

internet connection, 87.4% is with fixed internet line connection and 32,6 with mobile (Dane, 

2017). The results also report a strong difference between districts, Usaquen concentrating the 

highest internet penetration (83%) while Usme and Ciudad Bolivar report the lowest (49% and 

43% respectively). The difference also is indicative for the socioeconomic stratification of the 

districts, Usaquen between 4-6, while Usme and Ciudad Bolivar 1,2, and 3. Additionally, there is 

strong differences with the rural area of Bogota, which constitutes 74.7% of the total area of the 

city. Though the rural is only inhabited by 16.787 people, 4.353 households, most of these are in 
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the same two districts with the lowest ICT penetration, and Sumapaz, which is a completely rural 

area with no ICT penetration reported.   

 

As mentioned in the introduction, in Colombia state-owned city level telecommunication 

companies are the largest providers of fixed-line services in the country: Bogota’s ETB, Medellin’s 

EPM-UNE and Cali’s EMCALI. However different is the case of mobile services where the 

provider is Claro, private-owned international company. 

 

4.3 To sell or not to sell ETB 
ETB was created under this decentralized framework in 1884 and is one of the oldest 

telecommunications companies in Colombia. Since the economic liberalization wave of the 1990s, 

ETB has been marked by the political and economic debate of state ownership versus privatization. 

The official strategy, regardless of whether it came from right or left party governments, was the 

same: sell ETB.  

 

There is press information found in digital archives regarding the dilemma of whether or not ETB 

should be sold dating since 1992. The outgoing mayor Juan Martin Caicedo and the recently elected 

Jaime Castro disagreed, the former being in favor and the latter against. The arguments in favor 

emphasized a global trend in America in favor of privatization, which highlighted the capacity of 

private actors to be able to do activities that were once thought to be only for the public realm. The 

arguments also marked a change in the priorities of the State, creating a discourse based on 

satisfying other social needs such as education and healthcare, and healing fiscal deficits. The 

arguments against concentrated on the idea that healing the city’s finances should not be 

approached by selling the productive assets of that same city and that state-owned companies are 

created for a reason: social development and the profit redistribution for society (El Tiempo, 1992). 

Interestingly enough, these arguments have not changed over time, and still today, 2019, the 

competing discourses are the same.   

 

Under the first administration of Antanas Mockus, 1995-1997, the idea of selling ETB was also 

mentioned, but before proceeding to do so, he proposed to make a popular consultation, mechanism 

that needed the municipal council of Bogota’s approval. If the sale went through, the resources 
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obtained would have been targeted to alleviate the finances of the electric power company of 

Bogota, also under state ownership. Since then, Enrique Peñalosa, who is currently the city mayor, 

supported the idea of popular consultation, but argued that even if ETB was competitive and 

profitable, selling was justified because of the need to use the resources for infrastructure, of the 

undeniable advent of tough competition in the telecommunications service market, and because the 

city administration did not have the resources to undertake the expenses associated with its 

operation (El Tiempo, 1996b). This discourse is similar to that of Margaret Tatcher’s government 

and the goal of the British Telecommunications Act of 1981, which exhibited, among other reasons, 

that the massive capital investment needed to make British Telecom competitive in the future 

would bust the Tory government’s budget ceiling (Durant et al., 1998, p. 123). Peñalosa’s support 

for popular consultation, or any other mechanism of participation, was not constant. Later on in 

both Peñalosa’s governments, 1998-2000 and 2016 to date, the idea of popular consultation or any 

other participation mechanism was not mentioned. Mockus’s idea was supported by different 

political actors such as the president of ETB, Sergio Regueros; the head of the Superintendence of 

Public Services, Jose Fernando Castro; the president of the City Council, Rafael Amador; the 

president of the National Electoral Council, Oscar Jimenez; and few senators of Bogota, including 

Eduardo Pizano and Germán Vargas Lleras (Semana, 1996, February 19).  

 

Though the intention to include people’s perception was highly supported, it was clear that the goal 

of Mockus was to sell ETB, since the question that he presented to the city Council to discuss for 

the participation mechanism was “Do we save the Energy Company of Bogota and invest in 

transportation, by selling ETB?” (salvamos la Empresa de Energia de Bogotá e invertimos en 

transporte, vendiendo la Empresa de Telecomunicaciones), using the word “saving” that could 

influence an affirmative response by society (El Tiempo, 1996a).   

 

Though popular consultation was good in terms of the use of participation mechanisms, it was 

confronted against with an argument of form. Popular consultations were non-constitutional since 

it could not be applied in departments and municipalities because by that time there was no law 

that regulated and determined the extent and scope of this participation mechanism. According to 

El Tiempo (1996c), the General Statute of Land Organization was not yet issued, which later on 

would determine the requirements, formalities and the cases in which the respective popular 
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consultation could take place. This argument followed case law precedent, through which the 

Administrative Court of Cundinamarca denied the petition of the municipality of La Calera to make 

a popular consultation for creating a wastewater treatment plant. The proposal for popular 

consultation and the selling was rejected by the City Council afterwards. Additionally, the then 

president of ETB and the head of the Comptroller, Sergio Regueros and Camilo Calderón, agreed 

that though a popular consultation was positive for social support, the argued that the average 

citizen of Bogota does not have the tools or the knowledge to make such decision, and it would 

only delay actions that should be taken fast (El Tiempo, 1996d).    

 

This was not the only attempt to sell the company during Mockus’s first government period. El 

Tiempo, documented over seven times that Major Mockus presented to the City Council project 

proposals to sell ETB (El Tiempo, 1998a). Most of the negative responses to the sale were due to 

procedural facts, such as term expiration for debate, late-filed or non-existent extension decree to 

continue the debate in the Government Commission of the city Council, unity of subject matter, 

and negative votes to reopen the project proposal. These procedural circumstances have been 

constant in most of the discussion of the sale debate to date. But in 1997, in the first government 

of Enrique Peñalosa, the city council authorized the transformation of ETB to a joint stock 

company, with the city of Bogota as its majority shareholder. Though the intention was to capitalize 

with unlimited private investment, the city Council authorized this change of legal nature with the 

limitation that at least 49% of the shares would only be destined to public investors.  

 

The change of nature led to two significant periods of property alienation via democratization of 

capital, 1998 and 2003, that translated in 1000 employee, ex-employees and retired shareholders, 

and 61,313 Colombians as investors (Torres, 2012). According to Art. 6 of the 1991 Constitution, 

when the State alienates its participation in a company, it has to take measures to democratize the 

ownership of its shares, and must offer its workers, solidarity and labor organizations, special 

conditions to access that shareholding property, and afterwards to the public in general. According 

to the Law 226 of 1995, which regulates the disposal of State share ownership, democratization 

refers to the equal access for all natural persons and legal entities to the share ownership that the 

State disposes of. Therefore, for the sake of capitalization, democratization of shareholding 

property must be held. The dissemination of shareholding property in the population is meant for 
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avoiding the risk of capital concentration, i.e. monopolies, naturally generated in the provision of 

public services (MAVDT, 2005). Hence, the ETB we know today is controlled by the city of 

Bogota with 86.35% of the shares, 2% by the public Universidad Distrital, 0.0388 % by the city 

of Villavicencio, the department of Meta, Water Supply and Sewerage Company of Bogota, 

Benefit, FONCEP (Layoffs and Pensions Fund), Urban Development Institute of Bogota, and 

Bogota Lottery; and the remaining 11.6% is traded in the stock market (ETB, n.d.). It continues to 

be the largest fixed services company in the country, the main provider of fixed telephony and of 

a quarter of the broadband internet connections, and is the second in international long distance 

service after Coltel (Giraldo, 2016): provides corporate services in 32 departments (760 

municipalities) and mobile services nationwide. The services of the “Households and People” 

segment are provided in Cundinamarca, Cúcuta and Villavicencio. As it can be understood, most 

of the shareholders of ETB are public organizations, both city administrations and enterprises, 

which means that regardless their amount of their shareholding participation, the city of Bogota is 

not the only one concerned about the fate of ETB but also other public entities.  

 

It is worth mentioning that from the last three city administrations (2004-2007, 2008-2011, 2012-

2016), initially all from the same center-left party, two rejected any possibility of selling ETB. The 

head of the 2008-2011 administration, Samuel Moreno, promoted privatization, but, after a 

disciplinary sanction, the temporary mayor that replaced him rejected the project.  

 

According to the formers Vice President of Strategic Planning and the Regulations Manager of 

ETB, all these attempts for privatization led to a kind of stagnation in the development of the 

company to make the required investments, in order to expand its service portfolio (Giraldo, 2016). 

This paralysis, as described also by former Mayor Gustavo Petro (2012-2016), was on something 

fundamental in modern democratic infrastructure that has to do with the right to information and 

knowledge in a century where this is the very basis of wealth (Petro, 2012). In his government, 

ETB took a different direction, though temporary, under the premise of not to sell it, betting on 

maintaining it as a necessary instrument in the development of the District's ICT plans (Ibid). Yet 

again, his destitution was translated into a price increase of the shares of ETB in the stock market, 

which market analysts described as confidence generation from investors (Portafolio, 2014, March 

20). 
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It is also worth mentioning that of all the sale proposals presented to the city council for discussion, 

only the current government of Enrique Peñalosa (2016- to date) changed the dynamic and 

presented it within a greater political document, the city Development Plan. Presenting the sale in 

this document, not as a separate unit of analysis, as done by former local mayors, had its 

implications, permeated with negative allegations of convenience and opportunism. The intention 

of the city government was to have an alternative source of short and medium term financing for 

social investment, which it is later specified on the development plan as the social and road 

infrastructure deficit of the city: equipment of security services, construction and provision of two 

mega cultural centers, eight kindergartens, new schools and four hospitals, and the improvement 

and expansion of roads (Alcaldía Mayor de Bogota, 2016b).  

 

Privatization of ETB has always been confronted by different political actors, including public 

sector labor unions Sintratelefonos and Atelca. When mentioned in the privatization literature, 

public sector unions generally are portrayed either as a reason why private service delivery is 

needed or as an impediment to privatization initiatives (Chandler & Feuille, 1991, P. 15). 

Specifically, on contracting out decisions, literature has focused on the increased costs on union’s 

contestation mechanisms and on the possibility of service disruptions (Ibid). According to Chandler 

& Feuille (1991), the options for the newly displaced employees due to privatization range from 

transfer to another government department, being hired by the private contractor, to being 

completely outplaced into the labor market. Waghorne (1999), in his study on the responses that 

public sector trade unions have made upon the nature and extent of privatization, argues that the 

empirical data suggests that the private sector cannot compete in a context of being forced to respect 

the rights of workers currently doing the job. In 1993, the Colombian government implemented a 

three-year program of de-bureaucratization and privatization of “non-essential” companies, which 

forecasted a layoff of 23,000 workers, in exchange for high compensations (El Tiempo, 1993). This 

is in fact one of the risks that the labor unions identify with a transition towards a private-owned 

ETB.  

 

The last attempt for sale was controversial. The invalidity action, interposed by four city councilors 

from the Polo Democrático Alternativo party (centre-left) and three members of the board of 
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directors of Sintratelefonos, was constructed based on safeguarding due process and public 

heritage, lack of competence of the entity who initially approved the sale, fiscal sustainability, unity 

of subject-matter and democratic participation. And though initial approval by the City Council, 

the fourth Administrative Court of Bogota ruled in favor of the invalidating article 140 of the city 

Development Plan (Agreement 645 of 2016), which authorized the expropriation of shares of ETB. 

It is important to mention that the invalidity action was the last resource that the opposition had. 

Before doing so, labor unionists called for an Open Council (cabildo abierto), which is another 

participation mechanisms and where people can participate directly in discussions that affect the 

public interest.  

 

 

 

5. Analysis 
This section analyzed the Political and Economic Authorities of ETB. As it has been explained 

previously in the Theoretical Framework, this chapter focused on looking under the microscope 

the sources of economic and political control, the latter, discriminated in primary, secondary and 

tertiary, and affinity to public sector values according to the literature on Dimensional Publicness 

and Good Governance. Doing so highlighted the state of the art that affects the organization’s 

behavior.  

 

5.1 Political Authority 
 

5.1.1 Primary Political Authority 
Now this was perhaps the most difficult section to analyze, since, and as discussed previously, it is 

difficult to dimension people’s differentiated grants of legitimacy because they are volatile. To 

overcome this complexity, this section focused on regulative participation and realized 

participation spaces, to answer questions such as how can citizens control public enterprises, how 

have they controlled ETB, and what activities does ETB organize to educate society about ICTs. 

 

Citizen participation is the right to intervene directly in all matters that are of interest, especially in 

those that affect their economic, political, and social lives. Article 369 of the 1991 Constitution in 
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Colombia, which states that the law will determine users’ rights and duties, their protection regime 

and the different participation mechanism for the management and control of state enterprises that 

provide services, is further developed in two laws: 142 of 1994 and 689 of 2001. These regulate 

everything concerning domiciliary public services, such as those of water and sewage, electricity, 

public telephony, rural mobile telephony and fuel gas distribution, and establishes the entire 

structure for its efficient provision.  

 

Article 11 of the Law 142 develops the social function character of public services by stating that 

these should be provided continuous and efficiently, abstained from monopolistic practices or 

restrictive behavior against competition, that they should facilitate the access to subsidies for 

people with low income, enable the access and interconnection of other enterprises that provide 

public services to the goods used for the organization and provision of services, and that they 

should collaborate with the authorities in case of emergency or state of internal commotion to avoid 

serious damages on users of public services.  It also allows users and even potential users of public 

services to create “development and social control committees”, which constitutes as a regulated 

space for participation and control of public service provision. By “users” they refer to individual 

persons, communities, NGOs, chambers of commerce, education institutions, guilds, formal 

geographical, industry and exclusive institutions established for social participation, and media 

(Superintendecia de Servicios Públicos Domiciliarios, 2016, p. 12).   

 

Regarding specifically these Development and Social Control Committees, this same Law states 

that in every municipality must exist a “Development and Social Control Committee of Public 

Services (Art. 62); yet this duty is weakened sentences after when this same article affirms that the 

initiative to create these Committees should come from the users, making this social control 

voluntary. The responsibilities of these committees are reduced to being a bridge between users or 

members of the Committee and the public service company, which means that other than putting 

another layer to the bureaucratic governance of the system, the role of it in terms of decision making 

is null. In this sense, there are no regulated space for social participation and control, other than the 

voluntarily creatable committees which do not have the power to influence decision-making. What 

does this mean? Firstly, that it depends strictly on the user to create social control, and in a 

misinformed society, this opportunity is not well known; and secondly, that there are no explicit 
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mechanisms for social control on public service provision. The interviewees confirmed this 

misinformation since either they did not know about the possibility or they did but they were not 

sure if it was possible for public telecommunications services. In the field of Telecommunications 

is specifically interesting because there has not been any voluntary committee created, which raises 

another doubt: other than not knowing, do citizens even care about their public telecommunications 

services? At least the Constitution of 1991 does establish social control over public enterprises that 

provide public services, but there is no information regarding private companies being subject to 

interference by users.   

 

Other than the above mentioned, there are not any other mechanisms for social control explicit in 

these two Laws that regulate public enterprises that provide public services, and it is in this scheme 

that ETB operates. Then again, it cannot be left out the general participation mechanisms that are 

regulated in the Laws 134 de 1994 and 1757 of 2015 (popular initiative, referendum, popular 

consultation, revocation of mandate, plebiscite, and open council), and in the Law 850 of 2003 

(citizen oversight committees). These are important to mention because they have indeed been used 

or at least thought off regarding selling ETB. The first mechanism thought to be used was the 

popular consultation by former major Mockus, in his first government period in in 1995. As 

mentioned above, it was an idea with strong support from different political actors due to, perhaps, 

his particular governing ideas and mechanisms that managed to change the civic culture in Bogota. 

Yet its unconstitutionality by that time made it impossible to use as a participation mechanism.  

 

A second mechanism used, citizen oversight committees via an observatory, was proposed as a 

program in 1998 by the Veeduría Distrital, to promote social control on projects of the city 

development plan and important decisions, which included, follow ups on the sale of ETB. The 

program was called “Veerdad Capital”, and its goal was to generate critical public opinion through 

the creation of an Observatory and a final report with recommendations. The creation of this 

program was timely, since just a year before ETB became a joint stock company, and that same 

year the city council approved to sell its shares in the stock market. Yet the nature of this program 

was not to counterbalance the decision, but to keep an eye on how the process was being executed. 

This particularity is addressed in Article 20 of the Law 850 of 2003 which states that in no ground 

can this type of committee delay, impede or suspend the programs, projects and contracts subject 
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to their surveillance (p. 16). Therefore, there was no space to question the decision, rather to see if 

it was being held correctly. This is also reflected in the specific goals and activities that Veerdad 

Capital had, producing feedback that stayed at the level of recommendations on aspects related to 

value of ETB, the profiles on the possible buyers, the possible requirements that the new partner 

would make to the Commission of Regulation of Telecommunications, the destination of the public 

resources and the social impact produced with this transition (El Tiempo, 1998b).  

 

The third mechanism used was the open council in early 2017. The intention of this participation 

mechanism is to provide with space for direct discussion, address concerns and give answers to 

specific proposals and requests. According to El Espectador (2017), the meeting was labeled as 

“struck, battered, and exhausting” (atropellado, maltrecho y desgastante). In addition, there was 

no real expectation of changes, since the open council was held after the decision to sell the share 

of ETB was made. Hence this participation mechanism was held more as a formality rather than as 

an option for real consensus. There is a doubt whether this mechanism was appropriate between 

the interviewees but at least it highlighted the attention on polarized positions. In conclusion, none 

of the administrations have managed to generate consensus around the role that the ETB could play 

in the city project, beyond vindicating the (abstract) importance of information and communication 

technologies and the importance of the resources that generates for the social investment of Bogota. 

 

Something common on these participation spaces is that they all are voluntary and can be promoted 

by citizens. Unfortunately, voluntarism, if there is any, is directly affected by cost-efficiency 

analysis, in which getting involved in a participation mechanism follows a standard of individual 

gains greater than their costs. In a context of vertical and horizontal unreliability in society, nor 

effective accountability mechanisms, community work in regards, for example, on the creation of 

the Development and Social Control Committees or the different participation mechanisms that 

need more than one person to work on it, becomes complex. What are we left with? A society that 

either does not fully know about their participation mechanisms for social control, nor the 

procedural steps to practice participation mechanisms, or does not even see as meaningful the need 

to control a public enterprise. These conclusions are based on the following analysis: in face of a 

situation of discomfort from a service providing company, it is easy for a user to exit a service 

delivery domain because there are other service providers in the market. This option is highly 
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related to the idea of competition. In some sense, it is a win for the user because there is always the 

option to change the service provider, but it is also a minus to the public company, in this case 

ETB, because is not only a loss for the company, but a loss on the idea of public provision and 

production of services, which we have found out that are the only ones regulated with a door for 

social participation. And the exit option would be only available for residents who either can afford 

services from a private company or are in an area where the private company has coverage. In both 

cases there is always the socioeconomically deprived that are left with no option but to keep the 

service from a public entity or not have the service at all.    

 

Another situation important to highlight is that there is a rather “positive” image of Gustavo Petro’s 

government decision to not sell ETB. What is not of common knowledge is that even though Petro 

did not sell the company, most of its activities were outsourced:  

 

What did Gustavo do? I value that Gustavo took the Company towards a period of 

technology, putting it at a forefront with optical fiber, if not ETB would have been 

sentenced to death. But he also internally, and catastrophically, did what no other major had 

done before, he precarized direct hiring, outsourced, quartered and quinterized the company 

(W. Sanchez, personal communication, April 23, 2019).  

 

Petro did not sell the company but he completely outsourced it. An example is Sales and 

Customer Service, it is one thing what the customer talks to the ETB official and another, 

perhaps different, what the contractor or customer service person actually installs in the 

user's home or agrees to do. The complaints and claims in sales are handled by a third party 

that only operates as far as the contract allows. (ETB Official 3, April 29, 2019). 

 

The outsourcing of ETB has had two faces, it alleviated the organization’s finances, meaning that 

the entity has saved up some resources in this regard, which went in line with the company’s 

general strategy of austerity until 2015 due to the great investment done on optical fiber. But this 

outsourcing has affected negatively the direct line of communication with individual customers. 

Therefore, the fear to privatize and what it could do over accountability is also happening with 

outsourcing.  
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Another point to make in this section is that the argument of “selling ETB” has become a weapon 

for users to complain when the company presents issues in service delivery. Customer service 

officials report a common use of the argument “that is why they want to sell it” by users who are 

unhappy with their ETB telecommunication services. Though it may not be a strict control 

mechanism from society, it affects the organization’s reputation with its clients. Now to understand 

the whole purpose of why users use this statement is out of reach, but it can be to trigger emotions 

on the ETB officer receiving the complaint.  

 

Something worth repeating here is that most of the shareholders of ETB are other public entities, 

either city administrations or enterprises. There is a strong debate in Twitter encouraged by the 

current city councilor Manuel Sarmiento on the alienation of their participation as well, also 

included in the overall discussion of privatizing ETB because of the clashing development goals 

which highlights short and long term visions of the use of the resources that stem from ETB: if the 

main goal is to have alternative resources for education, infrastructure and healthcare, then why 

prefer selling what produces constant resource flows for development, over one big load a 

resources than can run out immediately? (Sarmiento, 2017).   

 

If we understand that people have the freedom to associate and unionize, then any type of 

association is a representation of people’ interests to fight for their needs. In this regard, it is 

important to highlight the work of Sintratelefonos. The labor union has been always against the 

selling, and their arguments vary between the defense of public patrimony, the threat of changing 

benefits from the collective labor agreement, and the fear of mass layoffs do to restructures of 

occupational profiles. It is a discourse of us against the president and the major that has resulted in 

tension and fear in the workplace. Evidently it is a position that defends workers’ rights, yet, to 

what extent does it represent what the users or even society want. As a disclaimer, citizens do want 

their services delivered with efficiency and effectiveness, but also with sense of social justice. No 

then, despite being a public enterprise, there has been massive layoffs without due cost, with the 

argument of safeguarding the company’s patrimony. In this sense, regardless if it public or private, 

layoffs have been constant.  
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Now then, the role of Sintratelefonos can also be considered of secondary political authority in the 

sense that, though it does not exert regulated and designated official control over ETB, it is an 

organization that embodies values that affect ETB’s behavior such as the advocacy for worker’s 

rights.  

 

5.1.2 Secondary Political Authority: “ETB is the petty cash of every administration” 
As discussed above, the source of secondary political authority are public officials working within 

the framework of formally designated government institutions, and what is classified as the output 

of these government bodies (Bozeman, 1987). This section sought to answer questions such as how 

do secondary political actors constrain, endow, and or benefit ETB?  

 

To start of this analysis, we must understand how the political system is organized in ETB. The 

president of the company is designated by the board of directors, who are designated through a 

decree by the major of Bogota, who is the legal authority over the majority shareholder of ETB. 

This implies a great level of influence of the mayor on the decision of who will be the president of 

the company. It is a politically appointed position, meaning that as it is easily chosen, it is also 

easily removed. These kinds of civil servants have contractual and accountability weaknesses: they 

are not appointed by meritocracy, rather highlight the small circle of connections of the elected 

mayor; and since they are not appointed by citizens, their sense of responsibility with the 

community is debatable. Meritocracy is a basic criterion for social organization based on talent, 

ability and effort; and it is a way to create a culture of the public, based on equality and social 

justice. The appointing could be made in good faith, following a vision of the future development 

of the company, meaning that whatever future the city mayor sees on the company is what kind of 

president he is appointing. It implies a sense of dependency and affinity with political ideals, which 

suggests that whatever position and decision the mayor has over ETB, the president is destined to 

support it. Hence, if the mayor wants to sell the company, then the president will do as well. This 

is the image every other former president of ETB since 1992 to date with Jorge Castellanos. He 

has been viewed initially for creating the grounds of a deteriorating ETB, by using a discourse of 

losses regarding number of clients, high investments and low returns from the previous 

administration; reducing the investment in marketing and sales, and physically removing the logo 

of the company in one of the head administrative offices, somehow reducing the visibility of ETB 
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to the world. People even question whether the company still exists in other parts of Colombia 

where ETB has coverage because of the poor conditions of their sale points. Yet again, even under 

Castellano’s “bad leadership”, ETB has managed to have a net profit of $ 42,000 million, being the 

first time after four years that ETB achieved profit earlier than expected, with an Ebitda of $550,000 

million, which represented a 36% increase compared to what was achieved in the last three years, 

and an increase of 30% on the value of the stock (ETB Official 3, Personal communication, April 

3, 2019). Hence, if it is doing “good” under bad management, imagine it under good management:  

 

Despite being so badly managed, in the last financial report Dr. Castellanos came out to say 

that we were not “old shoes” anymore but it was viable, this reinforces the reason of the 

incursion of the councilors that voted in favor of the sale (W. Sanchez, Personal 

communication, April 23, 2019). 

 

The lack of meritocratic mechanisms for the election of the president ETB highlights a function 

that depends on who is the next mayor, situation that is tied to a three-year government period. 

Now debating about an appropriate length of a president’s leadership period is not a matter of this 

thesis but it is important to say that it falls on the same debate about the appropriate governing 

length of presidents of a country, what is considered enough to provide continuity to programs and 

actions. 

 

ETB’s everyday finances have been affected by the dilemma whether it would be sold or not. The 

uncertainty about its future during the time when it was in the hands of the Court to rule on the 

nullity claim, was a cause of fallen share prices by almost 50 % in 2018 (El Espectador, 2018). The 

falling share prices would affect the overall value of ETB and the total return that the city 

administration would have received if they would have been able to sell their share, which in turn 

would have affected the specific destination purposes of this money: education, security and 

healthcare. Yet when the Court came to a negative decision, the city administration’s shares were 

not sold and, and by 2019, under Castellanos’s presidency, the shares have managed to grow as 

mentioned earlier in this section.  
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Now let us focus our attention to the Law 142 of 1994 because it has had a great impact on ETB’s 

development, since it regulates the public service regime in Colombia. Article 17 states that the 

nature of public service organizations are joint stock companies. This reduced the options to the 

type of economic societies that could be formed for the purpose of public service delivery. The 

only question that is raised here is why? The other option would be a parastatal enterprise, which 

would mean that the territorial entity (municipality, departamento, or nation) would be the only 

provider of the public service, which was what ETB was before 1997. Some advantages of this 

economic figure are that it opens the possibility to create a commercial purpose, since the same 

person (natural or legal) can have several shares of this company and sell them without having to 

consult their decision with the other shareholders; and shareholders only respond for their 

contributions (AIJAbogados, 2019). This measure allowed the first alienation of capital from the 

city of Bogota. Still, even though it was thought to bring a technocratic cut to the figure of public 

services by imposing this inflexible unique model of organization (Cuerzo, 2002), specifically in 

the case of ETB, the majority shareholding in the hands of the city administration has maintained 

their control over the provision of public telecommunications services.  

 

In line with the apolitical goal conceived by this Law, Cuervo (2002) argued that it can also be 

perceived, among other reasons, in the responsibility of regulation, control and surveillance. This 

responsibility depends on one same decisional chain that leads to the president of the public service 

company. Hence the decisions of the State regarding these services remained in the hands of a layer 

of technicians with great autonomy and little or no political responsibility. Then again, and at least 

in the case of ETB, the evidence of power relations between the major of Bogota and the president 

of ETB shows that there is little autonomy and great political responsibility, perhaps on keeping 

their job and receiving all the bonuses characteristic of this managerial position (ETB Specialist 1, 

personal communication, March 28 2019).  

 

This Law also created Regulation Commissions (Article 69), for each type of public service, each 

ascribed to the particular parent Ministry (i.e. Communications Regulation Commission ascribed 

to the Ministry of ICT), and which are empowered with a great number of responsibilities that have 

legislative, executive and even judicial character. In each Commission, the concentration of power 

rests on three experts who, not only are the chosen in the same manner as the president of ETB, 
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but they concentrate a great amount of duties, even though the total number of members are five, 

but the other two figures are political actors that come from an already designated position in 

another governmental institution that is related to the work of the Commission. In this order of 

ideas, it is up to three persons who none represent the voice of the user, to legislate, execute and 

control the public services companies, because the other two have other responsibilities outside of 

the Commission, which leaves much to say about the capacity of the Commission to represent 

user’s interests, identify and define the areas of concern, formulate mechanisms for improvement, 

implement them, and evaluate their success, if not, change them and restart the whole cycle again.  

 

In addition to this, the Communications Regulation Commission’s 2001 review of the sector in 

Colombia argues about the importance of competitiveness and its correlation to increased 

penetration, service availability and employment. It also argues that because local telephony is 

considered a public service, it has imposed certain requirements, such as subsidies and controls 

mechanisms from the government, that although they worked well at the time, in a competitive 

world is not sustainable (p. 6). To clarify, low income households have their public services, 

including telephony, subsidized. Hence, the Commission’s position is inconsistent, since it argues 

about competitiveness and how this affects positively universal access but also criticizes the 

mechanisms for equity and control that the public framework has imposed on the telephony service. 

It somehow highlights the competitiveness and equity dilemma that enterprises have providing 

public services.  

 

It should also be noted that because ETB is funded with public resources, it is surveilled by the 

municipal comptroller. It is a transparency and it involves leaving everything on physical paper is 

still a common practice in public entities in Colombia because the comptroller is used to check the 

information this way. That means that every communication is printed out, enumerated, and put in 

a respective folder with whom this communication was held, in order to classify the information 

for future controls. ETB officials have expressed the slowness this process puts on everyday 

activities, compared to the practices done in other telecommunications companies such as 

Movistar, which is private owned, where there is a digital storage system. This is not an issue that 

just affects ETB, but every governmental entity that have public resources involved. E-Governance 

strategy on this matter has not been fully implemented.  
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In another regard, being a public telecommunications company in Bogota, it is to infer that the 

sector development plan includes the participation of ETB as a key actor for urban development 

and aligned to the visions of the Ministry of ICT. And this is in fact true, both public and private 

telecommunications companies were involved in the creation, execution and control of the 

Telecommunications Master Plan of Bogota, Decree 317 of 2006, regulated through the Decree 

412 of 2010. This Master Plan included also commitments regarding the goals and projects of this 

Plan, supporting the policies established in the city’s Connectivity Agenda. The commitments 

include strategies focused on universal access and ICT empowerment through research on 

teledensity and the real need of public telephones, installation of public phones for newly legalized 

neighborhoods, e-governance, e-commerce for industry development, creation of multipurpose 

community telecentres and interactive centers, and continuous technical support for the Integrated 

Network of Educational Participacion (Red Integrada de Particiapción Educativa – REDP) and 

the Network of Shopkeepers (Red de Tenderos) (Alcaldía Mayor de Bogota, 2006a).  

 

Since 2010, the city administration has published a yearly monitoring report. In the last report 

where ETB presented its results, 2015, it celebrated the 10th year anniversary of the ICT 

Massification Program (Programa Masificación TIC-PMTIC) through which the company has 

provided free trainings on topics related to ICT to socioeconomic vulnerable people and 

implemented over 100 telecenters in Bogota and Colombia, allowing people to access non-formal 

education opportunities to improve work skills and quality of life. In the characterization of the 

population that benefited ETB’s strategies, it is identified that over 64 % were woman; that most 

of the users where between the ages 18 to 25 (10.77 %), 46 to 59 (17,62 %), and older than 59 

(12,66 %); and that most of the users were from the socioeconomic strata 1 (33,9 %), 2 (38,16 %), 

and 3 (26,52 %). These results suggest that ETB’s strategies have brought socioeconomically 

vulnerable population close to the ICTs, affecting directly the principles of universal access and 

empowerment. Within this political framework, in 2012 ETB participated in the Vive Digital Plan 

created in the first government of former national president Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2014), 

which went in line with the company’s commitments with the Master Plan, by sponsoring the 

creation and sustainability of 25 telecenters in the country. The Plan overall was successful but all 

telecenters, including those sponsored by other private telecommunications companies, were shut 
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down in 2018 due to the impossibility to extend contracts for more than half of the original term. 

What this implies is that the commitment to reducing the digital gap depends on government 

periods, and the willingness of the next government to continue with the programs. Then again, the 

original idea was that these centers would pass to be run by the city administration, yet there was 

no information found on the transition of property from the nation to the municipalities.  

 

Another control figure for public services in general is the Superintendence of Public Services, 

highest authority in public service matters. The Law 142 has conferred this institution with control 

responsibilities, related to supporting user’s participation in decision-making processes of the 

companies that provide public services, for example, by supporting the Development and Social 

Control Committees with a surveillance and control mechanisms. Unfortunately, this entity does 

not surveille telecommunication companies specifically, regardless if their public or private, as it 

is in the jurisdiction of the Superintendence of Industry of Commerce, highest authority in 

competition matters. The problem that is raised here is that the latter Superintendence does not 

have responsibilities to support the Committees, only figure created by Law as a participation 

mechanism in public services. As ETB’s activity is reduced to that of the commercial sector, then 

there is an implicit classification of citizen as mere consumers of products and services. 

Additionally, ETB users have gotten confused through which Superintendence they should file 

their complaints and seek for involvement in decision-making.  

 

5.1.3 Tertiary Political Authority 
Tertiary political authority vests policy-making power in the organization, meaning that because 

of the circumstances and context through which the organization operates, it is both constrained by 

and endowed with political authority (Bozeman, 1987). In the specific case of ETB, its political 

authority, though limited, can be conceived through its participation in city and national 

development plans, as experts in the field of telecommunications. Though to go as far as to declare 

that ETB is equipped with tertiary political authority is exaggerated. The controversial situation 

where ETB has been at these last twenty years has made it seem weak in the eye for urban 

transformation. Definitely, there is a greater authority that controls the organization. 
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5.2 Economic Authority 
Since the literature on Publicness does not focus on evaluating Economic Authority, element 

characteristic of “Privateness”, there was no straight guideline to analyze organization behavior in 

this section. Yet to skip it is not ideal, because the case study is about a public enterprise, that is 

commercial by nature, meaning there is a sense of economic authority that plays an important role 

in its activity. To recapitulate, economic authority has been related to the property rights theory, 

capitalistic environment, marketization, economic self-interest, profit motif, and reduced 

regulation (Bozeman, 1987; Andrews et al., 2011). For guideline, the market, as a mechanism of 

regulation, is an instrument that requires the adoption of flexible solutions and determines that the 

agents that survive are those with the greatest capacity to adapt to the changing circumstances of 

the economy and society (Cuervo, 2002). Does the market determine the activity of ETB? Is ETB 

flexible to adapt to the conditions that the market imposes?  

 

To study telecommunications company is to confront industry-based notions such as value chain 

and prices, their relationship with concepts of globalization, competition and convergence 

(Gonzalez et al., 2001). The impact of these technologies on competitiveness is undeniable, as well 

as their potential to penetrate the global economy. A study made on 78 countries, including 

Colombia, concluded that the contribution of telecommunications infrastructure to GDP is 

substantial and generally exceeds exponentially the costs for providing it (Esfahani & Ramirez, 

2003).  

 

The transition from a monopoly to a competitive market in Colombia has opened the door for 

organizations of different nature to compete in the domestic market; it has stimulated a sense of 

competitive advantage, where the players, in this case, telecommunications companies, through 

their strategies on branding, quality of products and services, customer service, and other strategic 

measures are in advantage or disadvantage position; and an elastic demand, meaning that changes 

in the price of telecommunications services is one of the causes of changes in users’ affiliations to 

companies, or as a reason for “exit”. In accordance to this, Morgan and England (1988) argue that 

the opportunities for people to exit a service delivery domain follows not only a criterion of 

competition, but also a notion of participation, since it promotes greater citizen input and control 

over their services. In this regard, competition translated in the option to exit favor citizen’s 

possibility to choose what they want in regards to public service delivery.  
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The analysis of media identified two discourses, ETB as a player in the telecommunications market 

and ETB as public patrimony of Bogota. As a player in the telecommunications market, it is 

highlighted that ETB is a commercial enterprise, that although the city administration owns most 

of the shares, it is not subject to the public law regime, it must compete with the private sector in 

equal terms, and should make quick decisions to adapt to market rules. Changes in technology 

consumption and competition has pressured ETB to amplify its portfolio to services not exclusive 

to its dominant domain which is fixed telephone services, to other alternative services such as 

mobile phone and internet. The company has been in the forefront recently being pioneer in the 

country with optic fiber cable, offering it as a faster and least interrupted data transmission service.  

 

ETB has a rhetorical administrative and financial autonomy from the city government; and its 

assets are not only composed by governmental resources but also a result of their sales, investments 

and expenditures. Its goal is motivated by a discourse on growth, understood as Sales, Efficiency 

and Service. Sales is their main and strategic axis of the company; Efficiency understood as 

combination of austerity and effective spending; and Service as their means to guarantee a lower 

customer withdrawal. The aspects of material importance are crossed with their interest groups, 

who are workers, clients and shareholders, and investors. Society is considered to be an interest 

group, listed as a second priority, below workers, clients, shareholders and investors. These are not 

different from private telecommunications companies. Claro, biggest telecommunications 

company in terms of number of customers, private-owned, also states the same interest groups.  

 

The prices of their services are determined by a charge per unit of consumption, a fixed charge, 

and a charge for connection (Art. 9, Law 142/1994). The charge on unit of consumption reflects 

both the costs generated according to the level of consumption of the service as well as the demand 

for the service. This last point reflects a principle of free market imposed in public services pricing. 

Presumably, it is expected that greater competition would lower the fees of services. However, 

between the years 1997 and 2002, range in which the telecommunications sector had major 

expansion increases, opening to competition and private sector involvement, the fixed charge 

increased over 50% nation-wide and the charge on unit of consumption over 180% (Cuervo, 2002).   
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Something that was highlighted often in the Observatory “Veerdad Capital” memories was the 

process of how the shares of a public entity are to be sold, such as those from ETB. Though it is 

mechanism that follows market rules of supply and demand, meaning supply of shares and demand 

of different types of buyers such as strategic, institutional, and citizens, there is a specific procedure 

for share disposal when the shares are owned by a public entity which was mentioned earlier as the 

democratization of capital. This process entails that prior to an open sale of shares to any type of 

buyer, these are made available for employees, citizens and the solidarity sector, with preferential 

treatment. It is a condition that obstructs classical marketization and privatization, and though it 

made and still makes the process more complex in terms of uncertainty, it imposes the social nature 

of public shares. However, the bad economic conditions in which ETB was at in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, and within a context of uncertainty and insecurity in the country, made this 

democratization of shares a mere procedural step: a solidarity sector that did not have the 

purchasing power to invest in a telecommunications sector, and a labor force and society referenced 

as “unimportant market buyers”.  

 

Now then, the competing discourses forget that the market model has had the support of the 

government to correct market failures. In more specific terms, the market by itself has failed to 

allocated services in a context of differentiated social interests and socioeconomic conditions, 

hence the intervention of the government to correct this market imperfections. The subsidies on 

public services in Colombia, including those for telecommunications, for the economically indigent 

households is a good example of government intervention. These subsidies are regulated by 

national law not exclusive to public enterprises, meaning that a transition to a privately-run 

company would not change the subsidies for low income households.  

 

Finally, and something worth mentioning in this section is that political authority does have an 

influence over economic authority. As mentioned earlier in this research, the share prices of ETB 

have been sensitive to the political environment it is immersed in. The two capitalization processes 

in 1998 and 2003 were accompanied by uncertainty due to slo decision-making in the city council. 

When former mayor Gustavo Petro was dismissed from his position, and because of his 

unpopularity due to his center-left ideals for the city and his former connections to a paramilitary 

group, M-19, the prices of the shares increased which market analysts described as confidence 
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generation from investors (Portafolio, 2014, March 20). Additionally, the prices have been affected 

whenever there is uncertainty over ETB’s sale status. According to El Espectador (2018), during 

the time when the decision was in hands of the Court to decide whether or not to annul the sale of 

ETB, the prices of the shares fell for almost 50%. Likewise, Torres (2012) identified that the share 

prices were affected negatively whenever the president and the board of directors announced 

publicly that there was a sale proposal for ETB through a discourse of financial crisis.    

 

5.3 Affinity to public sector values  
In this section, the attempt was to follow Antonsen & Jorgensen (1997) argument on analyzing 

organization behavior based on the affinity to public sector values shared with notions of good 

governance. In this sense, this section focused on identifying behaviors related to accountability, 

transparency, inclusion, and impartiality. These public values are not mutually exclusive, which 

means that some of the behaviors highlighted in each section can also be considered with a different 

public value.   

 

5.3.1 Accountability 
Accountability is about a relationship between a superior and a subordinate or a principal and an 

agent, where the subordinate is the more dominant in the sense that it can control the superior in 

terms of its performance. Then again, the superior is the one who decides which are the 

responsibilities it can be hold accountable to, thus giving rise to problems of controls between 

principals and agents (Mulgan, 2000).  

 

The transition to a competitive market has affected the accountability function of ETB. During the 

years in which state-owned telecommunications companies provided their services in a 

monopolistic environment, the social and economic functions of these companies were 

fundamental in that their services exclusively determined the satisfaction of the communications 

needs of the population. In other words, if the State through its companies did not guarantee this 

service, the right of citizens for communications and, consequently, to their social, cultural and 

productive development that depended on communication was threatened. Nowadays, this social 

function has changed, including actors from the private sector. Would it be so to say that if the 

private actors do not guarantee this service, citizen’s rights are threatened as well? How can private 
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entities be hold accountable? Though the idea of accountability may transcend the public sphere, 

it is precisely in this sphere that is it mostly regulated.  

 

Accountability practices may take different forms. Spaces for communication between service 

providers and customers is an example of accountability mechanisms. Communications between 

these two parties are about different situations, mostly regarding the service in question. ETB has 

a system of questions, complaints, and petitions (known as PQRs, for its acronym in Spanish), 

instrument implemented by all entities in Colombia, to guarantee an alternative means for 

communication and exercise of customer service. This thesis focused on this communication 

system because it is not limited to customers, but to all people who want to communicate with the 

entity, and it enforces a timely response, making this system strong in regards to other 

communications means. PQRs are regulated by national law and are controlled by the 

Superintendence of Industry and Commerce. It is important to clear out that there are other 

communication lines that the entity offers for customer service: online chat, email, telephone, 

personalized attention at their offices, and finally, PQRs. The general rule for PQRs is so that the 

entity must answer the claim or petition within 15 days counted from the first business day 

following the reception of the petition, claim or request. Then again, the quickness to respond does 

not translate to quality of the response. The last two reports published by the SIC on PQRs in the 

telecommunications sector indicate that though ETB is not between the top PQR recipients, 80.6 

% of its PQRs have been for termination of contract, different from Claro and Movistar that though 

they concentrate both the highest number of clients and hence, highest number of PQRs in the 

sector, these are mainly about line setups and activations, and complementary services 

(Superintendencia de Industria y Comercio, 2017, 2018). The results may imply that that the 

communication with ETB via PQRs has been more a reactive measure because of problems and 

mistakes with their service, or bad customer service via other communication mechanism (i.e. 

phone and email). In public choice terms, accountability in this regard can be understood both as a 

“voice” and an “exit” option (Kolderie, 1986): Though PQRs are a mechanism that fosters 

transparency and engages argument between parties (voice), the competitive environment in which 

ETB operates is so that exiting and the transfer of responsibility is also an option for customers. It 

is important to mention that accountability does entail an assessment on performance, and the 

capacity to sanction or compensate. As mentioned earlier, it regards a recognition of non-
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transferable responsibility regardless the outcome. Therefore, the negative results in this report 

hinder the accountability environment for the entity. Customers seek elsewhere for a provider that 

has better services to provide and can respond accurately before contract termination motif.  

 

Continuing with the discussion on PQRs, the discourse around this communication mechanism is 

so that it is open for any person, natural or legal, to request information and/ deliver a complaint. 

Yet the format sets limitations for non-customers, meaning society in general, to communicate. 

The form starts with the question “What is the name of your operator?” followed by other supplier-

consumer questions such as “Which is the fixed or mobile line implicated?”, “What are the facts 

on which the requirement is based on”, “Location of the problem” and a space for attachments. 

These questions imply that the focus of the format is more for customers than for citizens exercising 

their right to request information, embodied in Article 23 of the Colombian Constitution under the 

premise “Right to Petition”. This does not imply that the format is wrong, but it does limit 

communication with all citizens. This situation causes concern and doubt: if the format has been 

kept this way, is it so then that the information request with the purpose of consultation is not 

significantly exercised through this mechanism? Or, is it written in this way to expressly limit 

consultation, research, investigation? From personal experience, and as reflected in the 

Methodology and Ethical Considerations chapter, even though the consultation is still possible 

through the PQR format, accessibility may depend on the requesters role in society. 

  

Other control mechanisms that are means for accountability are the pressures that city councilors 

and media have put to activate political debate over issues of public interest such as selling ETB. 

This is not a direct control mechanism over ETB, but over those who have secondary political 

authority over ETB, that at the end of the day are the ones that control ETB’s behavior, including 

its president. People, customers or not, have reached their local council representatives and media 

to informally highlight mistakes, and remember the local administration and the president of ETB 

their responsibilities. Twitter has been the grounds for great discussions, from simple complaints 

on services, to politicians campaigning using the hashtag #ETBnosevende (ETB is not for sale) 

and #ETBparatodos (ETB for all).  
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Media has been the means through which the public opinion has constantly remembered the local 

administration their responsibility over protecting the public patrimony of Bogota. A topic that is 

constantly mentioned is that the company has been a source of permanent income for the city, 

situation that does not exist with private telecommunications providers, other than the taxes they 

pay to operate in the country, and situation that would seize if ETB is sold. A responsibility of the 

State is to take care not only of the people but also of its assets because these assets are there for 

the purpose of investment for development, such as the dividends that ETB generates for Bogota. 

Manuel Sarmiento (2017), city councilor leader of the anti-privatization campaigns since 2016, has 

argued that ETB has generated over 2.6 trillion COP (758,209,364 USD aprox.) between 1998 and 

2015, and specifically 431 billion COP (125,397,654 USD aprox.) for the city administration, 

enough resources to finance other development projects such as public schools.  

 

Now then, it is important to clear out that whether the accountability mechanisms fail to accomplish 

their accountability goal, it does indeed serve as a mechanism of control over public entities. Public 

organizations are in the eye of the public, which means that every move they make is going to be 

closely overlooked by any stakeholder. This situation is much different in regards to private 

companies, specifically in the case of contracting out. Many of the companies offering public 

services previously provided by governments are not as accustomed to being held accountable to 

the public (Mulgan, 2000). The relationship between a private actor and a person is reduced to a 

simple provider-consumer, where “exit” becomes the normal action when needs are unsatisfied. 

Accountability in the private sphere is still in the hands of the private actor whether it should 

respond by responsibility of actions, which can be understood as a behavior of a person: a company 

is held accountable for its actions as a natural person is held accountable for its actions, which 

means that there is not any particular set of practices or procedures for a private person to 

compulsorily respond for their actions unless there is legal pressure to do so.   

 

As a final remark, the outsourcing of some of ETB’s activities such as store sales and customer 

services, for the sake of austerity, has affected the direct communication with clients and with 

people in general. This can be regarded as hindering accountability because it affects the direct 

communication between the public entity and society, or in a simplistic manner, between the 

provider and consumer. Therefore, efforts to build better communication in these areas in specific 
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is left in the hands of a third party with no guarantee of being sensitive to a regulated social purpose 

such as a public entity.  

 

5.3.2 Transparency  
As mentioned in the accountability section, the level of scrutiny of the public sector is greater than 

that of the private sector. Law 1712 of 2014 is an anticorruption norm that regulates the right to 

access public information (Art. 1). Transparency is understood not only as an obligation to give 

answer to petitions from society, but also for entities subject to this law to actively create and 

promote a transparent culture. This leads to the obligation to constantly and timely make public 

information on government activity for public interest.  

 

ETB is subject to this law. The entity has a link on its webpage that leads to a section on 

transparency and access to public information. This section groups up a great range of information 

on legal processes, frequently asked questions, news, customer service mechanisms, norms and 

regulations, organizational structure, financial information, corporate laws, anticorruption strategy, 

annual reports, internal control reports, freedom of expression, public procurement, projects on 

ICT massification, data protection, human rights and gender equality, PQRs, job vacancies, and 

information on labor unions, associations and other groups of interest.  

 

The information is vague in some topics and more specific in others. The difference may lie on to 

what extent these matters generate legal responsibility or on how the topic may generate 

controversy with interest groups if not made public. For example, the financial information is 

composed of detailed reports, while there is no information under ICT massification. In these 

circumstances, public scrutiny on public resources is stronger than that of social strategies. It is 

interesting though that the role of telecommunications for development is used as a discourse to 

introduce their strategies as a company, but there is minimum information available for the public 

when it comes to consolidated data.  

 

Now then, Movistar and Claro, private telecommunications companies which are not subject to the 

law above mentioned, do not have a section destined for transparency mechanisms per se. They 

have a section on important information for customers, which includes specialized support on plans 
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and tariffs, quality of internet indicators, internet speed limitation factors, network management 

and PQRs, section that ETB also has. This difference is a matter of secondary political authority, 

where the influence of regulation directly affects the publicity of information. It would be difficult 

to forecast whether a company would keep pursuing publicity if it is privatized.  

 

Another aspect to discuss here is transparency in decision making specifically in regards to selling 

the company. Its controversy led ETB to temporarily have available to the public a section in their 

webpage destined exclusively to the matter. The information in this section was mainly official 

communications of the president of ETB and of mayor Peñalosa. In this regard, and considering 

their initial strong interest in selling the company, it has been considered by informants that the 

information to the public was biased, only showing the remarks of those in favor of the sale and 

the processes taken to do so. There was a need to access the web portals of the opposition, such as 

Sintratelefonos and city councilors, in order to access information of the other parties involved.  

 

The transparency points explained above can be understood as an outward activity with actors that 

are not directly part of the organization. Transparency can also be exercised inward, meaning 

internal measures and activities with employees. In this case, measures of transparency can be 

related to procedures and decision making. It becomes relevant expressions of employees 

interviewed, who considered that they only knew as much as what media has covered on the sale:  

 

“Selling ETB has always been a decision from above, they tell us nothing. The change in 

the district administration always leads us to have days of surprise, rumors run 

everywhere, nobody says anything concrete. One is just waiting for what happens in the 

news” (ETB Official 2, Personal communication, April 29, 2019). 

 

ETB’s measures on transparency are a result of the binding responsibility for being mainly a public 

company. Its scope of function is the same as that of a public servant: it does what the law explicitly 

authorizes it to do, not more, nor less.  
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5.3.3 Inclusion 
Inclusion is one of the strongest values not only for good governance and development but also a 

strong feature of telecommunication services. They connect people and societies, regardless of 

income and geographic location. In very unequal societies, such as the Colombian, inclusion should 

be a key argument in organization performance when the goods and services they provide affects 

development. In fact, one of the three pillars of the current national government of President Ivan 

Duque is equity.  

 

Traditionally, inclusion has been evaluated through intra organizational behavior (Antonsen & 

Jorgensen, 1997; Moulton, 2009). As mentioned earlier in the theoretical framework, one of the 

limitations of empirical Dimensional Publicness studies has been its focus on revising situations 

and behaviors within the organization. This has been translated into verifying the quota of women 

and/or ethnic minorities in the company, relationship with accessibility for disabled employees, 

transparent and competitive public procurements, and trainings. These are indeed relevant to 

discover the comprehensive work that an organization does with its labor force; but in this thesis 

specifically what is of interest is how inclusion is reached with external people.  

 

ETB does not fall short in this regard. As a mainly public organization, the argument of inclusion 

has been key to sustain anti-selling campaigns. These campaigns are focused in two main 

arguments, price and coverage. The argument of price and affordability emphases that a profit-

seeking mentality, like that of private entities, has no intention to provide affordable services to the 

indigent. In general terms, a price increase, or more specifically, an increase in the price-cost 

relation occurs when there is monopolistic control of an organization, cheaper ways of producing 

and/or higher product quality (Konings et al., 2017). Assuming the competitive environment of the 

sector, the argument sustains that the private entity would thrive for higher product quality, defining 

prices based on the latter rather than based on the purchase power of the Colombian society. This 

market problem is balanced with the creation of subsidized services for low income households, 

which both encourages the private company to provide services for those who cannot afford it and 

these to hire these services. Service subsidies are a support that the State provides. In this sense, 

there is doubt on the real capacity of private actors to provide the services if at the end of the day, 

there is a need of State support to fix a market failure to allocate services to an economically 

unequal society.  
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Additionally, the interviewed highlighted that private telecommunications companies do indeed 

provide cheaper services. Diverse opinions were expressed on the subject. What can be highlighted 

is that private companies offer cheap prices because they do not have any costs over maintaining 

and improving the cabling system in Bogota. Private companies pay a representative amount of 

money (i.e. rent) to use the cabling system that ETB has stretched out in the city. And with the 

latter remark is when the second argument of inclusion, coverage, is introduced. ETB had the job 

to create the cabling system that exists now in the city, for being the first telecommunications 

company in Bogota. Their social function has been so that the geographical growth of Bogota has 

been accompanied with their telecommunications support, including high risk areas2 such as Puente 

Aranda, Los Mártires, Ciudad Bolivar, and Usme. And its specifically in these high-risk areas that 

the private companies have had minimal intention of intervening unless the cost-benefit relation is 

higher and there is expressed support and/or cooperation with the local administration (i.e. security 

or via social projects). Additionally, ETB has a subsidiary, Skynet, which is a satellite 

telecommunications company that provides internet services in the most remote areas of the 

country, service that the private counterparts do not have.  

 

Here can also be mentioned the company’s ICT Massification Program, its participation in city 

ICT planning and the Vive Digital Plan, as mentioned in the secondary political authority section. 

There is an explicit commitment to increase universal access and empowerment and therefore 

influence the reduction of the digital divide not only in Bogota but in the country as well, as its 

services have not been limited to the city capital.  

 

This feeling of inclusion that a company provides exceeds the tangible to more abstract ideas such 

community and citizenship. Morgan and England (1988) argue that these noneconomic factors 

hindered by privatization, and least discussed in the praxis of load-shedding and contracting out in 

the public administration field are factors greatly related to inclusion. Their argument, specifically 

in the case of the United States, that “with the artifacts of prosperity so readily at hand, private 

activities become all the more enjoyable, weakening any tendency to undergo sacrifices for social 

																																																								
2	High risk areas understood as geographical places in the city where the environmental and safety conditions are 
such limiting the availability of the service.  
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ends” (Ibíd, p. 982). Community building, meaning having something in common and to build 

upon it, and citizenship, meaning a sense of belonging, are complex arguments against privatization 

because it is implying that there is a (rhetorical) strong relationship between the State and citizens, 

and privatizing will then break down that perceived relationship and how they serve each other. 

Though in theory this may be true, when reviewing the praxis of such statement, citizens have 

become passive consumers of telecommunication services, regardless their provider. Though two 

distinctions can be made in this regard, between older generations, prior to 1990s, who lived 

exclusively with ETB’s services and younger generations who have grown with the most recent 

competitive telecommunications market; and those from the city of Bogota and the rest. These two 

distinctions are important because there is a perceived weak sense of appropriation from those who 

have never built a relationship with ETB, by being either an outsider of the city or too young to 

know the role it has played in the development of Bogota. Regardless, the narrative focuses on an 

ideal state of the art, and it attaches to the State-citizen relationship features and by doing so, it 

categorizes the private actor as an outsider, or as an actor not part of the community’s identity. 

Therefore, if such outsider becomes a means to exert State-society relationship, then accountability 

is diffused, responsiveness is obscured, and endorsement is challenged. 

 

The arguments on citizenship and community can imply that there are common grounds in the 

environment to create a sense of ownership upon a public asset that is the governmental 

organization that provides a service of general interest; and that there is still a public purpose for 

both the existence of such organization and for the activities it performs. Now this is quite 

important, because it is very different to discuss about privatization of public service provision and 

privatization of other governmental organizations such as banks. The latter fosters the 

individualistic development of society whilst the former affects directly services that can be, if not 

already, indispensable for society’s development. Can an outsider provide a service of general 

interest is not the question, it is whether it should, understanding that these services have been 

aligned to public sector responsability.   

 

Now then, if it is also understood inclusion as a value for decision making, then the situation of 

ETB becomes obscure. Being a company of the city administration of Bogota, means that ETB has 

been subject to the city administration’s decisions. Answers to the question to what extent ETB has 
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openly sought for public opinion for their decision-making? were conclusive: decisions of the 

company are based primarily on the city administration’s decisions, budget and customer 

complaints, with no clear response of the role of non-subscribers in regards to the operation of the 

company. It has been regarded as a passive organization, limited to or constrained by the rivalry 

between the city administration and its political opposition.  

 

5.3.4 Impartiality 
Impartiality is defined in this thesis as the attention given to different points of view, and 

consistency of decision making. To understand ETB’s affinity to this public value it was necessary 

to take on a point of view on how has the company behaved in a disjunctive, such as the sale debate. 

Though ETB has not explicitly engaged in any debate in its social media platforms, and though 

their position has been considered discrete given the circumstances, the overall thought, and as 

discussed earlier in this thesis, is that the president of the company is aligned to the city mayor’s 

ideals. What it interesting to highlight is that the mayor is regarded as the decision-maker, leaving 

the president of the company as a subordinate. In the interviews the employees of ETB also 

recognized this alignment as currently detrimental for the performance of the company, 

highlighting that the current presidency election was tied to a partial conception on selling the 

company. The interviewed compared the decision-making of the former and current presidents of 

ETB, Saúl Kattan and Jorge Castellanos respectively, and their strategies. Their strategies have 

caused strong debate, weather Kattan’s expansion strategy through optical fiber investment was on 

the expense of financial and operational stability; and whether Castellanos’s austerity strategy was 

on the expense of competitiveness. Regardless, the interviewed expressed unpleased feelings 

specifically against Castellanos, who they repeatedly consider he was only appointed for the 

purpose of selling the company, and therefore making it seem to the public that the company was 

underperforming.   

 

Media has managed to identify the main discourses from which the different presidents of ETB 

have had. Since the first presidency of Sergio Regueros (1996), to date, the support of selling ETB 

has been consistent, except in the former government of Gustavo Petro. The sale support has been 

channeled through a preventive strategy, which suggests that the company should be sold to private 

actors and in this sense, avoid the negative implications that it has had already due to bad public 
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management and politics. This position has not been open to other alternatives such as public-

private partnerships, similar to the situation of UNE-EPM in Medellin. For the ETB officials 

interviewed and the labor unionists, it seemed as if the only motif the presidents have is keeping 

their position in the company and receive their bonuses. 

 

This partial behavior of the president, who is the face of the company, may be different to what 

some employees want. Apart from the Sintratelefonos representatives interviewed, the ETB 

officials did not express any position on whether the public shares should be sold or not. Their 

considerations where concentrated more in the productivity of the company and in the need of a 

good president for it to function well in the telecommunications sector.  Though there is a negative 

image on the president of ETB and his actions to sell the company, there was not a considerable 

fear of what would the situation be if ETB was sold. In the interviews, they expressed personal 

discomfort on working in a company that is publicly viewed as having poor results.  

 

Another point to make here is that impartiality to some extent is the rule of law. Related to this, 

and according to the last sale debate lawsuit, the non-inclusion of the article through which the 

alienation was proposed in the draft of the Development Plan, therefore presenting a non-

consolidated document, affected directly the real possibility for discussion within the city council, 

organism that represents the main social and economic sectors of Bogota, which makes it an entity 

that offers the possibility to ensure one of the guiding principles in terms of planning, such as 

participation. Therefore, this institution did not have the real and effective opportunity to analyze, 

debate, promote discussion among citizens, make recommendations, and much less issue a concept 

regarding the sale of the shares of ETB.  

 

This is just one example where there rule of law has favored the non-alienation of shares. The 

Context Chapter identified that most of the negative negotiation results in the city council were due 

to procedural facts, that though they can be superficial in terms of the sale debate itself, it 

accentuates that there are rules to be followed and should be respected. It can be also a cloak that 

covers the uncertainty of the city council to give a definite response over the sale debate that has 

been going on for decades.  
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6. Discussion  
 

The last chapter concentrated on combining the theoretical framework and the methodological path 

in order to identify key sources of political authority that affect ETB’s behavior as well as its 

affinity to public sector values. In addition, this research presented a historical perspective of the 

sale of ETB which concentrated in the ways the sale was approached. The focus was on identifying 

in every source of authority spaces for society to influence and/or participate on organization 

behavior, and its performance against values considered important in good governance literature 

and organization theory. In regards to economic authority, the idea was to identify whether ETB 

responded to market behavior and changing circumstances of the economy. Now then, this section 

will concentrate on discussing the major findings of the analysis and its limitations, translated in 

to opportunities for further research. 

 

The first analysis focused on political authority, divided in primary, secondary and tertiary, being 

the main element of the theoretical framework. The findings confirm that ETB scores high in 

Dimensional Publicness, meaning that its performance and behavior is mainly constrained by or 

endowed by sources of political authority, specifically from secondary sources of political 

authority, despite the fact that it is an enterprise run by market pressures as well. It is also 

identifiable what can be considered as regulated and informal influences of political authority both 

having either positive or negative impacts on ETB’s behavior.  

 

According to Moulton (2009) regulative influence involves the capacity to establish rules, 

surveillance mechanisms and sanctions to influence behavior (p. 892). The regulative influence 

can be best described through the legal framework of operation that the Public Services, 

Telecommunications and Transparency Laws have set, as well as the way in which the managers 

of ETB are chosen. The implications of this regulative influence vary. In the positive side, which 

the anti-privatizing debate has been weak to portray, is that the legal framework has set parameters 

to meet with public value goals related to accountability, transparency and inclusion. As a public 

entity, it responds to performance controls set by the Ministry of ICT, the Telecommunications 

Regulation Commission, the Comptroller, the city Veeduria, and even the Development and Social 

Control Committees (if they exited for public telecommunications services). As it was described 
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earlier, this influence on behavior has affected positively in terms of ETB’s participation in national 

and city development plans, with sensitivity towards the socioeconomically and geographically 

indigent. Additionally, the regulation of the entity has opened the opportunity for cooperative 

management between public officials, who set the overall goals, and technicians who make these 

goals possible. Hence, the regulatory framework, though technocratic in its nature, has permitted a 

communication between private-sector practices for management and efficiency driven results and 

public-sector practices of political control.   

 

However, the analysis highlights the problems of the regulative framework in which ETB operates, 

in regards to the real capacity to respond to informal political controls and social influence. Because 

of its public nature, the employees of the company are public officials, meaning that they are 

employees of the city administration. These include both the president and the board of directors 

of ETB, who cover positions that are freely appointed and removable. This situation sets a direct 

line of influence between the major and the head management, as well as a general influence over 

the contractual system of the company. Hence, ETB’s is susceptible to local government periods 

and political ideals, which in many cases has been regarded as negative for the growth and 

development of the company. The uncertainty about the sale of ETB, which happens every three 

years, has negatively affected the share prices and has led to what Petro (2012) and Giraldo (2016) 

described as a stagnation or paralysis in the development of the company to make the required 

investments and expand its service portfolio. In this sense, in a way the political environment in 

which ETB operates can also be the cause of its weakened position in the telecommunications 

market. This situation goes in line with the strategic sale discourses highlighted by media, Torres 

(2012), and general privatization promoters: most of the problems of a public company are due to 

unclear and limited to short term development plans and corruption. For example, that projects 

such as the telecenters were discontinued because the contract had ended leaves much to say about 

the governmental will to continue social projects that have demonstrated positive results in terms 

of society’s ICT appropriation, specifically in regards to people in the socioeconomic strata 1, 2 

and 3, which were most of the users of these interactive places, and in the strata with less internet 

penetration. This portrays an inconsistency between a socially ICT sensitive discourse and de facto 

implementation practices.  
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In a wider perspective, another point to make is about the weak and complex regulatory framework. 

ETB is, like any other telecommunications company, surveilled by the Telecommunications 

Regulation Commission, which concentrates a great amount of regulatory, semi-executive, semi-

judicial and semi-legislative responsibilities. These are left in the hand of three persons, because, 

and as mentioned in the analysis, though there are five persons that make up this Commission, the 

other two are public officials already assigned to high level positions different to that of a 

Commission member. Can three people actually accomplish all these functions for the entire 

telecommunications sector in Colombia? Likewise, the complexity of the regulatory framework 

can be understood through the following idea: ETB is a public company that provides services, 

hence regulated by the Public Services Law, but instead of being surveilled by the Superintendence 

of Public Service, which is the highest authority in public service provision, it is controlled by the 

Superintendence of Industry and Commerce, the highest authority of competition. The discrepancy 

is based on the nature of the company, since it is not exclusively public (it is a joint stock company, 

which 11.6 % is owned by private actors) which reduces its purpose to functions almost exclusive 

to commercial matters. 

 

This may lead our attention to different perceptions of goods and services. Though 

telecommunications do not share the life-or-death reality like essential public services do (i.e. 

health, water, sanitation and electricity), it does assist as a means to further develop other essential 

services and reduce the digital divide, or in more traditional terms, reduce information asymmetry. 

Hence, to reduce its value to a mere transaction is limited for its impact on socioeconomic 

development. It should be taken into account that the border between essential and normal goods 

and services can be relative, a non-essential service may become essential due to context-specific 

situations.  

 

In line with the above mentioned is that of the regulated spaces for social participation in public 

services. As mentioned early in the analysis, the Development and Social Control Committees are 

available for society to voluntarily associate and build a communication line between society and 

the public service company. Unfortunately, there has not been any voluntary created committees 

for the telecommunications sector specifically. Regarding ETB, the only somewhat social control 

mechanism generated was Veerdad Capital, which was promoted by a governmental entity 
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(Veeduría) for the exclusive purpose to oversee that the first share-holding dispossession was done 

according to law. This produces two main concerns: firstly, that society in general has little to no 

interest –indifferent- or has little information on telecommunications control; and secondly, that 

there is little to no intention of governmental entities to make known, via awareness mechanisms, 

the regulated spaces for social participation in telecommunication matters, and public services in 

general. It can be argued that if these committees where as well-known as the general participation 

mechanisms (popular initiative, referendum, popular consultation, revocation of mandate, 

plebiscite, open council, and citizen oversight committees), perhaps the situation would be 

different.  

 

This thesis dares to argue as well that ETB’s sources of secondary political authority affect sources 

of economic authority, to the extent of defining ETB’s task environment. The technical 

considerations of the organization are defined by politically active figures that are, using the 

Dimensional Publicness terminology, limited to or endowed by one strong source or political 

influence who is the major of Bogota and his government plan. The decreased share prices during 

the possible sale, the outsourcing in former mayor Petro’s government and the investment in fiber 

optic cables, though very market oriented in their nature, are technicalities that are a result of 

decisions by senior management and their political agenda.  

This is the negative character that unfortunately politics has put over decision-making purposes, 

which falls in favor of the privatization discourse once again. The 1990’s market liberalization and 

pro-private discourses did not foresee the impact of the institutional environment in which public 

companies were to be embedded in, which in other words means that the regulatory context has 

failed to diffuse the impact that political behavior has over public enterprises.  

 

Now then, the historical analysis of the various sale attempts evidences that the debate relives every 

three years in every mayor election, as if there was no recollection of the results of previous 

discussions. Unfortunately, this can be perceived with the informal ways the city administration 

has presented the proposal, and how it has been socialized. If there were more standardized 

mechanisms or a way to concentrate the “best” practices of previous governments to both present 

the project and include social participation, the approach and the conceived image of the city 

administration and of the president of ETB could be different. The image that the mayor has plays 
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a strong role on the sale debate. An example would be the popularity of ex-mayor Mockus in his 

first administration, who attempted initially to approach the sale, via a popular consultation, which 

could not be carried out due to a legal situation out of his hands. On the contrary, a negative image, 

mixed with an inadequate way of approaching the situation, has proven to affect negatively the sale 

and the overall reputation of the mayor, in this case, what has happened with current mayor 

Peñalosa.  

 

In line with the previous point is that the lack of historical memory has led to repeated outdated 

arguments that only accentuate two discourses supported by large body of literature and case 

studies about the economic effects of privatization which were mainly written almost three decades 

ago, distant from the Colombian reality, and with lesser attention on current issues such as social 

justice and welfare. Almost 30 years have passed since the first intention of selling ETB was 

reported by media and the discourses have been kept the same, regardless the party in government 

and regardless the conditions in which Bogota situates.  

 

In terms of the affinity to public sector values, the analysis suggest that the affinity is determined 

by regulated public purpose. The findings are inconclusive to suggest a level of affinity since one 

thing is what is regulated as a public value and the other how it is being achieved in practice. Two 

points can be made for this. That ETB dedicates a section on Transparency in their webpage does 

not guarantee that the information shared is complete, or accurate. Few sections, such as ICT 

massification are empty; others only display the strategies or regulation on the matter (i.e. 

anticorruption strategies, data protection, freedom of expression, human rights and gender equity). 

The financial, yearly reports and internal control reports are of the few that do have information. 

This situation can be because of the imperative to have it available for fiscal matters. Same situation 

with its communication lines, such as the PQRs. Though it exists as a regulated space for 

communications, the probability of receiving the information requested may strongly depend not 

only on the type of information requested, but also on role the requester has in society. Similarly, 

the findings suggest that the company’s affinity to public sector values are aligned to decisions of 

the city administration and ETB’s president. Given their political alignment, discourses and 

decisions regarding it sale can be considered partial, and to some extent, not even favoring the rule 

of law or organization survival. Despite the irregularities, affinity to public sector values has been 
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pressured by the fact the organization is public, situation that can be harder to identify in private 

telecommunications companies. 

 

The analysis on public values accentuates ETB’s role in city development, ETB has been part of 

the development of Bogota for many years, argument that is filled with public purpose based on its 

former condition of being the exclusive provider of telecommunications in the city. Yet, it is not 

clear whether its participation in development of ICT programs is due because it is publicly owned 

or because it is in fact a competitive company to work with. The development projects such as the 

telecenters and interactive centers also included the participation of privately owned companies 

such as Claro and Movistar, to the extent that their sponsoring was much greater than that of ETB. 

The feedback of the communication via PQRs also similar conclusions. That the company reports 

a low amount of PQRs requested does not entail that communication is healthy, since the findings 

indicate that most of the communication through this mechanism is for contract termination.  

 

The analysis on political authority, economic authority and affinity to public sector values leads to 

a discussion of governance. It can be identified that the decision-making has been top-down, with 

no clear inclusion of social perception. Whether the parties in favor and against use as a discourse 

the social value of the resources that generates and could generate ETB for Bogota has not 

translated into actual social sensitivity. There is no evidence on a space for participation in the 

privatization debate outside of the mechanisms of social participation used that have been flooded 

with representatives (i.e. city councilors and labor unions). The State-citizen relationship has been 

defined by representatives that argue between efficiency and due process, that to some extent might 

not be thinking on the greater good of the community. Although these two are important for 

sustainability, so it is the process that decisions are taken. Yet if the focus is on what kind of 

organizations do we want, then, it is evident that more social ownership and control solutions could 

create greater confidence on the organizations and institutions we have today. Or in Goodsell 

(2016) words, if we are to arrive to new answers to what we want from our public services [and I 

add organizations], they can only be discovered through democratic political struggle, and they 

remain contested as much as shared (p. 13).  The meaning of political has been reduced to negative 

and questionable government behavior, when the sole purpose of being political is perhaps bridging 

inputs between parties, in this case between society and the State, and even between private actors. 
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The arguments of the last sale debate can be a call for this precisely. The manner through which 

the sale was proposed, the reduced amount of time given for discussion in the city council, and the 

time for which the open council was held are signs that there is a need for more political debate on 

a subject that cannot be reduced to the legal nature of the entity that produces services.  

 

As a last remark, it is worth mentioning the role that media has played in collecting the different 

points of view of the debate. As an informal space for participation, it has worked as a means to 

put pressure on accountability and transparency not only on ETB but also on the different actors 

involved in the sale controversies. Media has managed to capture the different discourses on the 

sale debate, reassuring its role as a platform for discussion and as a source of information of past 

events on the topic.  

 

The above findings indicate that there is more to be considered than just a change in ownership. 

However, the limitations of this research must be discussed to align the reasons and validity for 

this case study. 

 

Firstly, the absence of another organization to compare the results limits the qualification of degree 

of Publicness. It is a limitation identified already in the methodologies section, limitation that 

makes the results relative since there is no point of comparison. The academic literature on the use 

of Dimensional Publicness examines at least two cases in order to draw patterns and differences. 

It is worthy to mention that in the other large cities in Colombia, such as Medellin and Cali, local 

governments have maintained the operation of their public telecommunications enterprises though 

a unified model of public service provision via one same company, EMCALI Telecomunicaciones, 

with no intention to privatize, and UNE-EPM Telecomunicaciones, a public-private partnership. A 

comparative case study of organization behavior within the same national regulatory framework, 

but different set of local actors and power relations, can provide with relevant information on the 

privatization debate.  

 

As a second remark is the fact that though the research had a socially sensitive point of view, it did 

only regarding the regulatory framework and organization behavior, with less attention to the point 

of view of society itself. This limitation is also identified in the methodological section. It is 
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somewhat restricted to argue that the debate should expand from a discussion between bureaucrats 

and city leaders, yet the data collected did not include social perceptions of ETB or the sale debate. 

Including the perception of society related to the actual spaces for social participation in 

telecommunications would have given a clearer meaning to the Publicness of ETB. Yet, the 

difficulty to access information on ETB’s coverage and clients made this limitation complex to 

overcome.  

 

Thirdly, the time of data gathering affected the information retrieved. The data was obtained after 

the last hot privatization debate calmed down. Findings and perceptions could have been different, 

or more insightful, if the data was collected during campaign period, or when the city 

administration would have been preparing its development plan. As a fourth limitation is the 

validity of time and context specific state of the art situations. The situation analyzed here is subject 

to change. To date, the Colombian congress is debating on a new Telecommunications Law, 

regulation that may alter the results retrieved in this thesis, because regulation indeed affects 

organization behavior.  

 

The fifth limitation has to do with the real impact of regulation over outcomes. Regulation, 

although useful for defining a-prior behavior, it is not an exclusive predictor of public outcomes. 

A point of view that puts not only organization behavior but also public outcomes in the forefront, 

would place more attention to what type of organizations this society wants to have and identify 

the governance structure capable of reaching this goal. A focus on “what do we want” and 

“advancing publicness”, also discussed by Mcdonald (2016), is useful if the matter is about 

effectiveness - doing the right things -  and equity, in a context of public service provision, then 

the discussion cannot be simply reduced to a maximizing an efficiency function of affinity to 

regulation.  

 

These limitations only highlight that there is more to research and that the Dimensional Publicness 

framework has more to offer than the results obtained in this initial analysis. Bozeman’s 

contribution to organization theory for the purpose of public administration analysis has created a 

fertile ground to criticize outdated debates on the public-private ownership divide.   
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7. Conclusion 
 
This thesis attempted to seek for an alternative point of view in the traditional privatization debate, 

one that could place public or private ownership discussion in second and would place organization 

behavior in first. The intention was to identify whether such behavior responded to political 

authority, therefore highlighting its Dimensional Publicness. Bozeman (1987) defined Dimensional 

Publicness as a degree to which an organization is endowed or constrained by political authority. 

Hence, Publicness is a changing multidimensional and behavioral category, not just a legal one, 

that suggests that many organizations are neither public or private based on the nature of resources, 

but they may be to a certain extent both based on its behavior, behavior that is embedded in a 

complex governance model.  

 

The research sought to respond the specific research question, how can Dimensional Publicness 

provide insight on the sale debate of the Empresa de Telecomunicaciones de Bogotá (ETB)? To 

answer this question, this thesis used Dimensional Publicness to identify what influences 

organization behavior and how these influences affect the public character of an organization. 

Qualitative research methods were used to answer these questions. The main research method was 

documentary analysis of official reports, media, academic literature, and freedom of information 

requests, all supported by internet archive retrieval and interviews. The data collected was 

contrasted with the theoretical framework to highlight the Dimensional Publicness of ETB. 

However, instead of looking intra-organization behavior, the focus was on identifying its behavior 

in relation to society or social matters. This distanced the research from previous Dimensional 

Publicness application to that of a more socially sensitive case study. Thus, reassuring that 

companies are more than financial sheets, that their purpose exceeds market matters, and that 

important for development is not so much the ownership status, but their contribution to welfare.  

 

The literature on Publicness, and Dimensional Publicness specifically, offered significant insights 

on a different way to approach the public-private divide. It proved to highlight specific power 

relations –influences- in the case study that have been mentioned sporadically and scattered in 

different sources of information, not with the intention to change the power structure itself but to 

change only source of it. In this regard, the findings suggest a need to expand the framework and 



	
	

74	

overcome polarization to observe different dimensions and possibilities that are not exclusive to 

one sector or the other.  

 

A series of rhetorical questions have been raised throughout the text in order to keep the reader 

aware on what kind of organizations and services do we want, that by voting for our representatives 

does not mean absolute consent on their debates and decision-making. The aim was to create 

consciousness on the idea that society can play a role in the sale debate as well because, public is, 

as defined by Goodsell (2016), of or concerning the people. The notion of public cannot keep on 

being reduced to governmental activity, rather to emphasize that it is of social concern of well.    

 

The findings in this thesis represented only a sketch of the current state of the art of ETB. As 

illustrated in the previous two chapters, ETB’s behavior depends on the political authority its 

embedded in, and to a certain extent its task environment as well. Indeed, the institutional and 

regulatory framework in which an organization is embedded in directly affects its performance not 

only in terms of productivity, but also its role in society. It was found that it is complex for public 

telecommunications companies to operate in this regulatory framework, that to some extent has 

resulted in a favor of private organizations because of the absence of political controls and other 

measures. Since early 1990s, the city administration has wanted to change the social function of 

ETB, being more focused on the resources it would release or produce in the short term, rather than 

the value of the company in regards to the conditions of telecommunications of the city of Bogota 

and its citizens. The pressures of other actors, such as Sintratelefonos and specific city councilors, 

remind the city administration about the public value of the company, yet to what extent is this 

discourse just for the sake of personal gains. The words of ex-president of Colombia, Ernesto 

Samper, are appropriate: “The blind opposition to privatization is as reprehensible as the attempt 

to turn privatizations into a panacea that cures all the evils and deficiencies of the State” (El 

Tiempo, 1994). 

 

For many years, there has been a widespread disagreement on who and how should deliver 

telecommunications services. However, the debate should not concentrate on whether or not 

privatizing would make the company better in terms of productivity but whether it should, taking 

into account the current state of political authority that influences its behavior. Privatizing should 
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be accompanied with strategies that keep the company’s affinity to public sector values or keeping 

it public should be accompanied with strategies that could overcome the negative influence of 

political figures of the city administration or irregularities of its regulatory framework. Likewise, 

the debate should also include a socially sensitive point of view in order to expand the discussion 

from a dialogue exclusive to bureaucrats and public officials. If we understand that companies are 

more than just good and service providers, or more than financial sustainability, then there is a 

need for greater political debate that includes the differentiated social perceptions of society, or at 

least the differentiated perception of ETB clients.   

  

It is for a fact that ETB will be a hot topic on the next mayor elections in Bogota, and will still be 

in the future if the debate stays in the ownership discourse. Perhaps polarization could be overcome 

if the debate would emphasize what type of telecommunication providers do we want. As a last 

remark, and supporting David McDonald’s (2016), problematizing the traditional discussion of 

public-private divide, will broaden our idea of what it means to be public, that could perhaps 

include measurements of efficiency that include social factors, without leaving out measurements 

of social justice that include economic factors.  
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9. Appendices  
 
Appendix 1.  Typology of actors involved in the ETB sale debate 
 
Type of actor Actors 
National government President, Ministry of ICT, Ministry of 

Education, Communications Regulations 
Commission, Congress, Superintendence 
of Industry and Commerce, 
Superintendence of Public Services, 
National Electoral Council, Camacol, 
Fenalco 

City-level administration City Mayor, former mayors, City Council 
and councilors, candidates for 2019 city 
mayor of Bogota, Chamber of Commerce 

ETB actors President, Board of Directors, labor unions 
Sintratelefonos, Atelca 

Institutions of public control Veeduría Distrital, Comptroller   
Judicial branch institutions Administrative Court of Cundinamarca, 

fourth Administrative Court of Bogota 
Actors from other cities EMCALI, UNE-EPM 
Media El Tiempo, El Espectador, Dinero, 

Portafolio, Twitter 
Other telecommunication companies Claro, Telefónica (Movistar)  

 
 
 
Appendix 2. Overview of Interviewees 
 
Date and place of interview Name and occupation of respondent 
08.08.2018, Skype Juan Figueroa, former member of the 

normative support unit of Councilor 
Manuel Sarmiento 

23.04.2019, Bogota  William Sanchez, Press and 
Communications Secretary of 
Sintratelefonos 

23.04.2019, Bogota Abel Amado, Secretary General, 
Sintratelefonos 

28.04.2019, Bogota ETB Official 1, person’s apartment 
29.04.2019, Bogota ETB Official 2, telephone 
29.04.2019, Bogota ETB Official 3, telephone 
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Appendix 3. Semi-structure interview questions guide 
 

1. Ámbito de desarrollo: 
- ¿Cuál es el enfoque de desarrollo que orienta hoy los procesos de Colombia y Bogotá? 
- ¿Cuál es el rol de las telecomunicaciones en el mundo y en el contexto nacional? 
- ¿Cuál es el rol de la empresa privada? ¿Qué se busca sanar con la privatización? 

 
2. Ámbito organizacional 

- ¿Cuál es el rol de ETB como: 
o Empresa pública 
o Empresa de telecomunicaciones 

- ¿Cuál es su opinion sobre el debate de privatización de ETB? 
- ¿Cuáles son las fuentes de control de ETB?  

 
3. Ámbito social 

- ¿Cuáles son los espacios de participación que ofrece el sector de telecomunicaciones? 
- ¿Cuál es la estrategia de responsabilidad social de ETB? 

 
4. Afinidad con valores públicos 

- ¿Cuál es la estrategia de comunicación con los grupos de interés de ETB? 
- ¿Cuál es el rol de ETB en redes sociales? 
- En su opinion, cuál es la reputación de ETB para con los bogotanos? 
- ¿En qué forma la ciudadanía ha participado en la relación ETB-ciudad? 

 


