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Preface


The first edition of The Public Administration Theory Primer sought to address a problem faced sooner or later by all students, scholars, and practitioners of public administration. In order to make sense of what we study or practice, we need some structure or framework to understand decisions, outcomes, causes, and the like; in other words, we need a theory. The big problem in the field of public administration is not that we lack theory; the problem is one of surfeit rather than deficit. The big challenge is ordering, synthesizing, and making sense of multiple theoretical and empirical perspectives. The first edition of the primer was explicitly aimed at meeting that challenge.


Since its publication in 2003, The Public Administration Theory Primer has been adopted by scores of instructors, cited in hundreds of scholarly articles, and served as a comprehensive survey of the field for thousands of students and academics. Though it continued to serve as a standard reference and text, events inside and outside the academy left the first edition increasingly dated. There have been numerous new developments and contributions in public administration theory since its publication; changes in government and management practices have created new demands for different types of theories; and some of the concepts and models given extensive coverage in the original edition, and even in the second edition published just three years ago, have either passed from favor or been superceded by subsequent work. As we discuss more extensively than in previous editions, the rapidly changing nature of how public goods are delivered is forcing dramatic changes to public administration theory.


This third edition of The Primer retains the original’s thematic focus and general organization but is extensively updated to include the latest directions and developments. These include the rise of reporting as a means to hold bureaucracy accountable (see Chapter 2), the continuing evolution of the “hollow state” or “shadow bureaucracy” and the rise of network theory (see Chapter 5), new psychological/biological behavioral research with big implications for decision theory and, especially, rational choice (see Chapters 7 and 8). New to the third edition is more extensive discussion of emotional labor and cognitive psychology in relation to postmodern theory and decision theory. Collaborative governance is completely reshaping the notion of a cohesive framework of public service delivery as public and private organizations, domestically and internationally, are increasingly and necessarily interconnected. As we note in this edition, such advances raise serious questions about legitimacy and accountability that scholars are only beginning to dissect. The contributions of more than a dozen years’ worth of new research is woven into all the chapters, some of which has altered our conclusions about the health and robustness of some popular conceptual frameworks (see Chapter 10).


Many deserve thanks for making this third edition possible. We appreciate Ada Fung, our editor at Westview, for her hard work, faith in the project, and patience in seeing it through to fruition. We also appreciate the efforts of Tigstu Woldeyohanns, who, as Chris Larimer’s research assistant, contributed by organizing, discussing, and analyzing new research in the field. We also have a long list of debts to many others whose contributions through three editions should not go unmentioned. These include Ken Meier, Leisha DeHart-Davis, and Tom Catlaw. We thank our colleagues at the Department of Public Administration of the University of Kansas, the Department of Political Science at the University of Nebraska, and the Department of Political Science at the University of Northern Iowa for encouraging and supportive environments in which to work. We thank Dwight Waldo for his inspiration. Above all, we thank our spouses, Mary Frederickson, Kelly Smith, Danielle Larimer, and Kirsten Licari, for their unflagging and loving support.
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Introduction: The Possibilities of Theory


Why Do We Need Theory in Public Administration?


All the great human events in history were probably achieved by what we today would call public administration. Organization and management practices in collective or public settings are certainly as old as civilization, and significant changes in those practices tend to accompany historical shifts in mass-scale social organization and operation.1 For example, the transition from feudal society to the extended nation-state was made possible by the centralization of policy, on the one hand, and the decentralization of policy implementation, on the other (Tout 1937; Ellul 1955; Chrimes 1952). The colonial era would be described the same way, but on a worldwide scale (Gladden 1972). There are splendid comparisons of British, French, Portuguese, Dutch, and Belgian approaches to issues of colonial centralization and decentralization, the management of courts, and the organization and management of navies and armies (Gladden 1972, 323–333). Extensive archaeological research indicates that early Armenian civilizations were built on rather elaborate forms of administration (Von Hagen 1962; Prescott 1908; Mason 1957; Morley 1956). In China, the Sung dynasty (A.D. 960–1279) “maintained substantially the traditional Chinese system of government and administration. The Emperor, who was supreme, was advised and assisted by a Council of State whose members, varying from five to nine, supervised individually the several organs of Administration, which were grouped under (1) the Secretariat-Chancellery, (2) the Finance Commission, and (3) the Bureau of Military Affairs” (Gladden 1972, 191; Yutang 1947; Loewe 1966; Balazs 1964; Weber 1947).


In these and countless other examples, the elemental features of public administration permeated social development; indeed, it is argued that civilization requires the elemental features of public administration (Waldo 1946, 1956; Wildavsky 1987; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). Following Max Weber, the elemental features of public administration include (1) some basis of formal authority with claims to obedience; (2) intentionally established laws and rules, which apply to all; (3) specific spheres of individual competence, which include task differentiation, specialization, expertise, and/or professionalization; (4) the organization of persons into groups or categories according to specialization; (5) coordination by hierarchy; (6) continuity through rules and records; (7) the organization as distinct from the persons holding positions or offices in it; and (8) the development of particular and specific organizational technologies (Weber 1952). Virtually all considerations of the great epochs of human history have found the building blocks of organization and management (Gladden 1972). The practices of public administration are, then, as old as civilization and essential to the development of civilization.


Although the practice of public administration is very old, the formal study of public administration and the elaboration of public administration theory are very new. As a separate self-conscious or self-aware academic and intellectual thing—a body of knowledge, a field of professional practice, an academic subject, a form of politics, a social construction of reality—public administration is young. When measured from the Federalist, public administration is more than 225 years old, more than 22 decades, more than 7 generations. When measured from the publication of Woodrow Wilson’s founding essay (1887/1941), public administration is more than 125 years old, more than 12 decades, more than 3 generations. As a separate and self-conscious collection of concepts, ideas, reforms, courses and degrees, and professed answers to public problems, public administration is a young adult.


In his encyclopedic description of what we know about public administration, James Q. Wilson claims to have little interest in theory and expresses the opinion that theory has little to offer to an understanding of bureaucracy:


I wish that this book could be set forth in a way that proved, or at least illustrated, a simple, elegant, comprehensive theory of bureaucratic behavior. I have come to have grave doubts that anything worth calling “organization theory” will ever exist. Theories will exist, but they will usually be so abstract or general as to explain rather little. Interesting explanations will exist, some even supported with facts, but these will be partial, place- and time-bound insights. Many scholars disagree with me. More power to them. (1989, xi–xii)


If contemporary understandings of public administration are merely recitations of facts derived from research—letting the facts speak for themselves—can public administration theory be taken seriously?


One purpose of this book is to answer this question with a firm yes. Despite Wilson’s disclaimer, theory is the bedrock of understanding public administration. Indeed, in many ways Wilson’s own work is a profoundly important theoretical contribution.


There is no theorist more clever than the scholar claiming to have no theory. Simply to arrange the facts, describe the research findings, and claim no theory may appear to be safe. But theory of some kind will have guided the selection of which facts to present, how to order those facts, and how to interpret them. All theories have weaknesses, and denying theory while doing theory has the big advantage of not having to defend those weaknesses. Denying theory while doing theory has other advantages as well. It helps to avoid the stereotypes of, say, decision theorists or rational choice theorists. To claim to be atheoretical skirts the truth-in-labeling test. Without acknowledging a theory or expressing an interest in a theory, the scholar can attempt to avoid labels and stereotypes. These are all compelling reasons to avoid theoretical boxes and categories; but these reasons do not diminish the centrality of theory in all of public administration.


Can theory be important in a field as applied, practical, and interdisciplinary as public administration? This book answers this question with another firm yes. We believe it is self-evident that a need exists for greater conceptual clarity and theoretical reliability in the treatment of public administration. It is always tempting in an applied field to fall back on common sense and wisdom as sufficient to the task of implementing public policy. In fact, common sense and wisdom are necessary for carrying out effective policy, but they are not sufficient, especially when common sense and wisdom are poorly defined or not defined at all. Deep thinking is also helpful, but insufficient. The certainties derived from the deep thought of one generation are often poor guides for succeeding generations. For example, it is presently accepted almost universally that public bureaucracies are slow, cumbersome, self-serving, and inefficient—the common sense or wisdom of our day. We act on that common sense by deregulating, downsizing, contracting out, privatizing, encouraging bureaucratic risk taking and innovation, and loosening controls on government purchasing and bidding. In the 1930s, when the United States was in a deep economic depression, an opposite type of common sense prevailed. Based on that common sense, we depended on centralized government to solve common problems. We are now rapidly moving away from dependence on centralized government, and common sense and conventional wisdom appear to guide these trends.


In the past fifty years, public administration has developed more systematic patterns of inquiry about the substance of public organization behavior, public management, and public policy implementation. This work has contributed to an increasing reliability in understanding public administration. The work of public organizations has been examined with improved conceptual, methodological, and theoretical forms of analysis. These forms of analysis seek to create knowledge that is retraceable, cumulative, and, at least at some level, replicable. These forms of analysis aspire to be scientific, using the word “scientific” here to mean a kind of formal rationality by which the insights and discoveries of one generation form the foundation for the inquiries of the next generation. Knowledge, then, becomes collective and cumulative. This is not to suggest that the social world, of which public administration is a part, is as amenable to formal scientific applications as is the physical world. It is not. But it is to suggest that the art and science of public administration should be just that—art and science. The science and art of policy administration is definable, describable, replicable, and cumulative.


A further purpose of this book is to describe in some detail several theories and analytic approaches that contribute to what we know about public administration. We also aim to describe areas of public administration theorizing that are underdeveloped. If we can accept that each approach to the subject of public administration is guided, at least in some rudimentary way, by a theory or set of theories, the questions are these: Which theories or approaches are the most promising, the most influential? Which are the most important now and likely to be the most important in the future? What phenomena in public administration and governance are not yet adequately described or explained? One particular area that is in need of greater study is the “shadow bureaucracy”—the extensive network of private and nonprofit enterprises that exist to carry out public programs. The purpose of this book is to set out a detailed description of the authors’ selection of key theories in contemporary public administration in the hope of improving the reliability of our knowledge and our understanding of public administration.


No claim is made here for only one theory of public administration. Because the field is both interdisciplinary and applied, a single theory derived from a contributing discipline, such as the market model from economics, may be informative and useful. But much of public administration cannot be described, explained, or accounted for by using the market model. Each of the other theories described in this book informs our understanding of public administration and public policy. No theory standing alone is capable of accounting for the complexity of the field. Taken together, however, the theories significantly contribute to what we know and understand public administration to be.


The Uses of Theory


Consider this policy arena: With the destructive power of hurricanes, tornados, floods, tsunamis, and wildfires, the critical nature of public administration is self-evident. Is public administration in the form of the disaster prevention and management system (Army Corps of Engineers, Federal Emergency Management Agency, Forest Service, Coast Guard) doing the best it can with a “wicked problem” (Rittel and Webber 1973)? Will better public leadership and management help (Kettl 2007)? How valuable and efficient is planning when natural disasters are so infrequent in any one location? How can better coordination with nonprofit and charitable organizations, such as the Red Cross, help? Will stricter regulations about where and how people may build houses and businesses help? How much responsibility do government agencies have for rescuing people who have ignored orders to evacuate? Where is the balance between effectiveness of government programs and their cost?


Before we can seriously consider these public policy and public administration issues, a certain reliability of understanding will be helpful. How do we comprehend the issues and order the facts? How does our understanding, thus derived, guide policy and action? The themes set out in the remaining chapters of this book promise to improve our understanding of public administration and suggest, therefore, how it can be strengthened. When a good theory is based on reliable and replicable knowledge, nothing is more practical. What is the best theory or mix of theories to inform our policy decisions and policy implementation in crime and lawlessness? What could be more practical than the answer to that question? That answer would be especially useful and practical if the theory or theories were based on the observation of specific events and on observations and accumulations of patterns, experiences, and occurrences that, taken together, suggest a way to ameliorate the problem.


How can theory be useful? The validity or usefulness of any theory depends on its capacity to describe, to explain, and to predict.


A theory, to be useful, should accurately describe or depict a real-world event or phenomenon. Most theories do this at some level of abstraction. Most important public administration phenomena are complex, and therefore description is an abstract representation of phenomena. All descriptions require that the analyst decide which elements in a complex phenomenon to emphasize. All descriptions are distortions of reality and are relative to the circumstances prevailing at the time of the description. Descriptions are often like a still photo or a series of still photos—and often fuzzy photos at that. Description is less often like a videotape. In the same way that motion photography is an advancement on still photography, our descriptive technologies in public administration are still relatively primitive still photos.


Because of the limitations of descriptions, a useful theory will explain the phenomenon being described. Explanation can account for the known distortions of reality embedded in description. Explanation can also account for why the analyst sees some factors in an event or phenomenon as more important than others. A description asks what happened or what is happening, but even the best description of what is happening may fail to answer these equally important questions: Why did this happen, or why is this happening? Explanation may not sharpen the fuzzy photo of a description but, as Ansel Adams demonstrated with his black-and-white still photography, there is an important difference between seeing a picture and understanding a picture. In public administration, the descriptive features of theory help us see; the explanatory features of theory help us understand.


If theory helps us to see and understand public administration phenomena, should theory, therefore, help us to predict? Yes. Consider Herbert Kaufman’s (1969) theory of cyclical change from a professionally based and neutrally competent public administration to a politically responsive and partisan public administration. Kaufman’s theory contains strong predictive properties. Although less specific to public administration, Albert Hirschman’s theory (1982) of change in the social and political world is similar and equally as useful.


The tendency is to expect too much of prediction in theory. Because public administration is practical and applied, some seek a theory that, if followed, will achieve a predictable result. Prediction should be interpreted largely to account for patterns, probabilities, and likely outcomes, not specific results flowing inexorably from the application of a particular theory. When prediction is loosely defined to account for a range of situations over time, its capacity can be impressive.


An expectation of description, explanation, and prediction from theory in public administration places this book rather firmly in the positivist tradition; however, it is recognized and understood that not all events follow foreseeable patterns. There are randomness and chaos, particularly at the microlevel or in one event or a small group of events. But in a multitude of ways, we daily see, recognize, understand, and bet on predictable patterns of collective human behavior. Broad, macrolevel patterns of individual and collective behavior in public administration can be seen, described with considerable reliability, and understood at a level that allows for reliable prediction. Aaron Wildavsky’s work (1984) on budgeting is illustrative. Michael Cohen and James G. March’s (1986) description of universities as organizations is another example. Herbert Simon’s bounded rationality is powerfully predictive (1947/1997).


In public administration theory, issues of precision versus generality are important. Greater precision and specificity in the description and explanation of a public administration phenomenon are always purchased at the price of generalization. The more a theory is precise or, as is presently popular to say, contingent, the more the power to account for a broad pattern of events, and therefore to predict a range of like phenomena, is reduced. The problem is that big theory, grand overarching theory, is usually made so general by simplifications and assumptions as to render it unable to explain anything but the most obvious occurrences. Systems theory comes to mind; so do simplified applications of market economics to public administration. The richness, texture, and substance of events and phenomena can be lost in big theory. Precise theory, on the other hand, can be so rich and contextual as to be bereft of generalizing potential. Because the contemporary use of case studies, examples of best practices, and single analyses of particular policies illustrates the weaknesses of precise theory in supporting generalizations, this book will dwell on eight theories that have qualities of both precision and empirical richness and qualities of generalization.


It is appropriate to turn now to what is meant here by theory as that word applies to public administration. At a loose and almost casual level, theory is simply an orientation, framework, technique, or approach. For example, without referring to a particular theory, one might write that there is a theory (or there are theories) of life cycles in organizations. Or one might refer to a personal opinion as a theory. Theory is not used here in this relaxed form. Theory, in the more formal meanings of the term, has the following three meanings. First, in the natural and physical sciences, theory means a rigorous testing of predictive theorems or hypotheses using observable and comparable data. These hypotheses, once tested and verified, form the basis of theories, assertions, or representations of reality. Theory in the natural or physical sciences can claim considerable accuracy in representing reality because the classification of order in the physical world is advanced, as are capacities to recognize and measure natural phenomena. Theory, thus derived, often serves as a highly reliable guide for action. In the social world, of which public administration is a part, the problems of recognizing patterns, designing categories, and measuring and comparing phenomena are much greater. Therefore, the aims of theory in public administration are different (and, some would say, lower).


Second, theory in the social sciences and in public administration means the ordering of factual material (history, events, cases, stories, measures of opinion, observation) so as to present evidence through definitions, concepts, and metaphors that promote understanding. To be sure, this understanding is, at least in part, subjective, because it was constructed by the theorist. This theory is based on the rigorous and intuitive observation of social behavior, organizational behavior, institutional dynamics, political systems and behavior, patterns of communication, and culture. We will argue here that theory derived from such observation is basic to all action in public administration. Most of this action is not formally and explicitly acknowledged as driven by a particular theory. Public administration decisions and action are, nevertheless, based on fundamental assumptions about social behavior, patterns of human cooperation, incentives for action, and the like. Because of this, one of the primary tasks of theory in public administration is to make explicit and describe the assumptions that guide action and to develop the categories, concepts, definitions, and metaphors that foster an understanding of those assumptions.


Third, in public administration the meaning of theory is normative—theories of what ought to be. These theories form the bridges among public administration, political science, and philosophy. Dwight Waldo (1946) taught us that all theories of public administration are also theories of politics. Public administration practice is a busy and untidy world in which costs and benefits, all normatively based in nature and effort, are allocated among citizens through the authority of the state. Theories of public administration guide the authoritative allocation of public goods. Once again, the task of the theorist is often to discover theory that accounts for or describes observable regularities in behavior and to evaluate the normative implications of such behavior. It is often true that public administration theorists use a mix of the second and third definitions of theory.


The meaning of theory in public administration is more than just a question of how rigorous the measurement and how precise the observation are. Theory is classified by the form, degree, or nature of its elaboration. For example, some theory simply presents methodological questions, such as the debate over so-called best practices research (Overman and Boyd 1994). Other theory uses deduction and the synthesis of research findings in developing hypotheses to guide future research. The Tiebout Thesis and much of rational choice theory are good examples of this kind of theory. According to surveys of articles in leading public administration journals, this is the most common form of theory presentation in the field (Cleary 1992; Adams and White 1994; Forrester and Watson 1994; White and Adams 1994). Other theory is derived from the specific field-testing of a particular hypothesis or cluster of hypotheses. The empirical test of the Tiebout Thesis is a good example of this form of elaboration (Lowery, Lyons, and DeHoog 1992; Lyons and Lowery 1989). Theory also may vary by scope, some theory being broad and presuming to account for, say, all public organizations, and other theory being narrow to account for, say, law enforcement organizations. Furthermore, theory in public administration can differ depending on whether the subject is generally organizational, operational, managerial, or generally policy-specific.


Finally, in public administration there is a special test of theory—how useful is it? Because of this test, the degree of measuring rigor and precision and the level of elaboration in a theory may be less important than the question of usefulness. Good or useful theory presumes to organize and classify data in such a way as to screen facts and then focus on only the most important. The test of a theory’s usefulness is often its criteria in selecting and classifying facts, and if these are accurate, the theory will enhance understanding, guide research, and powerfully describe, explain, and predict.


Is a Useful and Reliable Public Administration Theory Possible?


In the 1960s, at the time of the so-called behavioral revolution in political science, there were essentially two positions regarding the prospects for a rigorous empirically based theory or set of theories to explain political behavior. Although political behavior is not exactly the same thing as public administration, the parallels, particularly with regard to theory development, are strong. In public administration, there were, and some would say still are, essentially the same two positions regarding empirically based theory.


These two positions were the classical, or traditional, and the scientific, or behavioral. The essence of the traditional position is that public administration involves purposes and authority in a way physical science does not. In the social world, facts can be measured, but they are transitory. Furthermore, in issues of collective human purposes, wisdom, intuition, and judgment are of surpassing importance, but they are difficult to measure and classify. Therefore, many elements of public administration are essentially subjective.


The traditional position also argues that proponents of the behavioral position, to the extent they confine themselves to analysis of those things that can be verified by known measurement techniques, deny themselves some of the most important tools presently available for coming to grips with the substance of public administration. By denying the importance of intuitive guesses, judgment, and wisdom, theorists working exclusively from the scientific and behavioral perspectives can make themselves remote from all that is important in public administration. This argument is especially strong when it comes to issues of ethics and morality in policy and public management. Traditionalists argue that by being more scientific, public administration shies away from the big questions of right and wrong. The tidy models of the behavioral theorist, they argue, can lend a specious air of authority to such work.


By contrast, the behaviorists’ argument takes the positivist position that collective human behavior exhibits enough order to justify a rigorous search, measurement, classification, and depiction of that order. This can be done either by separating facts from values—logical positivism—and theorizing about the facts or by explicitly dealing with the value implications of factually derived theory. The behaviorists’ position claims that simplifying models based on explicit assumptions furthers the development of experimentation and reliable findings. Besides, if there is disagreement regarding the theorists’ assumptions, theory in the long run will be the better for it. As for issues of ethics, morality, wisdom, and other fuzzy concepts, the behaviorist position is that such variables are not beyond the reach of empirically derived theory.


Weber (1952) was a social scientist in the positivist tradition who argued that human behavior, particularly bureaucratic behavior, exhibits observable and describable patterns that can be scientifically verified. But he also argued that social reality is composed of the ideas and beliefs of social actors. The task of social science must therefore be the interpretation of action in terms of subjective meaning. Today, a fully developed theory of interpretive social science (Weber 1952; Winch 1995) argues that in the social context humans act intentionally according to shared ideas and beliefs and shared meanings associated with those ideas and beliefs. This argument has evolved to the widely supported view that reality is socially constructed; indeed, it is further suggested that it is useful to think of organizations as shared meanings or understandings (Weick 1979). Interpretative social science can include interpretations of the past (history), interpretations of events (case studies), and interpretations of decisions and actions by participant observations.


Some argue that interpretive social science and positivist, or behavioral, social science are competitive and irreconcilable (Winch 1995). But it is our view, and the dominant perspective in contemporary social theory (MacIntyre 1984), that there can be theory that describes empirically observed regularities in the social world as well as interpretations of those regularities.


Today, the traditional and behavioral positions in public administration are in many ways reconciled. Both positions are essentially right in that they acknowledge the importance of observation and categorization and the central place of theory as the appropriate means to express reality and guide action. Public administration theory derived from historical analyses, institutional study, and philosophy is now understood to be as legitimate as public administration theory derived from statistical analysis and mathematical models. Fuzzy phenomena, such as leadership and the “principles of public administration,” are now the subjects of empirical analysis and theory-building (Behn 1991; Hood and Jackson 1991).


The reconciliation of traditional and behavioral public administration reflects this perspective: “Science is not a substitute for insight, and methodological rigor is not a substitute for wisdom. Research that is merely rigorous may well be routine, mechanical, trivial, and of little theoretical or policy value. However, . . . in the absence of such rigorous and controlled analysis even the most operational data are of little value” (Singer 1966, 15).


Even with this reconciliation, theory-building in public administration is influenced by tastes and fashions. There is always the law of the instrument: When the theorist has a methodological or conceptual hammer, everything begins to look like a nail. In the policy schools, the case method has taken on some aspects of a hammer; the market model and mathematical conclusions so derived have been applied to a lot of nails lately. Nevertheless, despite examples of methodological and theoretical excesses, public administration theory has never been healthier than at present.


From the traditionalist and behavioralist positions of thirty years ago, public administration has evolved to a field enjoying a considerable theoretical richness. A single dominant theory, an intellectual hegemony, would have impoverished the field. Instead, there are several strong and important theories and many important theorists, a condition befitting a field as applied and interdisciplinary as public administration.


Finally, we come to the uses or purposes to which theory in public administration may be put. There are countless examples of public administration theory applied to less than wholesome purposes; the program-planning-budgeting systems devised to make it appear that the United States was winning the war in Vietnam comes to mind. The willingness of the field to embrace and rationalize cutback management without being forthright about a resulting diminution in organizational capacity is another example. Our predictive capacities are limited, and even when we can predict, predictions sometimes run counter to the public administration wisdom of the day. What, for example, would we predict about the long-range effects of the currently popular idea of reducing governmental purchasing and bidding regulations? A sensible prediction would be that reduction in excessive regulation will increase efficiency. But too much deregulation in this area will in the long run almost certainly result in greater corruption. It was corruption, after all, that caused many of the regulations to be adopted in the first place (Frederickson 1999a).


Although we cannot control the uses to which public administration theory will be put, public administrators can often influence the use of theory. It should be the aim of good public administration scholarship to arm public administrators with the most reliable available theory. Biology cannot control medicine, and physics cannot control engineering. But modern medicine wouldn’t amount to much without biological research and theory, and engineering is deeply dependent on physics for its theory. Researchers and theory builders in public administration must meet the ultimate and most difficult challenge to public administration theory: They must do their best to provide reliable theory, always with the hope that public officials will use that theory to make democratic government as effective as possible. Albert Einstein was once asked, “Why is it that when the mind of man has stretched as far as to discover the structure of the atom we have been unable to devise the political means to keep the atom from destroying us?” He replied, “That is simple, my friend, it is because politics is more difficult than physics” (Herz 1962, 214n). Even though politics is more difficult than physics, politics in the past fifty years has managed, so far, to keep atomic energy from destroying us; indeed, atomic energy has in many ways become a boon to humankind. The question is whether politics can continue to bend atomic energy to worthy purposes even though such bending is difficult.


Insofar as theories of public administration are also theories of politics, the application of public administration theory is always difficult, particularly in the context of democratic government. Public administration theory is increasingly sophisticated and reliable, and thereby it holds some promise of continuing to make important contributions to the day-to-day effectiveness of democratic government.


Some Contemporary Theories of Public Administration


It is not the purpose of this book to describe an all-encompassing view of public administration reality or even to present a comprehensive survey of theories on the subject. The succeeding chapters present particular theories or families of theories that, in the authors’ judgment, have contributed significantly to the body of knowledge in public administration, have the potential to make such contributions, or have important heuristic value. The selection of theories omits some important theoretical areas (game theory, administrative law, theories of ethics). It nonetheless includes a wide enough variety of public administration theory to illuminate the possibilities and limitations of contemporary theorizing in the field.


The following chapters’ selection of theories and models, subtheories, concepts, research findings, and individual theorists included in each theory or family of theories may elicit disagreement, even sharp disagreement. Public administration is not a tidy field, and no four theorists would presume to tidy it up in the same way. The authors can only hope that their ordering of public administration knowledge and theory will stimulate debate and the subsequent refinement of theoretical categories. It was often difficult to place the work of particular theorists in particular chapters. For example, modern network theorists, such as H. Brinton Milward and Laurence O’Toole, might disagree with the inclusion of network theory as part of the general body of bureaucratic politics theory and prefer to think of network theory as important enough to merit a separate and freestanding treatment. It will also be evident that network theory can be as easily grouped with governance theory as with theories of bureaucratic politics, and we discuss its implications in Chapter 9. Thus, there are obviously areas of overlap and duplication between and among the eight theoretical areas we have selected. Although we attempt to point out the most important, overlap and duplication are part of a much larger point. Each theory, or family of theories, connects with the other seven. That connection is what makes public administration a field, a separate self-conscious body of knowledge. Part of doing theory is to disaggregate the subject and examine the parts in detail; but an equally important part of doing theory is to put together again.


Chapter 2 considers theories of political control over bureaucracy. From the beginning of the field, a fundamental debate has questioned the appropriate range of discretion for bureaucrats in a democratic polity. Contemporary research on this subject has contributed to the development of political control theory. Chapter 3 treats the subject of bureaucracy as theories of bureaucratic politics, a lively and popular body of theory that particularly reflects the contributions and influence of political science. Chapter 4 takes up the subject of the houses in which public administration happens, the formal and informal organizational structures of organizations. Over the past forty years, this body of theory has changed dramatically—from organization theory to institutional theory. Chapter 5 changes the analysis from the houses of public administration to the management of work in those houses. Management theory is a body of work that is not only rather old, as in scientific management, but is also very new, as in contemporary theories of leadership and Total Quality Management, or is still being developed, as in recent descriptions of shadow bureaucracy and the hollow state. The importance of developments in network theory is discussed here, with implications for governance reviewed in Chapter 9. Chapter 6 is a discussion of postpositivist and postmodern public administration theory. This body of theory is most heavily influenced by contemporary sociology and by trends in philosophy. Of the theories considered herein, postmodern theory is the most normative. Chapter 7 is a consideration of decision and action theory. This body of theory is a primary bridge to other, similar fields, such as planning, business administration, and operations research. Chapter 8 is a treatment of rational choice theory, an influential perspective on public administration particularly reflecting the colonization of the social sciences and public administration by economics. Chapter 9 takes up the newest theoretical perspective in public administration: governance, including the trend toward the hollowing out of the state. The eight chapters set out the essential details of each of these theories, suggesting that each is an important part of public administration. The final chapter puts these parts together and attempts to describe and to understand public administration theory in its entirety.


Notes


1. The “public” in public administration is to be broadly defined here. “Public” is used in its pregovernmental meaning to include governments and nonprofit, not-for-profit, nongovernmental, parastatal, and other organizations having a clear public purpose other than what is generally understood to be commerce or business. See Frederickson 1997b.
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Theories of Political Control of Bureaucracy


Introduction: What Are Theories of Control of Bureaucracy?


Control-of-bureaucracy theory is an approach to public administration theory particularly associated with matters of compliance or responsiveness. This question is central to the control-of-bureaucracy theory: Does the bureaucracy comply with the law or with the preferences of lawmakers or elected executives? To answer this question, control-of-bureaucracy theorists accept some form of the politics-administration (or policy-administration) dichotomy. Sometimes the dichotomy is described and accepted explicitly; other times it is simply assumed. But the logic of political control-of-bureaucracy theory is difficult, if not impossible, without assuming significant distinctions between political and administrative phenomena in democratic government.


The politics-administration dichotomy traces to the origins of modern public administration. When the American founding documents were formulated, the dichotomy was in the separation of legislative and executive powers, with Alexander Hamilton arguing for an energetic president able to control the day-to-day operation of government and Thomas Jefferson arguing for an elected legislature exercising direct and heavy control over the president (Rohr 1986; Kettl 1993a). At the state and local levels of American government, the politics-administration dichotomy was also played out through legislative (the city council) and executive (the mayor) powers. All fifty states have a separation of powers structure, and until the twentieth century, so did almost all cities.


At all levels of American federalism, the separation of powers was altered by the emergence of a merit-appointed professional and permanent civil service. When the civil service was in the early stages, Woodrow Wilson (1887/1941) set out the most formal and rigid version of the dichotomy by arguing in his seminal essay on modern public administration that politics should not meddle in administration and administration should not meddle in politics. The dichotomy was broadly accepted in American public administration until the mid-1900s, when Dwight Waldo (1946) and Herbert Simon (1947/1997) challenged the dichotomy, each for different reasons. To Waldo, all administrative acts were political at a fundamental level. To Simon, it was difficult empirically to unbundle politics from administration, and vice versa. So, from the 1950s through the 1970s, the received wisdom was that there was no dichotomy. Then in the 1980s, the dichotomy reemerged and is now alive and well and found in control-of-bureaucracy theory.


The significance of control-of-bureaucracy theory is that it provides for the analysis of public administration by making distinctions between political and administrative acts or actions and/or between political and administrative actors. These distinctions are especially useful analytically because they provide for the parsing of variables on the basis of politics (usually independent variables) and administration (usually dependent variables).


We come, then, to the second important assumption in the control-of-bureaucracy theory: In democratic self-government, elected officials, including legislators and executives (presidents, governors, mayors), should control the decisions and actions of appointed (usually civil service) officials. In American political science, the form and character of political control over bureaucracy are a long-standing debate about what ought to be the proper range of discretion given bureaucracies and bureaucrats (Finer 1941; Friedrich 1940). In modern times, this debate is best characterized, on the one hand, by the Theodore Lowi (1979) argument that we need a juridical democracy in which laws and regulations are so precise and so limiting that they deny bureaucracies latitude in carrying out the law and, on the other hand, the Charles Goodsell (1983) argument that a wide bureaucratic discretion is essential to achieve effective and humane fulfillment of the law. Donald Kettl captures these differences well and puts them in historic context:


Different approaches to the study of administration usually come from one of two conflicting traditions in American politics—and each tradition leads to a very different perspective on the role of administration in American democracy. Some students of administration come to the subject with a fundamentally Hamiltonian bent. Like Alexander Hamilton, they seek a vigorous state vested with a strong administrative apparatus. Other students of administration, however, are fundamentally Madisonians. Like Madison, they see in a delicate balance of power the best protection against tyranny. The competition of political interests, in their view, lessens the risk that bureaucracy can abuse individual liberty. (1993a, 407)


The control-of-bureaucracy theory draws deeply from the Madisonian well of distrust of administrative power. Many control-of-bureaucracy theorists are from those parts of American political science that are essentially Madisonian. Economists and theories of economics have colonized political science and tend also to be Madisonian. By comparison, traditional and self-aware public administration, with its emphasis on management, expertise, and professionalism, tends to be rather Hamiltonian in cast and perspective (Kettl 1993a).


Listing some contemporary book titles in public administration is one interesting way to illustrate the control-of-bureaucracy theory’s modern popularity:


       Controlling Bureaucracies by Judith Gruber (1987)


       Holding Government Bureaucracies Accountable by Bernard Rosen (1989)


       Taming the Bureaucracy by William Gormley (1989)


       Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do and Why They Do It by James Q. Wilson (1989)


       Facing the Bureaucracy: Living and Dying in a Public Agency by Gerald Garvey (1992)


       Breaking Through Bureaucracy by Michael Barzelay (1992)


       Controlling the Bureaucracy: Institutional Constraints in Theory and Practice by William West (1995)


       Public Administration: Balancing Power and Accountability by Jerome McKinney and Lawrence Howard (1998)


       Bureaucracy and Self-Government: Reconsidering the Role of Public Administration in American Politics by Brian J. Cook (2014)


There is little question that bureaucracy and the issues concerning the control of bureaucracy are presently central to modern public administration theory. Because the politics-administration dichotomy is the primary assumption in the control-of-bureaucracy theory, the next section defines and describes the logic of bureaucratic control using the dichotomy. This is followed by an attempt to answer the theoretical and empirical question of whether bureaucracies and bureaucrats are responsive to their elected masters. Are they “out of control”? That will be followed by a consideration of the principal-agent approach to the control-of-bureaucracy theory.


FIGURE 2.1  Traditional representation of the differences between politics and administration
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FIGURE 2.2  Empirically valid representation of the differences between politics and administration
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The Difference Between Politics and Administration


The simple representation of the differences between policy and administration, following James Q. Wilson (1887/1989) and Frank Goodnow (1900), would look like Figure 2.1.


This representation of the differences between policy and administration begs the question of the level of precision, specificity, and detail in policy, on the one hand, and the level of discretion in administration, on the other. In the reform era and the early decades of public administration, it was probably assumed that administration entailed a generous range of discretion that held open the doors for technical expertise and administrative efficiency. And it was further assumed that the line between policy/politics and administration was a “firewall.” The empirical critique of the differences between policy and administration could be represented as shown in Figure 2.2.


Empirically, this model is more nearly accurate, the evidence being that bureaucrats are often engaged in policy agenda–setting and policymaking (Kingdon 1995; Bardach 1977) and that elected officials are often engaged in what would ordinarily be described as management or administration (Gilmour and Halley 1994).


This model does display clearly that there is in a general sense political control over bureaucracy. But it also indicates that this control is limited and contingent and that there may be as much bureaucratic control over policy as there is political control of administration. Such a general model serves the useful purpose of graphically representing theory, but like all models (verbal, mathematical, graphic), it does not account for or explain the details or nuances in a particular pattern of political-bureaucratic interaction. Many individual studies of policy implementation and bureaucratic control do provide such details (Gilmour and Halley 1994).


One of the most interesting theoretical advances in control-of-bureaucracy theory comes from the study of the American council-manager form of city government. There has long been the premise in council-manager government that there is and should be a clear distinction between the popularly elected city council and its responsibility to set law and policy, on the one hand, and the role of the professional city manager the council employs to lead the bureaucracy and carry out policy, on the other. Because of the conceptual firewall between politics and administration, in theory this form of local government is close to the ideal-type dichotomy depicted in Figure 2.1; it is certainly closer to that ideal type than other forms of American local government, state governments, or the national government. The council-manager form of local government is also especially useful to study because of its relative simplicity: The elected officials or politicians are all in one body, the council, and the bureaucrats and technicians are all working for the manager, who is a professional rather than a politician. All other forms of American government have elected legislators (city council, county commission, state legislature, federal legislature) and an elected executive. The bureaucracy in these forms has, at least by implication, two political masters or principals—legislative and executive. The council-manager form of government is, then, because of its relative simplicity, ideally suited to the study of theories of control of bureaucracy.


James H. Svara (1994) has made extensive studies of cities employing the council-manager form and of relations between elected city councils and professional city managers. His research indicates that there are four models of relations between elected officials and administrators (Figure 2.3).


In each figure, the heavy line marks the boundary between the spheres of elected officials and appointed officials. All the space above the heavy line is the responsibility of elected officials; below the line, the responsibility of administrators.


The policy-administration dichotomy model set out in Figure 2.3a resembles that in Figure 2.1 and represents the traditions of municipal reform and the classic council-manager form of local government. It also fairly describes the early theory of Wilson and Goodnow as well as the logical positivism of Herbert Simon and his distinctions between facts (administration) and values (policy). The problem is that the model lacks a strong and consistent empirical warrant even in the study of council-manager government, where one would expect to find a firewall between politics and administration.


Svara’s “mixture in policy” model set out in Figure 2.3b represents the influence of behaviorists David Easton (1965), Robert Dahl (1947), Wallace Sayre (1958), and others who defined politics and administration as the distribution of values, costs, and benefits. Politicians and bureaucrats both participate in this process of distribution, and in it administrators have extensive opportunities to “set policy-initiating proposals, exercising discretion, writing budgets, and determining the delivery of services—and through implementation they shape policy formulated by elected officials” (Svara 1994, 5). The upper arc of the curved line represents the vast expanse of bureaucratic power in policymaking, or, put another way, the absence of political control in bureaucracy. The lower portion of the curved line indicates the incursion of politics into various limited matters of administration, a form of control over bureaucracy particularly associated with the delivery of a particular service, the letting of certain purchase or capital construction contracts, or the making of certain administrative appointments. The mixture in policy model of council-manager government has a considerable empirical warrant and fairly represents the common pattern of bureaucratic control in the classic council-manager city setting (Frederickson, Johnson, and Wood 2004).


FIGURE 2.3  Four models of the relationship between politics and administration
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Figure 2.3c is described by Svara as the “mixture in administration” model and illustrates essentially the opposite of the mixture in policy model shown in Figure 2.3b. The relationships represented here show deep probes by elected city council members into the day-to-day conduct of government administration. The depth of the probes will depend on the nature of the issues and assertiveness of the elected officials, which is the reason for the variation in the separation between politics and administration. Some describe this as micromanagement and express concern over political meddling and the possible return of local political corruption, which the municipal reform movement sought to stamp out (Newland 1994). Others describe the mixture in the administration model as legislative prerogatives reasserting themselves to curb the excesses of an uncontrolled bureaucracy or as a kind of political responsiveness (Bledsoe 1993). The mixture in the administration model would be an accurate empirical representation of council-manager-form cities that have a pliant and passive city manager and assertive full-time paid city council members elected by districts.


Figure 2.3d illustrates the “elected official–administrator as co-equal” model; this shares many of the characteristics of the mixture in policy model shown in Figure 2.3b. To Svara, this model represents the New Public Administration assertion (Frederickson 1980; Frederickson 1997b), the Blacksburg Manifesto argument (Wamsley and Wolf 1996), and the Charles Goodsell (1983) contention that public administrators have an inherent policy legitimacy and an ethical obligation to protect the interests of the underrepresented (sometimes called social equity), to act as agents for the citizens, and to administer city affairs according to the law, council directives, and bureaucratic standards of efficiency and fairness (Frederickson 1997b; Wamsley and Wolf 1996; Goodsell 1983). Svara’s co-equal model (Figure 2.3d) accurately describes cities with councils that limit their work to setting policy and approving an annual budget and with strong but fair city managers free to carry out policy and deliver services according to their standards of efficiency and fairness without involving the council. The variation in the separation between politics and administration represents fluctuations in a council’s willingness to give a city manager discretion in implementation, depending on the issues, but also the degree to which the administrator has legitimacy and an obligation to act independently. The co-equal model would best represent the absence of control over bureaucracy or the assumption, commonly found among city managers, that the requirements of political control are satisfied by passing statutes, setting standards, and passing a budget.


In using these models, Svara found there were empirical problems because “we are burdened with such imprecise definitions of the central concepts that distinctions between office and function are difficult to make. One cannot conclude . . . that the only distinction between ‘policy’ and ‘administrative’ decisions is who makes them. It is essential to the task at hand to discriminate precisely among functions in the governmental process without presuming who discharges them” (1994, 8). Svara then sets out the four-part model shown here as Figure 2.4, Parsing the Dichotomy, which uses four, rather than two, categories of governmental activity and describes illustrative tasks for political officials and bureaucrats in each category. To this he again sketches the curved line, which best represents the most commonly found pattern of relationship between politics and administration.


FIGURE 2.4  Parsing the dichotomy: dimensions of governmental processes
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Manager’s Sphere


Using the four-part model, he then arrays the findings of his field research in four separate representations of the four-part model, shown here as Figure 2.5. In the four boxes in Figure 2.5, the dotted line represents the solid line shown in Figure 2.4. Some cities are best described as having a strong manager, shown in box 2.5a. The most notable finding here is that the manager’s space for action is greater in all four functions of government. This could be described as the corporate, or board of directors, model, in which policy is heavily defined by the manager and the council merely approves or makes legitimate that policy. The council grants the manager and the bureaucracy broad and essentially complete discretion in the daily affairs of city government. The opposite of this is found in the council-dominant model set out in box 2.5b, which illustrates a wide space of council involvement at all four levels. This could also be called a council control-of-bureaucracy model. The important point in the strong-manager and council-dominant models is the across-the-board character of power and influence. The council incursion pattern shown in box 2.5c describes a council that probes more deeply in all areas than in the typical model, yet is not consistently assertive in all areas. The incursive council makes administrators wary of offering any proposals concerning mission and is unpredictable in its reactions to policy recommendations from staff. It accepts many recommendations but in some cases undercuts extensive staff preparation and sets off to make its own policy decision. The council probes persistently but somewhat haphazardly into administrative matters and dabbles in management (Svara 1994, 56).


FIGURE 2.5  Derivations from typical division
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Thus the boundary line is “ragged” in this situation. Box 2.5d illustrates a standoff between an assertive manager and an equally assertive council. Each checks and contains the other without the council’s taking complete control or the manager’s getting what is believed to be deserved administrative discretion.


These models capture and illustrate some of the rich variation found in managerial and bureaucratic responses to political control in council-manager-form cities. Other research indicates that the structure of council-manager cities is changing. At one time, most council members in council-manager cities were elected at-large; now they are elected by district. It used to be, too, that councils were strictly part-time and made up of usually white, male business leaders; now council members are increasingly full-time, increasingly paid, are more often female, are more often persons of color, have staff assigned to them, have working spaces in city hall, and have access to city vehicles and symbols of real power (Renner and DeSantis 1993; Bledsoe 1993).


Mayors in council-manager-form cities were once primarily ceremonial, merely the senior member of the council. Now they are increasingly directly elected as mayor, are paid, work full-time, have staff, and so forth. Council-manager cities that have made these structural changes are called “adapted cities” and clearly have moved toward greater political control of the city bureaucracy (Frederickson, Johnson, and Wood, 2003).


In researching this issue, Greg J. Protasel (1994) found that council-managerform cities that are now “adapted cities” seldom abandon the council-manager form. But council-manager cities that are not adapted are more likely to abandon the model in favor of the strong-mayor model. This is, following Protasel, because of the leadership gap illustrated in Figure 2.6. The figure, which uses the Svara four-part functional description of city governmental activities turned on its side, describes functions that are exclusive to the council or the manager, functions that are shared, and a gap in leadership. When cities fill that gap by adapting, they tend to retain the council-manager form. When they leave a leadership vacuum or the manager attempts to fill it, more likely abandonment of the councilmanager form will be considered.


FIGURE 2.6  The Leadership in the Council-Manager Plan
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It is evident from the study of the council-manager form of city government that the use of policy and administration as units of analysis does illuminate the theory of public administration. Further, theories addressing the political control of bureaucracy can easily be tested by using political and administrative variables. This suggests that, although the simple policy-administration dichotomy is without empirical support, a nuanced conception of policy and politics, on the one hand, and administration, on the other, does account for or explain variations among organizations or cities as to the degree of political control of bureaucracy, as well as some of the character or quality of that control or its absence.


Are Bureaucracies Out of Control?


We turn now to the more complex forms of democratic government and to the theories that purport to explain or account for the roles and behavior of bureaucracy, particularly as those roles and behavior are or are not controlled by elected officials.


One group of theories concerning the control of bureaucracy could be described as theories of bureaucratic capture. This theory traces primarily to studies of the federal government, particularly to studies of the regulatory process and the independent regulatory commissions. In one form of this theory, the industries regulated or licensed (airlines, railroads, telephones, etc., at the national level; electric, gas, and other utilities at the state level; and general retail business at the local level) come, through time, to heavily influence or even to control their regulators (Huntington 1952). Under these circumstances, the regulators are sometimes referred to as “having gone native.” Another version of capture theory is that the bureaucratic process is dominated by a triumvirate of policy actors: an interest group, a congressional committee charged with the oversight of a particular agency, and a government agency (Wood and Waterman 1994). Originally, this was a variant of theories of pluralism, commonly known as “iron triangles” and later as “issue networks” (Heclo 1978). A third version of capture theory suggests that policy elites control bureaucracies (Selznick 1949). It is assumed, correctly, that legislatures have passed enabling legislation that created the regulatory agencies and through the delegation of rulemaking, and even adjudicatory powers, have given those bureaucracies wide discretion in regulating entire fields of business, such as transportation or stock markets. Capture theorists argue that the actual functioning of these agencies was outside of the control of the president (governor, mayor), and Congress (state legislature, city council). Therefore, capture theorists sometimes refer to the connections among the regulated industry, the regulatory agency, and the relevant legislative committee as “policy subsystems” beyond presidential and congressional control.


The interesting thing about capture theories is that they suggest that there is too much political control of bureaucracy rather than not enough. As we will see, this is an argument almost exactly the opposite of the more common contemporary theories that political control of bureaucracy is rather limited.


How do theories of bureaucratic capture hold up empirically? Not especially well. As Wood and Waterman put it:


The deregulation movement of the 1970s challenged one of theory’s basic premises, namely, that the regulatory agencies serve the interests of the regulated clientele, not the public interest. The theory could not stand up to the empirical test. . . . In one industry after another, regulatory agencies aggressively promoted deregulation. Had the deregulation movement been confined to one or two agencies, it might easily have been dismissed as a mere exception to a larger rule. But the deregulation movement was broadly based, involving numerous agencies and regulated industries. (1994, 19–20)


It could be added that the federal government’s experience with deregulation has, in a general way, been repeated by American state and local governments.


If regulated industries had captured the public agencies charged with regulating them, and this capture had resulted in particular favorable circumstances for those industries, it would be assumed that the industries, ceteris paribus, would have fought to retain regulation and that the public agencies held prisoner by them would have fought to retain regulation. That did not happen.


What did happen was the very popular executive and legislative politics of deregulation. It turns out that the policy subsystems that were presumed to have captured bureaucracies were permeable, especially to the influence of elected officials—political principals. As a result, modern variants on capture theory account for such external political influences as described in the work of Hugh Heclo (1978), and John Kingdon (1995). These newer variants have much softer assumptions about bureaucratic capture by interest groups or regulated industries and are much more likely to reflect arguments about “overhead democracy” as an approach to the political control of bureaucracy (e.g., Ringquist 1995; Wood 1993).


A local government cousin of theories of bureaucratic capture are theories of client responsiveness. In these theories, it is assumed that jurisdictions establish such institutions as police departments, welfare agencies, and schools. Elected political leaders set policy and establish budgets and use some form of merit-based civil service system to employ the large groups of bureaucrats who must carry out the work—ordinarily direct service to such clients as schoolchildren, the poor, victims of crime, or those suspected of violating the law. Ordinarily, those who directly serve clients are professionals or semiprofessionals, such as schoolteachers, social workers, or police officers—all having a distinct client-serving orientation. Indeed, the training and education of these professionals put a much greater emphasis on how to serve client needs than on how to respond to political principals or policy directives. It is often true that these bureaucrats see themselves as professionals providing a direct service and ordinarily do not see themselves, at least primarily, as public officials or public servants (Gruber 1987). These bureaucrats greatly value autonomy and the widest possible range of discretion in responding to client needs (Lipsky 1980; Gruber 1987). They “work for their clients” more than they “work for the mayor, the city council, the school board, or the county commission.” It could be said, then, that these bureaucrats are “captured” by their clients, although there are those who would caution us against conflating “capture” with client responsiveness in these situations (Meier 1997).


Client responsiveness theory is essentially traditional public administration theory emphasizing agency effectiveness and the instrumental values of efficiency, economy, and equity (Frederickson 1997b). To what extent does this theory have an empirical warrant?


First, the seminal research on client responsiveness theory was done by Michael Lipsky in his classic Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public Services (1980). Its findings are now a part of the public administration intellectual furniture:


       1.  Resources are chronically inadequate.


       2.  The demand for services tends to increase to meet the supply.


       3.  Goal expectations for agencies tend to be ambiguous, vague, or conflicting.


       4.  Performance oriented toward goal achievement tends to be difficult, if not impossible, to measure.


       5.  Clients are typically nonvoluntary; partly as a result, clients for the most part do not serve as a primary bureaucratic reference group.


       6.  Street-level bureaucrats usually have at least some latitude or discretion in providing their services.


       7.  Under conditions of scarce resources and high demand, bureaucrats ration services.


       8.  To bring greater predictability to the resource stream, street-level bureaucrats husband such worker resources as time and energy.


       9.  They control clients by the maintenance of distance, autonomy, expertise, and symbols, thereby reducing the consequences of uncertainty.


     10.  Street-level bureaucrats are often alienated from their work and exhibit forms of psychic withdrawal.


     11.  Street-level bureaucrats tend to be middle class and to ration their services based on middle-class values, such as work, thrift, and the like.


Lipsky’s findings seem to indicate that street-level bureaucrats are not so much captured by their clients as they are faced with daunting social tasks and limited resources. In their forms of client responsiveness are they, then, also responsive to their political and policy masters? Lipsky suggests that unless and until goals are made clearer and performance measures tied to clearer and more precise goals, street-level bureaucracy will stay about the same. There is little doubt that the responsibility for ambiguous, vague, and conflicting goals belongs to elected officials. The question, then, is not one of whether there is or should be greater political control of bureaucracy; the question is the assumed political direction or policy content in that control. Lipsky’s findings indicate that resource scarcity coupled with vague and conflicting goals will produce bureaucrats who cope by exercising some form of control over their work. Does this mean they are out of control? No. Schools, welfare agencies, and police departments are generally doing what the law and what public policy call for—at least to the extent in which that law and policy are clear.


Second, Judith Gruber’s (1987) research paints a rather less flattering picture of bureaucratic actions and attitudes toward political control. Drawing from James D. Thompson’s (1967) theory that bureaucrats seek to buffer themselves from outside forces; from Anthony Downs’s (1967) theory that bureaucracies prefer the status quo and resist change; and from Robert K. Merton’s (1957) theory that bureaucrats resist change, Gruber, who based her research on interviews in a mayor-form city in the upper East Coast, finds bureaucrats to be self-serving and resistant to controls. She finds that bureaucrats “have a significant latitude of action, and they like it that way” (1987, 92); “prefer outside actors who have very little power” (94); do not welcome either city council or mayoral influence in departmental affairs (92–96); and find citizen influence somewhat more welcome (96).


But these bureaucrats believe in democratic government and in political and policy control over their work, although they tend to define the legitimate range of these controls rather narrowly, limiting it to winning elections, passing statutes, making policy, and approving budgets. Bureaucrats tend to be suspicious of elected officials who move beyond these forms of control and attempt to get into what they define as the legitimate role of administration—which is broadly defined to include a wide range of what Gruber sees as policy. These public officials are insulated from the political affairs of the city and tend to take their advice from one another. But, as Lipsky found, bureaucrats work in a world of constraints—rules and regulations that proscribe their actions, limited resources, and pressure for services. Finally, Gruber found bureaucrats to be greatly influenced in their actions and opinions by their professional associations and by the technology of their work and that they resist political intervention that runs counter to these influences. When this happens, political or policy intervention, according to these bureaucrats, tends to be for the political self-interest of elected officials.


One could dismiss Gruber as being rather too Jeffersonian, but she has likely painted a relatively accurate portrayal of the attitudes of upper-level bureaucrats. But this does not mean that public administrators are out of control or cannot be controlled. It does mean that elected officials and upper-level public administrators often hold different values and beliefs about democratic government and about organizational effectiveness. John Nalbandian (1995), a city mayor and a professor of public administration, sets out these contrasting values as shown in Figure 2.7.


FIGURE 2.7  Political and Administrative Values
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At the city level, following Nalbandian, Svara, Timothy Bledsoe, and others, elected officials and bureaucrats clearly have different values. Their views of their roles and activities differ, as do their tools and conversations. Although there may not be a literal politics-administration dichotomy, there certainly is a dichotomy of values. Elected officials and political analysts might regard the city bureaucracy as out of control. It isn’t. It isn’t out of control, but it is influenced by values that are, at times, different from ordinary political values.


The evidence indicates that street-level bureaucrats have some discretion in policy implementation as well as considerable influence in policymaking. In recent research on schools, Kenneth Meier, Joseph Stewart Jr., and Robert England compared three hypotheses regarding the direction of policy discretion by public administrators:


The underclass hypothesis contends that political systems are biased in the distribution of policy outputs, that poor and minority residents receive a less than equal share of city services. The elections hypothesis views politics as a way either to counter the class bias of urban government or to reinforce it. The elections hypothesis suggests that political elites will distribute urban services to benefit their political supporters. The bureaucratic decision rules hypothesis . . . holds that government services are allocated according to rules formulated in the bureaucracy. (1991, 156)


Most of the research on urban service delivery tends to reject the underclass hypothesis and the elections hypothesis and to support the bureaucratic decision rules hypothesis, and the Lipsky and Gruber findings just described would be typical of that research. Meier, Stewart, and England, however, found that school bureaucracies tend to be more politically responsive than previous research would indicate and that bureaucratic decision rules are less influential than was previously thought; in other words, school bureaucracies tend to be politically responsive.


The direction of the political control of bureaucracy was tested in a National Science Foundation–funded study done by Steven Maynard-Moody, Michael Musheno, and Marisa Kelly (1995). They were particularly interested in the decision norms (similar to decision rules) of street-level bureaucrats in questions of justice and fairness. Using a form of story analysis, they tested these hypotheses:


       1.  Street-level bureaucrats are more likely to use justice norms to resolve dilemmas when three organizational conditions are present:


                a.  The street-level bureaucrat feels he or she has the control to resolve a dilemma,


                b.  he or she operates in a work culture that encourages the exercise of discretion by street-level bureaucrats, and


                c.  the local work culture promotes a vision of clients compatible with the way street-level bureaucrats identify with their clients.


       2.  Street-level bureaucrats operating within a local work culture that encourages the use of discretion will use various coping strategies to approximate just outcomes when their identification with clients is strong but conflicts with those evident in the local work culture or is incompatible with available resources.


       3.  Street-level bureaucrats operating within an environment that discourages discretion and that places constraints on their abilities to control a situation may use coping strategies to meet the demands of their jobs, but not to orchestrate outcomes compatible with their norms of justice. They will cope with injustice by ignoring its presence.


       4.  Street-level bureaucrats working in different organizations within the same policy area will demonstrate different patterns of resolving justice dilemmas because of differences in local work and identity cultures.


The Maynard-Moody, Musheno, and Kelly argument is that with grants of adequate discretion, bureaucracies will tend toward fairness and justice. This supports the “social equity” normative standards for public administrators argued by H. George Frederickson (1997b), and reflects the relationship between politics and administration reflected in Figure 2.3d, discussed earlier, which shows the inherent policy legitimacy and ethical obligation of agencies to act in the interests of citizens and protect the underrepresented.


We return to the question of whether capture theory, particularly the capture of bureaucracy by interest groups or clients, has an empirical warrant. The answer is mostly no. In the extent to which laws, regulations, and budgets support clients and client interests, and bureaucrats carry out those laws and regulations and serve those clients by using their appropriations, then, capture theory is salient. But this is usually interest groups’ and/or clients’ capture of politics, not of bureaucracy. At the national level, where issues of political control of bureaucracy are far more complicated, the James Q. Wilson (1989) synthesis is especially helpful:


Congress has always micromanaged the federal bureaucracy, but the form of that micromanagement has changed from seeking favors for political supporters (there is still a good bit of this) to devising elaborate, detailed rules for bureaucracy, engaging in close oversight, and demanding information. (242)


Agencies with tasks that are hard to specify and difficult to evaluate and that are imbedded in conflict-ridden political environments can barely be controlled by legislatures at all, except by multiplying the procedural constraints that the agencies are supposed to observe. (250–251)


An interesting illustration of the contingent effects of context and task is found in the research of Terry Moe (1989). He studied such controversial agencies as the Consumer Product Safety Commission, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and the Environmental Protection Agency. Business interest groups strongly oppose both the objectives and the activities of these bureaucracies and are not shy in pressuring Congress to either dismantle or change them. Congress finds the repeal of the enabling legislation for these agencies to be politically untenable, so it uses a different approach: “Opposing groups are dedicated to crippling the bureaucracy and gaining control over its decisions, and they will pressure for fragmented authority, labyrinthine procedures, mechanisms for political intervention, and other structures that subvert the bureaucracy’s performance and open it to attack” (1989, 216).


At the state and national levels, one of the complicating factors in control-of-bureaucracy theories is divided government. In the ordinary theory of public administration, there is the executive assumption—public administration is part of an executive branch headed by an elected governor or president. When the governor or president is in one party and the legislature (or one house of the legislature) is controlled by the other party, who is to have control? In orthodox public administration theory, as well as in virtually every proposal for reform, the elected executive is understood to be at the top of the control hierarchy. Robert Gilmour and Alexis Halley, based on a careful observation of Congress, several presidents, and the federal bureaucracy in ten specific case studies, suggest that the “co-management” of bureaucracy is a more apt empirical description. If this is so, developing an empirically testable control-of-bureaucracy theory is made much more complex. They suggest the following:
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