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viii

Preface

When the first edition of this book was published more than a generation ago, the 
role of  government and public administration in America was rapidly changing in 
response to complex and often uncertain national and global political challenges. 
Then as now, the United States faced difficult domestic and international chal-
lenges and relied on its appointed and elected officials, especially chief executives, 
for leadership. Since then, we have been led and are being led by eight different 
presidents, four Democrats and four Republicans, each with vastly different expe-
riences, ideologies and visions for the nation’s current and future needs, each with 
sharply divergent policy priorities. 

President Jimmy Carter (1977-1981), a Democrat, became enmeshed in 
Middle East conflicts and tried unsuccessfully to use military force to free Amer-
ican citizens who were being held hostage in Iran. In 1980, Carter lost the White 
House to Ronald Reagan (1981-1989), a Republican and a highly influential voice 
of modern conservatism, was credited with negotiating freedom for the hostages 
and later received credit for ending the Cold War with the Soviet Union. The 
Soviet Union collapsed soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and the 
United States entered a new phase of nuclear disarmament and (seeming) peaceful 
coexistence with Russia. Focus on foreign policy issues began to shift to concerns 
about domestic human rights. 

The national government became more actively involved in enforcing civil and 
voting rights laws in southern states in the U.S., where there was (and continues to 
be) considerable resistance to changes mandated by the national government that go 
against prevailing cultural and social values. Bolstered by Supreme Court rulings, Con-
gress increased appropriations to accomplish these policy goals, as well as many others. 
Concurrently, presidential powers expanded with the need to respond to human-made 
and natural disasters, cope with economic downturns, and respond to military crises. 
Congressional cooperation with chief executives varied, and presidential policy initia-
tives were promoted or resisted by the mass media, organized lobbies, or various public 
interest groups; the image and prestige of individual chief executives were damaged 
and enhanced by how well policies were implemented or crises averted. Ronald Rea-
gan was succeeded by his Vice-President, George H.W. Bush (1989-1993), who served 
just one term before being defeated by Democrat Bill Clinton (1993-2001). Then as 
now, presidential decision-making procedures and the advisory roles played by high-
level appointed officials were vital to success or failure of public policies.

The period 2001–2009 saw dramatic changes in the collective life of the United 
States that in many respects were unprecedented—and largely unanticipated. When 
George W. Bush assumed office in January of 2001, the twin towers of the World 
Trade Center stood tall on the skyline of New York City—who even thought twice 
about that? For that matter, how many of us, early in 2001, paid much attention to a 
foreign organization known as al-Qaeda? There was no Department of Homeland 
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  Preface ix

Security, no Office of the Director of National Intelligence, no Transportation Secu-
rity Administration, and no long lines of passengers waiting to check in at airports. 
The price of gasoline was one-third of the levels reached in 2021. The national 
debt—always a matter of some concern— stood at $5 trillion in 2001, rose to $12 
trillion by fiscal year (FY) 2010, and has reached nearly $30 trillion now. The powers 
of the national government’s executive branch, while larger than in the past, had not 
yet expanded to their present scope. And the responsibilities of national, state, and 
local administrators had not yet grown at what has become the most rapid pace since 
the New Deal era of Franklin D. Roosevelt in the 1930s and 1940s. All these events 
set the stage for new challenges—and perhaps new opportunities—for our govern-
ments generally, and for the Biden-Harris administration in particular. 

The close of the George W. Bush administration and the term of office of Barack 
Obama as our 44th president and Joe Biden as our 47th vice president marked a sig-
nificant transition in recent U.S. history. President Obama (2009-2017) made a con-
certed effort to improve the global standing of the United States, with some notable 
successes.  However, he also faced foreign policy challenges such as pro-democracy 
popular revolts in the Middle East, prevention of terrorist acts against American citi-
zens, and disengagement from the war in Afghanistan. Although these efforts did not 
forestall another ten years of engagement in Afghanistan/the Middle East, the most 
widely-acclaimed foreign policy success of the Obama administration, of course, was 
the killing of Osama Bin Laden in 2011.

Politically, the Obama administration was hampered by the “Great Recession” 
of 2007-2009 which cut deeply into his political support, and in large measure con-
tributed to a Republican takeover of the U.S. House of Representatives in 2010. As 
this sequence of events demonstrated, the ability of presidents to implement their 
ongoing policy agendas is hampered by congressional opposition on all matters 
relating to the national government budget, not to mention the continuing efforts 
being made to repeal—or at least sharply curtail the impacts of—government regu-
lation and healthcare reforms (among other policy disputes). Because public admin-
istration operates within both a formal institutional setting of government and a 
context of political support, the developments of the past decade are important to 
understand as we begin our study of the subject.

The presidential election of 2016 brought to the Oval Office a Republican 
businessman with a conservative agenda and no experience in either politics or 
government. Although Republican Donald J. Trump received almost three million 
fewer votes than his Democratic opponent, New York Senator and former Sec-
retary of State Hillary Clinton, he secured enough votes in the Electoral College 
to win the presidency. The primary factor leading to the rejection of Trump by 
voters four years later was weak leadership from his administration at the begin-
ning of, and throughout, the coronavirus pandemic. Trump’s lack of understand-
ing of the seriousness of the pandemic early on led to a failure to deploy proactive 
preventive tactics, and arguably contributed to hundreds of thousands of deaths.  
Even after the pandemic was acknowledged, Americans continued to receive con-
flicting messaging from Trump and his team and, at times, blatant misinformation 
regarding the origins and nature of COVID-19.  

Not surprisingly, the Biden-Harris ticket centered their campaign on COVID-
19, notably criticizing the Trump administration’s seeming indifference to the 
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x Preface

pandemic and heavily emphasizing how they would use government to handle the 
crisis in America. Biden won the election and pledged to “Build Back Better” using 
all the administrative resources available to the president. Ironically, one of his 
administration’s major ongoing challenges was the resurgence of the Delta variant 
of the COVID-19 virus spread by unvaccinated individuals (primarily in states that 
supported Trump), followed by the emergence of the Omicron variant in late 2021.

The theme that ties all these actions, events, and policies together is the 
need to anticipate and effectively respond to change, with clear lines of com-
mand-and-control authority and with necessary resources. Our capacity to 
respond to unanticipated change is even more important today than it was in 
1980, when the national government spent less than one-fifth of the more than 
$6 trillion now appropriated annually. The Soviet Union presented a unified and 
identifiable threat to our national security, as opposed to the diverse and frag-
mented dangers presented today by rogue states and terrorist groups. Yet, despite 
the heightened risk of international terrorism, the total percentage of revenue 
collected by all governments in America has not changed substantially—it is still 
about one-third of all the goods and services produced by our economy, leaving 
two-thirds in the hands of the private sector (refer to Chapter 8). Nonetheless, 
policies, programs and regulatory actions funded by national government fees, 
taxes, and similar actions – and supported by the ebb and flow of revenue col-
lected by states and local governments – can have major consequences for individ-
uals, institutions, and local communities. 

If anything, the challenges facing administrators today have become even 
more daunting, requiring more effective expenditures of scarcer public resources 
and increased commitment from all public servants. Public administration pro-
vides most of the critical human resources—and the management capability—to 
try to prevent, respond to, and recover from the worst effects of both human-
caused and natural disasters. The COVID-19 pandemic presents the greatest 
challenge to governments’ fundamental responsibility to “serve and protect” cit-
izens since the Second World War. The belated response to the pandemic, and 
the need to socially distance required to prevent its spread, forced a massive shift 
in both personal and interpersonal activity, and resulted in the need to connect 
remotely. Unfortunately, the massive social changes from traditional in-person to 
digital life interactions have not been seamless. Not everyone in America has been 
able to transition to this new, remote digital age; many sub-groups and individuals 
are unable to “connect” and have been left behind in the fast-moving internet 
revolution. Among those most negatively affected are the disabled, the elderly, and 
less affluent citizens lacking access to faster broadband speeds. 

This book is written for undergraduate and graduate students, interested 
citizens, government officials, and all others seeking to better understand how 
domestic and global challenges impact the applied practice and the academic field 
of public administration. The subject reflects multiple perspectives and has com-
plex roots in many different academic disciplines as well as “real world” fields of 
endeavor. That by itself should alert the reader to one of the essential features of 
public administration: There are many sides to it, with a wide variety of complex 
issues, questions, practices, and themes that have commanded attention (both in 
and out of the field) for well over a century. Public administration is both a subject 
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  Preface xi

for academic study and an increasingly challenging aspect of the overall processes 
of governing.

In the following pages, we discuss many themes and controversies of con-
temporary public administration and public policy. One recurring focus is on the 
distinction between the political and managerial aspects of the field, and the need 
to understand the importance of each. We also describe the continuing efforts of 
national, state, and local governments to realign,  reorganize, and strengthen pub-
lic-sector resources to maintain current services remotely, respond to  economic 
crises and natural disasters, secure our borders, anticipate emerging needs and 
future challenges, and protect homeland security. We emphasize the need for more 
creative and  innovative thinking; eliminating “unnecessary” internal regulations to 
enable public employees to do their best work; achieving results more effectively 
with fewer resources; linking citizens and government service providers with new 
broadband internet technologies; and serving government’s “customers”  efficiently 
and well. The need to sustain services and, at the same time, devote greater 
resources to protecting Americans from serious economic downturns, natural 
disasters and terrorist acts has resulted in substantial changes in the ways govern-
ments operate, and the results of those changes are visible throughout all aspects of 
American society. 

Another related theme is the increased concern with ethics and integrity in 
both the  selection of appointed and elected public officials and in decisions made 
by governmental  institutions and agencies. This concern has intensified recently 
in both the private and public sectors, focusing on various types of ethical consid-
erations that enter into corporate, political, and administrative decisions, as well as 
examining ways to promote more responsiveness and accountability on the part of 
public administrators. Numerous challenges face leaders and managers in public, 
private, and nonprofit service organizations. These include dealing with complex 
and  sensitive  environmental, human resources, and social justice issues; cop-
ing with budgetary and legal constraints; managing massive humanitarian relief 
efforts; applying the latest communication systems and information technologies; 
recruiting and maintaining a competent and respected workforce; delivering qual-
ity education and health care services; and ensuring high-level, measurable perfor-
mance in government programs.

A final and interconnected theme is the exponential growth of information 
and communication technologies, remote work, and the improvement of perfor-
mance management systems such as electronic and digital governance, to enhance 
public knowledge, improve access, increase government transparency, and facili-
tate new forms of interaction among citizens, elected officials, and public admin-
istrators. Today, previously unavailable network technologies are transforming the 
delivery of public services in ways not dreamt of just a few years ago. The expanded 
capacities of the internet, Global Positioning Systems (GPS), social media net-
working, and teleconferencing offer the potential for all citizens to participate in 
a much wider range of election-related and public-policy decision making. Rela-
tionships between citizens and governments are rapidly changing, making it more 
difficult (although far from impossible) for repressive regimes to control access 
to information and manipulate public opinion. New technologies also are being 
applied worldwide to achieve greater access to decision makers, debate public 
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xii Preface

issues, influence elections and voting, improve efficiency in government, and affect 
the outcomes of many important decisions. They also present challenges for pub-
lic managers to make data networks secure, and to prevent unauthorized access to 
information now stored in larger, more vulnerable databases and shared files. 

We also devote considerable attention to more specific management- related 
topics in the field. These include, among others, continuity and change in complex 
relationships among national, state, and local governments (Chapter 3); manage-
ment challenges, organizational design changes, and leadership responsibilities in 
public organizations (Chapters 4, 5, 6); both old and new human relations man-
agement (that is, government personnel-related) concerns (Chapter 7); ongoing 
tensions in the budgetary process, including continuing attention to government 
spending and budget deficits (Chapter 8); implementation of various types of 
national, state, and local government policies (Chapter 9); government regulation 
and deregulation (Chapter 10); and the emergence of strong emphases on technol-
ogy-enhanced government productivity, performance management, and customer 
service standards in the public sector (Chapter 11). In the concluding chap-
ter (Chapter 12), we look back at the field, and attempt to integrate the various 
themes and subject matters covered in this text, as well as look ahead to emerging 
issues and concerns.

Twenty-First-Century Public Administration

There have been significant changes in the academic field of public administra-
tion, as well as in the practical world of government service, since the first edition 
of this book was published in 1978. What characterizes public administration in 
the twenty-first century is the scope and rapidity of change affecting virtually all 
aspects of governmental activity. The rapid integration and increasing use of tech-
nology is but one element of this transformation. Other considerations include 
the need to devote greater resources to combat terrorism, secure our borders, and 
protect citizens from the devastation caused by natural disasters; reexamine basic 
social values and government’s role in promoting policies that reflect them (as 
inconsistent and often contradictory as those values might be); reconsider exist-
ing social-insurance and entitlement programs; rebuild decaying infrastructure; 
reassess government’s responsibility to change social and economic environments; 
reemphasize serving citizens as “customers,” measuring results, and encouraging 
job retraining to compete in global markets; counter the effects of outsourcing; 
and provide productive employment opportunities for all Americans. Also, very 
much with us are the need to develop new approaches to old budgetary dilemmas; 
engage in politically charged debates about how to curb massive budget deficits; 
promote freer trade; ensure that national government agencies can effectively 
respond to emergencies, maintain border security, and reform traditional intel-
ligence procedures; to prevent further degradation of the environment from the 
effects of climate change; combat crime; ensure equal justice; and reform health 
care delivery systems (among many other things). State and local government 
officials must find new sources of revenue, assist national government agencies 
in the war on terrorism, develop their own emergency management procedures, 
and experiment with new approaches for delivering customer-focused services. 
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  Preface xiii

All public administrators must cope with widespread frustration among many 
citizens about government’s capacities to both manage and successfully reform a 
diverse range of public programs.

Thus public administration, which is always somewhat difficult to understand 
in the best of circumstances, is even more challenging for today’s student because 
of the turbulence that characterizes so many administrative operations, political 
controversies, and social challenges. In this context, it is vital for all those seeking 
greater information about the field to better understand the way the public per-
ceives the profession, forces for change such as the reorganized Department of 
Homeland Security, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, and a host 
of newly created cybersecurity agencies at all levels of government. 

There are now larger forces resisting change—or, alternatively, urging even more 
radical change (overturning free elections, promoting bureaucratic inertia, and ideological 
opposition to government involvement in our  economic and social lives)—that weaken 
trust and threaten democratic legitimacy. Many Americans were unhappy, for a variety 
of reasons, with the Trump presidency, which led to the election of Joe Biden as our 45th 
president. He was elected on the basis of promises that his administration would better 
address the many problems and consequences of COVID-19 by  providing economic 
stimulus packages, pay check protection, and science-driven decisions. However, political 
polarization is still present and may limit the ability of his administration to take the pro-
posed actions they campaigned on.  Following Trump’s lead, many Republican politicians, 
at all levels of government, refused to support Biden’s stimulus plans and actively cam-
paigned against additional social funding, tax reform, and pandemic prevention efforts. 

Finally, four interrelated themes are very much at the heart of  contemporary 
public administration and of our discussion in this book. First is increasing the 
internal accountability and efficiency of public agencies. Second is  improving 
the performance and results of public programs—especially through the 
 application of information technology, digital governance, and reliable  measures 
of  performance management. Third is strengthening ethical guidelines and prac-
tices shaping the decisions of public officials. Fourth is more effectively anticipat-
ing, planning for, and securing the resources necessary to respond to unexpected 
challenges in the complex real world of public management. To some extent, these 
concerns have been with us since the “administrative state” began to emerge in 
the late nineteenth century. But they have taken on greater urgency as we move 
forward to meet the increasing challenges facing governments in the twenty-first 
century. Blending old and new concepts is an integral part of public adminis-
tration. Old concerns never entirely disappear and new concerns usually have 
some roots in continuing issues. Nevertheless, what is new now—and what may 
emerge in the immediate future—may result in greater change, in a shorter time 
span, than in many previous periods of conflict, rapid change, and uncertainty.

What’s New in the Twelfth Edition?

The changes made to Public Administration in America for the twelfth edition create a 
book that students may well wish to keep as a future reference in the context of their 
work lives.
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This edition has been thoroughly revised to consolidate previous material, add 
important updates, and focus on current events and policies facing our nation and its 
citizens. Updated material includes analysis of Presidents Obama, Trump, and Biden’s 
time in office up until this book’s publication; discussion of current policy issues such 
as maintaining social and economic support systems, homeland security, intelligence 
reform, infrastructure, the war on terrorism, globalization, affirmative action, account-
ability, civil liberties, regulatory reform, performance management, and decision 
making in government; and the ongoing discussions of changing political and admin-
istrative values, federalism, information and communication technology (including 
electronic and digital government, organizational development, human resources, 
budgeting, contracting, regulation, administrative law, and the international dimen-
sions of the field).

Government agencies have adopted advanced communication technologies to 
enhance internet connectivity, conduct virtual meetings, and utilize voice recogni-
tion to better serve constituents amid social distancing requirements. Health and 
human services caseworkers, parole officers, building inspectors, and civil service 
workers, among many others, are using more leveraged video platforms to connect 
with their clients. For many, these new virtual services have resulted in better access 
and more convenience for those receiving services; for some, however, these same 
technologies have had a detrimental effect. Governments have an opportunity to 
capitalize on the innovative remote-service-delivery model by making it permanent, 
but they need technologies and training to efficiently do so. Advanced technologies 
such as artificial intelligence, blockchain, cloud computing, and data analytics are 
now being embedded in the operations of government agencies within all functions 
and at all levels. Current and future public administrators must become  familiar 
with applying digital tools to change citizen–agency relationships and ensure the 
equitable distribution of resources. 

Included within several chapters are “Point/Counterpoint” mini-debates and 
other boxed features describing controversial public policy and political issues. 
They have been revised and streamlined from the previous edition of this book, 
and are aimed at encouraging analysis, discussion, debate, and thought. “Point/
Counterpoint” provides students with condensed discussions of timely issues—
for example, whether or not government should assist individuals and compa-
nies in time of economic distress, defining the role of the national government 
in the federal system, and the importance of maintaining the political neutrality 
of career public administrators. Other focal points include the use of government 
health care benefits for persons with  preventable  diseases resulting from misuse 
of harmful substances, the legality of regulating social media networks, and deter-
mining under what circumstances chief executives should overrule the advice they 
receive from career administrators—presenting two opposing sides to each issue. 
The goal of this feature is to encourage students to engage in debate, as they are 
asked to rely upon the knowledge they have gained throughout each chapter and 
from independent study as they  support one side or the other. Popular culture 
and modern media outlets are also used as examples to stimulate thought about 
current events and policy actions. Award-winning films and documentaries are 
featured as examples found within selected chapters, with a brief synopsis and 
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summary included, before students are asked to consider how the given examples 
relate to real-life situations. The questions included within this particular feature 
are designed to encourage critical thinking and application, while serving as a 
connection between topics shown in different media outlets and everyday policy 
choices. 

As in previous editions, the twelfth edition provides glossary terms in the 
margins for easier reference by students. Key terms are boldfaced and colored in 
blue in the text and then defined in the margins of each chapter. These key terms 
also appear in end-of-chapter material, and are cross-referenced in the glossary so 
that students can find a term easily and understand it in a variety of contexts.

New learning objectives have been added at the beginning of each  chapter, 
and discussion questions at the end of each chapter, to encourage critical 
 thinking.  Useful internet sites from a variety of government, private, and non-
profit  organizations are provided throughout the chapters, to facilitate access to 
 information on  relevant issues as well as to serve as a starting point for research. 
Students are encouraged to use available search engines, such as Google,  Microsoft 
Explorer, and Mozilla  Firefox, to conduct in-depth searches to find the most 
 current information on  specific topics. The twelfth edition uses updated chap-
ter-opening epigraphs  featuring quotes from  presidents such as Harry S. Truman, 
John F.  Kennedy,  William Jefferson (Bill) Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack 
Obama to present students with a high-interest theme for each chapter. 
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To the Student

This text will help you expand your knowledge and understanding of what 
public administration is all about. A special feature of this edition is  boldfaced key 
terms colored in blue, and concepts noted in the text and defined in the margins 
of each chapter. This glossary of terms will help you review key concepts, tech-
niques, laws, and institutions pertaining to public administration. 

A list of suggested readings at the end of each chapter notes important sources 
for further research and information. In addition, each chapter in this edition 
includes many uniform resource locators (URLs), hyperlinked internet websites, 
and online resources to assist you in expanding your knowledge about the field, 
finding jobs, obtaining additional information, and preparing research papers for 
courses in political science, public policy, and public administration. 

All students, and especially those approaching this field for the first time, 
should be careful in their selection of source material from the internet. Not all 
websites are equally accurate or authoritative. The user should be wary of the 
source of the information provided in the website, and always provide the web 
address (www.), title, author (if available), and date accessed, to permit verification.

Instructor Resources

Additional instructor resources for this product are available online. Instructor 
assets include an Instructor’s Manual, PowerPoint® slides, and a test bank powered 
by Cognero®. Sign up or sign in at www.cengage.com to search for and access this 
product and its online resources.
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Outline
Chapter 1
Approaching the 
Study of Public 
Administration

Chapter 2
Public Administration, 
Democracy, and 
Bureaucratic Power

Chapter 3
Federalism and 
Intergovernmental 
Relations

1 The Context, Nature, 
and Structure of Public 
Administration in 
America

Part

This opening section explores essential facts and concepts 
in public administration in order to set the stage for further 

detailed discussion of the subject. The central themes are: (1) 
defining and reimagining the roles and functions of public 
 bureaucracies for the twenty-first century within the larger 
economic, governmental and social systems; (2) the impacts of 
divisive politics and polarization within that larger system, as well 
as the effects of political and policy-making decisions on adminis-
trative actions and decisions; (3) the political implications of organi-
zational, technological, and structural arrangements; (4) the critical, 
and increasing, importance of data analysis, information com-
munication technologies, and social media; and (5) the changing 
types of formal and informal intergovernmental exchanges among 
elected officials and administrators at all levels of government.

Chapter 1 describes the most common structures of executive-branch 
agencies, focusing on the growth of government generally and public 
administration in particular. We discuss the broader governmental 
system in which public administration and policy making operate, con-
sider traditional conceptions of how public agencies ought to function, 
and then compare them with the current realities of American politics 
and bureaucracy. We describe how new internet-driven information 
communication systems and computer technologies are applied to stan-
dardize administrative processes, and how they increase transparency 
and overcome fragmented and overlapping decision-making procedures 
within bureaucracies. We explore similarities and differences between 
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public and private administration, taking note of some ways they overlap in 
practice. We then examine public administration as a field of study, especially its 
evolution from a relatively uncomplicated field in the late nineteenth century 
to the challenging, necessary, and rapidly changing discipline that impacts all 
aspects of contemporary society. In addition, we analyze the impacts of domes-
tic and international crises, the COVID-19 pandemic, the role of mass media 
(including social media), and the expansion of advanced internet technologies 
on our values and practices.

In Chapter 2, we examine in more detail the underlying and sometimes 
conflicting values in American administrative practice. Of central importance 
are the tensions between political values—such as individual freedom to make 
a very wide range of choices in our personal lives, government accountability, 
fair representation, and popular control—and administrative values—such 
as efficiency, economy, responsiveness, and the ideal of “political” (usually 
meaning partisan) neutrality. We explore the need for political accountability, 
the extent of citizen participation, new ways of accessing information about 
public issues, and how definitions of representativeness have changed. We 
then focus on the nature and exercise of bureaucratic power and discuss 
various issues involved in the rise and evolution of the modern “bureaucratic 
state.” The discussion centers on the dispersal of power throughout govern-
ment and what that means for public administrators, citizens, the foundations 
of bureaucratic power, bureaucrats as political actors as well as public manag-
ers, and dilemmas of political and administrative accountability. Bureaucrats 
are described as active participants in a broad range of individual and political 
interactions that allow for considerable variety and complexity in the manner 
of their involvement—interactions and activities that have only expanded as a 
result of domestic and global economic and public health challenges.

Chapter 3 deals with the dynamic nature of federalism and intergovernmen-
tal (national–state–local) relations. Descriptions of the formal national govern-
ment structure are followed by an examination of intergovernmental relations 
within the broader concept of federalism. Particular attention is given to fiscal 
and administrative relations among the different levels and units of government, 
national government efforts to stimulate economic growth, the divisive issues 
of intergovernmental regulation and unfunded mandates (national and state 
directives without funds to support them), and the effects of the radical devolu-
tion (transfer) of national government program authority to states and to local 
governments initiated by the Trump administration (2017–2021). (Devolution 
of functions had been debated, and some efforts made, in the course of several 
decades prior to the Trump presidency.) The evolution of American federalism 
has profoundly, but not always positively, affected the management of  
government programs at all levels, and it is essential that we understand how 
the two are interrelated. Federalism is an important structural element in public 
administration that, in turn, creates a challenging organizational dynamic 
among local, state, and national officials and other stakeholders.
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4

121 Approaching the Study of 
Public Administration

Learning Objectives
1-1 Identify and describe the various factors that seem to account for the 

public’s holding government bureaucracy in low esteem. Then describe 
the factors that seem to explain the public’s higher regard for govern-
ment bureaucracy, when levels of confidence in government have been 
higher.

1-2 Recognize the key concerns of public managers and the major objec-
tives that managers, in general terms, must seek to achieve in their 
organizations.

1-3 Identify the five major types of agencies, four formal bases (or foun-
dations) of organization, and four broad categories of administrative 
employees that are found in U.S. public administration.

1-4 Explain how independent regulatory agencies differ from cabinet-level 
departments.

1-5 Describe, with some examples, why organizational structure, in general, 
is politically significant. Then identify the assumptions underlying efforts 
aimed specifically at municipal reform in the early twentieth century.

1-6 Identify and describe the major characteristics of the policy-making 
process in the U.S. national government.

1-7 Identify the traditional conceptions of bureaucracy and explain why 
they are important.

1-8 Identify the five factors that help to explain the growth of government 
bureaucracy.

1-9 Describe the major aspects of social and technological change that 
have made the work of public administrators much more challenging 
and complex in recent decades.

1-10 Explain how standardization of administrative systems using new tech-
nologies has become strategy for overcoming fragmented and com-
partmentalized decision-making procedures within bureaucracies.

1-11 Identify the key similarities, and key differences, between public and  
private administration.

1-12 Describe how the academic field of American public administration has 
evolved into its current form over the last 150 years.
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  Chapter 1  Approaching the Study of Public Administration 5

The president of the United States publicly disagrees 
with Congress over priorities for national government 
finances, taking issue especially over the question of 
whether a wall should be built on the U.S. southern 
border. A police officer is injured and requires emer-
gency medical treatment following a traffic accident 
while pursuing a dangerous driver who has stolen a car. 
The chair of a powerful state legislative appropriations 
committee in a large southern state bluntly announces 
that “We don’t want any more government.” A teachers’ 
union rejects an attempt by the school board to charge 
teachers higher fees for health insurance coverage. 
To meet severe budget deficits, several states increase  
university fees and tuition fees for college students, cut 
health care programs for the low-income people and 
elderly, close state parks and recreation areas, and release prisoners before the 
end of their sentences. The state of California challenges less-stringent stan-
dards for carbon emissions set by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA). Local government bargaining teams negotiate around the clock with a 
transportation workers’ union in an effort to avert a threatened strike only days 
away. Cell phones, surveillance systems, and body cameras increasingly cap-
ture incidents of those being victimized by criminals as well as video evidence 
of excessive use of force by law enforcement officers. During the presidential 
campaign, a candidate promises to cut the size of the national government 
bureaucracy in half. The president and Congress fail to agree on national  
government budget priorities and, as a result, essential services are shut down, 
airline passenger safety is compromised, critical economic reports are delayed, 
national parks are deteriorating or closed due to lack of maintenance, and 
Social Security recipients fail to receive benefits.

What do these examples, all drawn from real-life situations, have in  
common? They represent critical aspects of public administration, one of the 
most important dimensions of the American governmental process and one 
with increasing influence both inside and outside of government.

Public administration in America today is a large and highly  complex 
enterprise made up of thousands of smaller units that encompass the 
 everyday activities of literally millions of citizens and government  employees. 
The actions and decisions of public administrators touch the daily lives of 
 virtually every American. The cycles of growth and reduction in  government 
activity and public bureaucracy are among the most significant and, at 
times, controversial social phenomena of recent decades. The composition,  
mission, and size of bureaucracy have become the subject of heated debate 
among citizens, legislators, scholars, and practitioners. At the same time, 
politicians of every stripe have criticized bureaucracy at all levels of 
government.

Never before has man had such capacity 
to control his own environment, to end 
thirst and hunger, to conquer poverty 
and disease, to banish illiteracy and 
massive human misery. We have the 
power to make this the best generation 
of mankind in the history of the 
world—or to make it the last.

John F. Kennedy,  
United Nations address, New York City,  

September 20, 1963
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6 Part 1  The Context, Nature, and Structure of Public Administration in America

Many politicians have run successfully “against” the bureaucracy: in 
1976, Jimmy Carter promised to “clean up the bureaucratic mess in Wash-
ington”; in 1980, Ronald Reagan promised to “get the federal government 
off your backs”; in 1996, Bill Clinton declared (prematurely) that “the era 
of Big Government is over”; during the controversial 2000 presidential 
campaign, Republican candidate George W. Bush accused his opponent, 
then-Vice-President Al Gore, of representing “the government” while he 
(Bush) represented “the people.” As president, however, George W. Bush led 
one of the largest expansions of the national government bureaucracy in his-
tory to maintain domestic security after September 11, 2001, respond to nat-
ural disasters, and implement U.S. foreign and military policy in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. As a result, President Bush was labeled by his political opponents 
as a “big government conservative.” The extent of Barack Obama’s success as 
president depended almost entirely upon economic recovery and job growth, 
sectors of the economy that are only indirectly affected by presidential  
policies. President Donald Trump entered office in 2017 with relatively 
vague policy-related promises, but also with the express purpose of reducing 
the authority of certain national government bureaucracies. Many observers 
regard his term in office as arguably one of the most divisive presidencies in 
American history. In stark contrast to Donald Trump, President Joe Biden 
came into office with the clear belief that the national government needed 
to be reenergized—that even with its apparent weaknesses, government is 
a positive for good in society and should be provided with the necessary 
resources accordingly. His ambitious proposals in the early months of his 
presidency clearly demonstrated his commitment to a far more active gov-
ernmental role. 

Typically, politically conservative chief executives such as Ronald Reagan,  
George W. Bush, the late George H. W. Bush, and Donald Trump gain public 
support and win elections by criticizing bureaucracy and by pledging to 
reduce government; once elected, however, they must inspire, lead, and rely 
on the same government officials to achieve their own policy goals and to 
respond to crises. The task for George W. Bush (2001–2009) was even more 
challenging because he centralized government functions and expanded both 
presidential power and the role of the national government bureaucracy as 
no recent president has, primarily because of the September 11, 2001, attacks 
on New York and Washington, and his administration’s decisions to conduct 
 protracted wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In sharp contrast, Trump’s active 
disdain for national government employees and his actions to restrain their 
power left his administration underprepared to cope with the COVID-19 
pandemic. Chief executives at all levels of government are elected by making 
similar promises and then asking their government bureaucracies to help 
achieve them; ultimately, they are judged by the voters on their ability to 
 fulfill those promises and maintain the trust of a majority of voters.
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  Chapter 1  Approaching the Study of Public Administration 7

Our awareness of bureaucracy varies according to domestic and inter-
national conditions and the situations in which we find ourselves. This 
awareness is usually higher before, during, and after a presidential election 
cycle; when we cast votes for other elected officials or fill out our income tax 
returns; when we depend, especially, on government support to avoid finan-
cial ruin and must learn how to connect with public officials using unfamiliar 
remote-operated technology; when we apply for government loans to sup-
port a small business or finance a college education; when we seek national 
government assistance to rebuild a business after a pandemic or natural 
disaster; and when we deal with the most visible street-level bureaucrats— 
“first responders” such as police officers, emergency service workers, and 
firefighters. We are less conscious of the role of bureaucracy under other 
more routine circumstances. Much of bureaucratic decision making is 
obscure or just not directly meaningful to most of us. Consider, for example,  
decisions by the U.S. State Department to change eligibility formulas for 
determining international student visas. Proposals such as these may be 
important to subsets of citizens (and noncitizens as well) and may even 
lend legitimacy to the final actions taken by public agencies, but they  
typically generate little media publicity or public attention by themselves. 
One exception: when the U.S. Supreme Court upheld President Trump’s 
decision to ban immigrants from seven predominantly Muslim countries in 
June 2018 by a 5–4 decision.1 Although this particular case received a sub-
stantial amount of publicity, some of the most important work of govern-
ment agencies takes place away from public view. Yet everyone has a general 
opinion—often negative—about bureaucracy and politics. (Throughout the 
book, key terms and concepts are highlighted in bold print, defined in the 
margins, and listed at the end of each chapter.)

All Americans are far more aware of the role of bureaucracy in our 
national life as a result of tragic events such as September 11, 2001, the inept 
governmental response to Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the persistent antigov-
ernment rhetoric of the Trump administration from 2017 until 2021, and the 
Biden administration’s efforts to address the COVID-19 pandemic. In what 
many have called an act of insurrection, Trump supporters invaded the U.S. 
Capitol on January 6, 2021, in a violent attack against the U.S. Congress 
during the official Electoral College vote-counting process. Consequently, all 
forms of security at the U.S. Capitol and elsewhere became much tighter, 
more intrusive, and more time-consuming as a result of increased threats of 
violence—as well as the global spread of the coronavirus. Providing greater 
security, in many forms, requires increased bureaucratic involvement, and 
people generally are more aware of it. Scarce public resources are being 
diverted from much-needed domestic economic development and social 
programs to bolster security for Americans who are now more alert to, and 
aware of, the protective and service responsibilities of public agencies. Many 

bureaucracy
(1) a formal organizational 
arrangement characterized 
by division of labor, job 
specialization with no 
functional overlap, exercise 
of authority through a 
vertical hierarchy (chain 
of command), and a 
system of internal rules, 
regulations, and record 
keeping; (2) in common 
usage, the administrative 
branch of government 
(national, state, or local) 
in the United States; also, 
individual administrative 
agencies of those 
governments.

Electoral College
a mechanism established 
under the Constitution 
to choose the president 
and the vice-president of 
the United States. Each 
state has as many electoral 
votes as it has members in 
Congress, and its members, 
called electors, can be 
selected by any method. 
Candidates who win the 
popular vote in each state 
receive all of that state’s 
electoral votes (except 
in Maine and Nebraska). 
Under this system, a 
presidential candidate can 
lead in the nationwide 
popular vote and still fail to 
win the required majority 
in the Electoral College—
for example, Bush versus 
Gore in 2000 and Trump 
versus Hillary Clinton 
in 2016.
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