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Introduction

1

The Gaither Lectures, by an unbroken if brief tradition, address 
the question: How can government make decisions in a more 

rational way? To care about this question one has to have faith in 
the ability of nations to solve at least some of their problems by 
collective action. One also has to have sufficient faith in rational-
ity to believe that analysis of a problem generally leads to a better 
decision. H. Rowan Gaither believed in governments, rationality, 
and the ability of people trained in systematic analysis to improve 
government decision making. Those who have delivered these lec-
tures in his honor share that faith.

Charles Hitch focused the first series of Gaither Lectures on the 
problem of making better decisions about the national defense.1 
He recounted the history of the fragmented United States defense 
establishment and showed the importance of central control for 
the effective use of defense resources. He described the reorganiza-
tion and the tools through which control was to be achieved—the 
planning-programming-budgeting system (PPBS) introduced into 
the Department of Defense in 1961.

Charles Schultze, in the second series of Gaither Lectures, 
widened the discussion to include the whole domestic side of 
the federal government.2 He contrasted PPBS with an alternative 
decision-making model, which he called, after Lindblom, “mud-
dling through,”3 and, analyzing the politics of decision making, 
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demonstrated how the system is compatible with a democratic 
political process.

Both Hitch and Schultze argued cogently that government 
should make decisions as systematically as possible—arraying 
alternative policies, assembling information on the advantages 
and disadvantages of each, and estimating the costs and benefits of 
public action. From their analyses of such tools of systematic deci-
sion making as program budgets, multiyear plans, and program 
memoranda, two major messages come through: (1) It is better to 
have some idea where you are going than to fly blind; and (2) it is 
better to be orderly than haphazard about decision making.

Neither Hitch nor Schultze, however, overstated the case for 
system or analysis. Both recognized the important role of judg-
ment and values in the decision-making process. As Hitch put it, 
“Systems analysis is simply a method to get before the decision-
maker the relevant data, organized in a way most useful to him.”4

This third series of lectures will continue this discussion of how 
to make government decisions more rationally, but will change 
the focus in two ways. First, its emphasis will be on a particular 
set of what I call “social action” programs—education, health, 
manpower training, and income maintenance and various other 
efforts to alleviate poverty. These are human investment, or “peo-
ple,” programs, designed to help individuals function better, that 
at the federal level fall under the jurisdiction of the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare, the Office of Economic Opportu-
nity, and parts of the Department of Labor.

Second, I will concentrate on the substance, not the process, of 
decision making. No purpose would be served by a reexamina-
tion of PPBS or reiteration of the case for systematic analysis of 
social action programs. That case has been ably made and widely 
accepted. By now the analysts have been on the scene for sev-
eral years and it is time to evaluate their contribution. With what 
kinds of decisions have they proved helpful? Where have they 
been unable to help? What should be done to make systematic 
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analysis more useful? These lectures will attempt to give a mid-
term report card on the contributions of analysis to decisions con-
cerning social action.

ppbs and common sense

Despite its elaborate terminology, PPBS seems to me simply a com-
monsense approach to decision making. Anyone faced with the 
problem of running a government program, or, indeed, any large 
organization, would want to take these steps to assure a good 
job: (1) Define the objectives of the organization as clearly as pos-
sible; (2) find out what the money was being spent for and what 
was being accomplished; (3) define alternative policies for the 
future and collect as much information as possible about what 
each would cost and what it would do; (4) set up a systematic 
procedure for bringing the relevant information together at the 
time the decisions were to be made. PPBS was simply an attempt 
to institutionalize this common-sense approach in the government 
budgeting process. It was not the first such attempt and it will not 
be the last.

The tools and the terminology may change, but the approach to 
decision making implicit in PPBS has largely, I think, been accepted 
in Washington, in principle if not always in practice. It is regarded 
as a desirable way to make decisions—if the time and information 
are available. Hardly anyone explicitly favors a return to mud-
dling through.

Indeed, PPBS is only one manifestation of a quiet revolution 
in the government in the last few years: The level of discussion of 
major decisions has gone up. The result is reflected in the ques-
tions decision makers ask about new programs, as well as those 
already in effect. What will it do? Why do we need it? What does 
it cost? They do not get very good answers yet, but they keep ask-
ing, and the standards of staff work are rising. The quiet revolu-
tion is also reflected in the acceptance of analysis as part of the 
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decision process and of the analyst as a participant at the decision 
table. No one demands of the analyst, “Why are you here?” Now 
they ask, “What have you got to contribute?” Sometimes he has a 
lot to say and sometimes he is very quiet.

In the process, the mystique has gone out of planning and sys-
tems analysis. The practitioners themselves, in fact, never invoked 
as much mystique as the nonpractitioners alleged. Moreover, a 
touch of mystique was probably useful. A bit of bravado is neces-
sary to overcome the inertia of government, to get attention, and 
to win a place at the decision table. Now, however, educators, 
doctors, and ordinary civil servants realize that systems analysts 
do not have pointy heads, that they can be helpful and sometimes 
even right. The analysts in turn have recognized that educators, 
doctors, civil servants—even generals—are knowledgeable, neces-
sary, and not always wrong.

Moreover, the tools of the trade have become more familiar and 
thus less frightening. As recently as five or six years ago the aver-
age administrator viewed computers as somewhat menacing new 
instruments. In his Gaither Lectures, Hitch felt called upon to say, 
“Let it be said, here and now, that computers do not make deci-
sions . . .”5 That is certainly correct, but it already sounds dated. 
Decision makers no longer need to be reassured that they are not 
about to be put out of business by a computer.

The cockiness of systems analysts has disappeared with the 
mystique. If any analyst thought it was going to be easy to make 
social action programs work better or to make more rational 
choices among programs, he is by now a sadder and a wiser man. 
The choices are genuinely hard and the problems are extraordi-
narily complex and difficult. It is hard to design an income mainte-
nance system that will both assure adequate incomes to the needy 
and encourage people to work, or a health financing system that 
will both assure proper care to the sick and encourage efficient 
use of health resources. It is hard to decide how the government 
should allocate its resources among different kinds of social action 
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programs. So far the analysts have probably done more to reveal 
how difficult the problems and choices are than to make the deci-
sions easier.

a word about ppbs in hew

These lectures will not evaluate PPBS as a set of procedures, but 
a word about the role of PPBS in government decision making is 
perhaps in order. In the Department of Health, Education, and 
Welfare, its most important effect was the creation of an analyti-
cal staff at the department level, which brought into the secretary’s 
office a group of people who were trained to think analytically 
and whose job it was to improve the process of decision making.6 
Although I am not an unbiased judge, I think the small planning 
and evaluation staff in HEW has accomplished an astonishing 
amount since it was created in late 1965. It has developed a pro-
gram budget and information system that, while far from perfect, 
gives the secretary a better idea of how department funds are being 
spent, of what they are buying and for whom. It has started evalu-
ation studies to try to measure the impact of departmental pro-
grams. The five-year plan for the department it has developed and 
periodically revised forces a lot of people to think harder about 
the objectives of programs and their future directions. It has pro-
duced analytical work that has had considerable impact on major 
policy choices. Finally, but perhaps most important, it has helped 
create a regular process for bringing analysis to bear on budgetary 
and legislative decisions, and it has established the voice of the 
analysts and planners in the decision process. (The voice is impor-
tant; decision makers rarely have time to read!) Indeed, some of 
the procedural steps taken in the department under the impetus 
of PPBS seem so obviously useful that it is hard to remember that 
they are so new.

But now the process exists. Missionaries need no longer be sent 
to convert the heathen to the virtues of systematic analysis. If the 
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analysts have something relevant and useful to say they will be lis-
tened to. Now that they have the floor, what do they have to say?

four propositions

Anyone who makes decisions about social action programs—a con-
gressman, the Secretary of HEW, the Governor of Nebraska, or a 
concerned voter—would want answers to such questions as these:

1. How do we define the problems, and how are they distrib-
uted? Who is poor or sick or inadequately educated?

2. Who would be helped by specific social action programs, and 
how much?

3. What would do the most good? How do the benefits of dif-
ferent kinds of programs compare?

4. How can particular kinds of social services be produced most 
effectively?

In the last few years, economists, statisticians, and other ana-
lysts have worked on all of these sets of problems, with results that 
are highly uneven. Four propositions, two positive and two nega-
tive, sum up the progress so far. Chapter 2 discusses the first two.

The first proposition is positive. Considerable progress has been 
made in identifying and measuring social problems in our society. 
Much more is known about who is poor or sick or badly edu-
cated, and this knowledge itself has helped clarify policy choices.

The second proposition is also positive. Systematic analysis has 
improved our knowledge of the distribution of the initial costs and 
benefits of social action programs. Much more is known about 
who wins and who loses.

The third proposition is negative. Little progress has been made 
in comparing the benefits of different social action programs. It 
is not possible, for example, to say whether it would do society 
more good to cure cancer or to teach poor children to read. I do 
not think this situation is temporary or that it matters much, for 
reasons explained in Chapter 3.
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The fourth proposition, which is more important, is also nega-
tive. Little is known about how to produce more effective health, 
education, and other social services. Unfortunately, moreover, nei-
ther social service systems nor federal programs are organized to 
find out. Chapter 4 discusses this dismal state of affairs and the 
reasons for it.

If these propositions are correct, what can be done to improve 
the situation? Chapter 5 discusses the potentialities of social 
experimentation and makes the case for judicious use of this new 
technique to improve the effectiveness of social services.

But even if we knew how to produce more effective services, 
how would we insure that these methods were actually used? How 
can producers of social services be induced to do a more effective 
job? How can they be held accountable to the taxpayers and to 
the communities they serve? Chapter 6 discusses the concept of 
“accountability,” what it might mean, and how it might work.
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