
    

Refo rming the 
B u re a u cra c y

m o st people think of bureaucracy as a downright dull subject. Yet for
thirty years the American federal executive has been awash in political con-
troversy. From George Wallace’s attacks on “pointy headed bureaucrats,” to
Ri ch a rd Ni xon’s “re s pon s iveness progra m ,” to the ef forts of Al Gore and Bi ll
Cl i n ton to “rei nvent govern m en t ,” the people who ad m i n i s ter the Am eri c a n
state have stood uncomfortably in the spotlight.

Time and again,the American federal executive has been caught in the
web of po l i ti c s . This book covers the tu rm oil and con troversy swi rl i n g
a round the bu re a u c racy since 1970, wh en the Ni xon ad m i n i s tra ti on was
trying to tighten its control of the executive branch. Drawing on interview
data, documentary evidence, and analysis of the politics of the period, we
aim to understand the re a s ons for the con troversy abo ut ad m i n i s tra ti on
and what can (and can’t) be done about it.

We focus on three major themes of the era . The first is of ten call ed the
“qu i et cri s i s” of Am erican ad m i n i s tra ti on : a hypo t h e s i zed decline in the
qu a l i ty and morale of federal exec utive s . The secon d , wh i ch we call the “n oi s y
c ri s i s ,” refers to the large qu e s ti on of bu re a u c ra t s’ re s pon s iveness to po l i ti c a l
a ut h ori ty. Ad m i n i s tra tors are important people in the policy proce s s . Pre s i-
dents and mem bers of Con gress want to con trol what goes on in the bu re a u-
c racy because that has mu ch to do with who gets what from govern m en t . Po-
l i tical leaders also find it conven i ent to blame bu re a u c rats wh en things go
wron g. As a re su l t , ad m i n i s tra tors of federal agencies of ten find them s elves in
the thick of the po l i tical deb a te , wh et h er they like it or not. Wh en this natu ra l
con troversy is ex acerb a ted by intense disagreem ents abo ut what govern m en t
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o u ght to do and who ought to dec i de what it should do, great con f l i ct s
i nvo lving ad m i n i s tra ti on are likely to fo ll ow.

The third theme is the movement to “reinvent” American government.
At least overt ly, the rei nven tors rej ect the noti on that there is a probl em wi t h
the people in the federal govern m en t . Th ey do, h owever, bel i eve govern-
ment is broken and needs fixing, and they argue that one way to do this is
to introduce a variety of private sector techniques into public administra-
tion, such as making federal agencies more responsive to the preferences of
what they call customers—that is, individuals and groups directly affected
by public agencies. They also argue that government should “cut back to
b a s i c s .” In the en d , the vital qu e s ti ons of what govern m ent should do and to
whom it should respond are central to the debate about administration.

We examine these themes and their linkages in some detail as we
progress thro u gh the boo k . We look in detail at why these issues arise and at
their validity. And we consider changes that might make the federal gov-
ernment’s administration work better. But our underlying argument is that
mu ch of the deb a te abo ut the ad m i n i s tra ti on of govern m ent is re a lly a
deb a te abo ut what govern m ent ought to do. Bu re a u c rats are conven i ent tar-
gets in contemporary political battles, but in the end it is up to elected lead-
ers to reach agreement on what they want done and how they want policy
carried out. If they can do that,our evidence suggests that American federal
exec utives wi ll carry out the aut h ori ti e s’ po l i tical wi ll (assuming they are
given adequate support and realistic policies to implement). Without such
agreement,the federal executive will be caught in a web of controversy that
is essentially political rather than administrative.

Reform in Perspective 

Reports and com m i s s i ons come and go detailing the purportedly grim state
of some aspect or other of the U.S. federal executive and its organization. 1

Di f ferent diagnoses are issu ed . Reform ef forts big and small are made . A
few, such as the 1978 Civil Service Reform Act, have lasting effects. In the
1 9 6 0 s , the em phasis of reform proposals was on repre s en t a tiven e s s , re s pon-
s iveness to new parti c i p a n t s , and sys tems thinking.2 In the 1990s, t h e
em phasis was on ef fic i en c y, m a rket s , and even on tra n s forming citi zens into
“customers.”3 At each point,the bureaucracy was thought to be resistant to
new tidings.

Trying to make government work better is a long-standing feature of
American public life. Some of this may well have to do with the democratic
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c u l tu re that infuses Am erican po l i tics and the pop u l a ri zed Jef fers on i a n
belief that any system needs to be shaken up from time to time. The pre-
sumption is that a system undisturbed for long may prove to be uncontrol-
l a bl e . This long-standing populist impulse is reflected tod ay in citi zen s’ gen-
eral attitudes about the bureaucracy and in their views of career politicians.

In the first decades of the twentieth century, the Progressive movement
attempted to bring two disparate forces together: direct popular democracy
and prof i c i ent govern m en t . Prof i c i ency in govern m en t , the Progre s s ive s
bel i eved , requ i red hon e s ty, l ega l i ty, and sel ecti on to servi ce by meri t . It
required, above all, eliminating the influence of political parties and party
p a tron a ge in staffing public ad m i n i s tra ti on . E l i m i n a ting the corru pti n g
influences of political parties was also seen as the way to restore the vitality
of Am erican dem oc rac y. Profe s s i onalism in public ad m i n i s tra ti on and
d i rect popular parti c i p a ti on in making policy ch oi ces were the two cap-
stones of the Progressive movement. The underlying assumption was that
po l i c ymaking and ad m i n i s tra ti on were disti n ct ly different activi ti e s , a n
assumption known as the politics-administration dichotomy.4

Upon ex a m i n a ti on , h owever, this stark dich o tomy fails to hold up.
Politics and policy cannot be held in a watertight compartment separated
from the administrative sector. It is true, of course,that politicians and civil
servants tend to engage policymaking in different ways. Politicians tend to
think in broader brush strokes and bureaucrats in terms of specifics, seek-
ing technically appropriate solutions to more precisely defined problems.5

However, neither the role of the bureaucracy nor the views of administra-
tive officials can be kept free from the po l i tical deb a te or from po l i ti c a l
machinations, as the Progressives had hoped they could be.

In our view, reformers will not get very far if they define administrative
problems only as apolitical matters. What underlies a management or per-
sonnel reform crafted in response to government’s problems are more fun-
d a m ental issu e s : Who exercises power? How mu ch discreti on and ju d gm en t
should ad m i n i s tra tors have? Who is lega lly re s pon s i ble for govern m en t
actions? And to whom in a system of separated and often divided powers
should bu re a u c ra tic agents re s pond? Bu re a u c racy is very mu ch abo ut
power; it is thus eminently political. It is therefore not surprising that the
U. S . federal exec utive is con trovers i a l , s i n ce the govern m ent it serves has
been steeped in con trovers y. Norton Long argued many ye a rs ago that
ad m i n i s tra tive activi ty was en er gi zed by power, and that power was the
product of the clarity of signals sent from political principals to adminis-
tra tive agen t s .6 Ot h er ob s ervers have noted that ad m i n i s tra ti on is itsel f a
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form of power.7 The fact is that administration is a crucial mechanism for
achieving policy intentions or for thwarting them. Political leaders, conse-
quently, often fear the ability of administrators to circumvent their will.

Because bureaucracy is enmeshed in politics, so too are administrative
reform efforts. While we do not dismiss the value of reform, we cast a skep-
tical eye at the panaceas many reforms promise. In the long term, reforms
a lw ays have unfore s een con s equ en ce s . Reform ers are kept in business by
tending to the consequences of previous reforms.8 This is because reform
s o luti ons tend to be driven by the probl em of the day, wh i ch is not the prob-
lem of every day. However they are rationalized over the short run, reform
proposals typ i c a lly reflect sel f - i n tere s ted beh avi or on the part of su pporti n g
interests. Riding the hobbyhorse of administrative reform is often useful to
s ome set of po l i tical actors for stoking their po l i tical ambi ti on s , ga i n i n g
advantages in political power, and furthering their policy goals. This also
means that other political actors will find any particular set of reforms that
disadvantage their interests worth resisting.

If the issue is not just the bureaucracy, but the politics in which it is
embedded,then it is relevant to ask not only how the U.S. federal executive
system is changing, but also how American politics is changing. It is neces-
sary, among other things, to note the ways in which the federal executive
adapts to such changes in the political system as well as what forces in the
po l i tical envi ron m ent are working to ch a n ge the natu re of govern m en t — i t s
operations, scope, and activities.

The changing political context in which the federal executive functions
and the alteration in the fundamental problems it and government in gen-
eral face are central to our book. Thus we examine the environment of the
federal exec utive over time as well as the com po s i ti on and natu re of the fed-
eral executives themselves. The raw ingredients of this investigation are the
characteristics, perceptions, views, and beliefs of America’s top federal civil
servants and subcabinet-level political appointees in the agencies. We are
pri m a ri ly con cern ed with dom e s tic policy ac ross three Rep u blican pre s i-
dential administrations from 1970 through the early 1990s. The data were
gl e a n ed from ex ten s ive face - to - f ace intervi ews with these of ficials du ri n g
the second year of the first Nixon administration (1970),at the midpoint of
the second Re a gan ad m i n i s tra ti on (1986–87), and tow a rd the end of t h e
Bush ad m i n i s tra ti on (1991–92). We su pp l em ent these data with other
sources of evidence, particularly in chapter 7 on reinventing government
where we make extensive use of documents and of various surveys of gov-
ernment officials.
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Nu m erous issues affect the bu re a u c racy as a wh o l e , i n cluding recen t
em phases on custom er sati s f acti on , down s i z i n g, and em p l oyee morale and
tra i n i n g. It is, h owever, at the top levels of the bu re a u c racy wh ere leadership is
dem a n ded and wh ere atten ti on to issues of repre s en t a tiven e s s , qu a l i ty, m ora l e ,
re s pon s iven e s s , and ad a pt a bi l i ty is espec i a lly cru c i a l . What happens thro u gh-
o ut the ad m i n i s tra tive sys tem is stron gly affected by top leaders h i p. Si gnals and
cues are important in or ga n i z a ti on s . Cl a ri ty in them does not en su re that they
wi ll be fo ll owed , but a lack of cl a ri ty or the pre s en ce of con trad i cti on en su re s
that there wi ll be many interpret a ti ons abo ut what policy is.

Politics, policy, and expertise meet uneasily at the top of the bureauc-
rac y. A pre s i den tial ad m i n i s tra ti on’s ambi ti ons (and its po l i tical appoi n tee s )
j oin there with a sen i or career civil servi ce that is not inve s ted in these ambi-
ti on s . Pre s i den tial ad m i n i s tra ti ons demand re s pon s iveness from career of fi-
cials, but career officials must balance neutrality with helpfulness. The ten-
sions between political direction and skepticism bred from experience are
notable at the top levels of any administrative system. Because of the insti-
tutional features of the American system of government, these tensions are
p a rti c u l a rly strong at the top of the federal bu re a u c rac y. Not everyt h i n g
i m portant to the functi oning of the federal bu re a u c rac y, of co u rs e , occ u rs at
the top level s , but most everything ulti m a tely reverbera tes from the top.
Therefore, we have chosen to focus our attention on the top layers of the
bureaucracy—the politically appointed officials of presidential administra-
tions and the senior career executives.

History tends to have little standing in Washington,and some may dis-
miss this work as merely history—perhaps, as history goes in Washington,
even ancient history. While in one sen s e , this is indeed history, the issues the
data help us address are very much alive and relevant now. The discussion
a bo ut altering the trad i ti onal con to u rs of the ad m i n i s tra tive state in the
United States and elsewhere continues today.9 Some of this discussion has
even been translated into action,though to date more outside of the United
States than in.10

Why the Quest for Administrative Reform? 

Why have so many and varied attempts been made to reform the federal
bureaucracy? Why has so much attention been focused on it and on those
who fill high positions within it? Why has so much energy been expended
in the last thirty years on getting the management of the federal executive
“right”?
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The rush toward reform of the bureaucracy over the past three decades
ref l ects a com bi n a ti on of f actors . We bel i eve these factors can be boi l ed
down to five broad considerations. One is the growth in the complexity of
government.A second factor is the increasing level of populistic democra-
tization in public life. A third has to do with the growth of “management
science,” which is always on the prowl for something “new and better.” The
displacement of older political coalitions by newer ones is a fourth consid-
era ti on . Who con trols the ad m i n i s tra tive app a ra tus of govern m ent was
always important, especially in the heyday of party patronage and political
machines. Although political machines are no longer what they once were,
the bureaucracy remains a vital resource for politicians. In fact,the bureau-
c racy is prob a bly far more important now, even though it can no lon ger
supply legions of party campaigners. Its importance as a resource for polit-
ical leadership is bound up in the growing complexity of government but
also in a fifth re a s on behind the rush to reform — n a m ely, a perceived
bureaucratic resistance to change.

Governmental Complexity 

The New Deal regime of Franklin Roo s evelt cre a ted an alph a bet soup of
regulatory agencies designed to soften the negative externalities associated
with the unrestrained play of free markets. This accelerated a process that
had been going on for some time.11 Rapid expansions of industrialization
and commerce brought regulatory responses from government. While the
growth of the reg u l a tory state began earl i er, it found a ju s ti fic a tory theory in
the positive state doctrines of the New Deal.

New probl ems em er ged , e s pec i a lly as scien tific adva n ces showed that
n e a rly every aspect of l iving was in some way dangerous to the health or
well - being of the citi zen ry. From pe s ti c i des to autom obiles that ei t h er
would not work (lem on laws ) , or were dangerous if t h ey did (the ill - f a ted
Corva i r ) , or spewed noxious by - produ ct s , a ra n ge of probl ems was placed
on the public agenda for soluti on . The soluti on was typ i c a lly to wri te a
l aw, e s t a blish an agen c y, and set the agency to do its reg u l a tory work . But
the work of the agencies would of ten prove con ten ti o u s , wh et h er the
a gencies were coming to terms with the nega tive by - produ cts of an in-
c re a s i n gly com p l ex econ omy or with probl ems that stem m ed from pat-
terns of s ocial beh avi or and discri m i n a ti on . If a ll of these activi ties were
con trovers i a l , t h ere is no do u bt that the reg u l a ti on of s ocial beh avi or was
e s pec i a lly so. The civil ri ghts revo luti on of the mid-1960s, for ex a m p l e ,
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s p awn ed laws leading to many reg u l a ti ons that were unpopular with large
s egm ents of the pop u l a ti on . Activist co u rts also prom o ted reg u l a ti on s ,
with little vi s i ble public demand driving them other than the zealous su p-
port of advoc acy gro u p s .1 2

Government was becoming more complex and,inevitably, more intru-
s ive . Not all of this was a produ ct of Dem oc ra tic hands. At its out s et ,
Ri ch a rd Ni xon’s pre s i dency invi gora ted older reg u l a tory agencies and
e s po u s ed new reg u l a tory causes su ch as envi ron m en t a l i s m . Most reg u l a tory
crusades are popular when they begin, except with those who know they
will be adversely affected.Only later do broader segments of the population
become aw a re of the costs they wi ll incur. That typ i c a lly is wh en reg u l a-
tions become unpopular or at least controversial.

The important thing to point out is that it is the bureaucracy that car-
ries the bu rden of en forcing reg u l a ti on s , popular or not.1 3 It may be , of
course, that bureaucrats are inclined to carry out unpopular regulations as
strictly as popular ones. That, naturally enough, would lead to their being
targets of hostility or ridicule. Politicians can then have it both ways: pro-
duce regulations to satisfy some constituencies, and then rail against their
enforcement to other constituencies.

The American citizenry seems, at the very least, ambivalent about the
regulatory state. It is not uncommon for the public to desire public goods
that may be most easily produced through regulation, such as cleaner air
and water, bet ter public health, or equal tre a tm en t . It also is not uncom m on
for the public to complain when generally desirable outcomes require spe-
cific do’s and don’ts. Some regulations are relatively popular because they
seem to involve costs for only a few concentrated interests, while purport-
edly ach i eving a larger public good . If su cce s s f u lly arti c u l a ted in publ i c
prop a ganda campaign s , h owever, the intense oppo s i ti on of the con cen-
trated interests may sour the regulatory climate over time. Regulations will
be especially controversial, though, when broader publics find themselves
adversely affected—for example, on issues such as school busing or central-
i zed inspecti ons for autom obile em i s s i on s . In su ch cases, a ut h ori ty itsel f
becomes controversial, and the bureaucracy is seen as insensitive to public
con cern . Th i s , we bel i eve , is one re a s on there has been su ch atten ti on to
administrative reform in the contemporary era. Yet while distrust of gov-
ernment grew along with the growth of the regulatory state,14 administra-
ti on per se is on ly a small part of the probl em . Ra t h er, the fundamen t a l
causes lie in deceptive or ill egal practi ces by leaders su ch as Pre s i den t s
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Johnson and Nixon and in disagreements about what government should
be doing.

More Democracy 

Al ong with other insti tuti ons du ring the 1970s, bu re a u c racies dem oc ra-
ti zed their procedu re s . Some of this was ach i eved by statutory law and
s ome by co u rt ed i ct s . For the most part , as Wi lliam Gorm l ey has shown ,
the 1970s saw the ex p a n s i on of procedu ral ri ghts and parti c i p a tory cl a i m s
t h ro u gh o ut the bu re a u c rac y.1 5 G orm l ey, in fact , rega rds the 1970s as a
dec ade of i n s p i red govern m ental reform s . These reform s , he argues,
i n c re a s ed the acco u n t a bi l i ty of bu re a u c ra tic agencies thro u gh su ch mech-
anisms as impact statem en t s . Th ey also purportedly incre a s ed the repre-
s en t a tiveness of a gen c i e s’ s t a f fs and their re s pon s iveness to citi zen (wh i ch
m ay also be re ad as interest group) cl a i m s . The po s s i bi l i ty, of co u rs e , is that
a ll of these ef forts at reform cre a ted other, m aybe even larger, probl em s .
One thing the reforms began to do was to tie agencies up in an ava l a n ch e
of p a perwork and internal reg u l a ti ons to meet new cri teria of acco u n t a bi l-
i ty and procedu ral re s pon s iven e s s .

The dem oc ra ti z a ti on of govern m en t , the incre a s i n gly active role of
Con gress and the co u rts in governing agency beh avi or, a trem en do u s
growth in the number of advocacy groups,16 and the declining level of citi-
zen con fiden ce in govern m ent are po s s i ble con tri butors to an ero s i on of
bureaucratic legitimacy. Increasingly assertive publics have little reason to
defer to authorities whom they distrust. The idea that the problems of gov-
erning could be bl a m ed on bu m bling bu re a u c rats and an oppre s s ive
bureaucracy is now widespread. In a culture of democratic populism, the
federal (and any other) bu re a u c racy becomes an easy target for the per-
ceived ailments of government, which are often characterized by the catch
phrase “fraud,waste,and abuse.” Accordingly, the citizenry believes that the
answer to broad-scale policy problems, such as balancing the budget, lies
not in trade-offs between cutting popular expenditures or raising taxes, but
in eliminating fraud, waste, and abuse.17

While none of these factors alone provi de the defin i tive re a s on for a
growing quest for reform of the bureaucracy, all of them together have con-
tributed substantially to perceptions of a ponderously inefficient and un-
re s pon s ive bu re a u c rac y — i n ef fic i ent and unre s pon s ive in part , i ron i c a lly,
because of the accumulation of demands that were themselves the product
of reform.
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Organizational Engineering 

The development of management science and industrial engineering as a
re s ponse to large-scale or ga n i z a ti onal managem ent prom o tes the bel i ef t h a t
t h ere is alw ays a bet ter way to do things . O r ga n i z a ti onal and procedu ra l
re a rra n gem ents can be de s i gn ed and implem en ted amidst a sea of o t h erwi s e
uncontrollable factors, though their consequences are not always foresee-
a bl e . Nevert h el e s s , an unders t a n d a ble ten dency (parti c u l a rly in a worl d
where humankind has mastered many of its problems through industrial
or ga n i z a ti on) is to look for en gi n eering soluti ons to probl em s , even to
problems that have few definitive answers. If no one believed in the efficacy
of management science, business schools and schools of public administra-
tion would lose their raison d’être.

Techniques for organizational engineering come and go with remark-
able rapidity. New techniques come into fashion and old ones go out, much
l i ke the outfits model ed in Pa ri s , Mi l a n , and New York . Tod ay it is New Pu b-
lic Ma n a gem ent (NPM); ye s terd ay it was Progra m , P l a n n i n g, Bu d geti n g,
Sys tems (PPBS). John Ki n gdon’s de s c ri pti on of h ow policies are made is ap-
plicable to the streams of management reform and why some are chosen at
a ny given poi n t .1 8 A set of prom o ters of a tech n i que come toget h er with a set
of “buyers” at key moments, joining problems and solutions in ways that
satisfy their immediate needs. Key buyers are presidential administrations,
most of wh i ch feel the need to look profic i ent at managing the govern m en t .

While our language here is skeptical abo ut the re a s ons pre s i den ti a l
ad m i n i s tra ti ons buy into managem ent tech n i ques and other or ga n i z a-
ti onal pre s c ri pti on s , we are wi lling to grant that some pre s i dents (Ca rter
cert a i n ly) may them s elves have great faith in “m a n a gem ent scien ce .” But if
pre s i dents have high er motive s , t h ey also cl e a rly have po l i tical on e s . As i de
f rom the ben efits that acc rue to them for to uting how they wi ll make gov-
ern m ent work more ef f i c i en t ly and ef fectively, pre s i den tial ad m i n i s tra-
ti ons cl e a rly have an interest in stren g t h ening their po l i tical levera ge and
advancing their policy goa l s . The bu re a u c racy can be cen tral to fac i l i t a ti n g
or impeding these obj ective s . Un ders t a n d a bly, pre s i dents want the
bu re a u c racy to work well — for them .1 9 This point is el a bora ted short ly,
but , in the meanti m e , it is worth ob s erving that Ronald Re a ga n , the recen t
pre s i dent who for good or ill prob a bly had the largest impact on the
bu re a u c rac y, u s ed mostly blunt instru m en t s — t a r geting peop l e , bu d get s ,
and progra m s . He had little re a s on to hide his sch emes behind the fac ade
of m a n a gem ent scien ce . His ad m i n i s tra ti on , n on et h el e s s , was hel ped by



1 0 ref or mi ng the  bu re au c r ac y

the Civil Servi ce Reform Act bequ e a t h ed by Ca rter, wh i ch all owed the
Re a ga n i tes to manipulate the pers on n el sys tem to accord with the stron g
policy preferen ces they and their leader hel d .

To some ex ten t , t h ere is a con t a gi on ef fect in bu re a u c ra tic reform .
Som ething that seems to work som ewh ere (the priva te sector, a differen t
level of government, another government) is likely to lead to its adoption
s om ewh ere el s e .2 0 These days , the con t a gi on is intern a ti on a l , and reforms of
a similar nature have spread extensively around the globe, suggesting that
the indu s tri a l i zed dem oc racies are coping with similar probl em s .2 1 Th e s e
reforms are ref l ected in the Na ti onal Perform a n ce Revi ew in the Un i ted
S t a te s , but they have been in some ways more ex ten s ively implem en ted el s e-
where, under the general rubric of New Public Management.A Norwegian
observer describes the main emphases of NPM as “market orientation, effi-
ciency, flexibility, merit pay, [and]  consumer orientation.”22 This should
sound familiar.

Displacement of Political Coalitions 

One powerful motive for bureaucratic reform is to ensure the responsive-
ness of the system and its executives to the reigning political coalition. The
fact that the American system divides authority across political institutions
invites a struggle for responsiveness.“Responsive competence” is language
that came into fashion du ring the Re a gan ad m i n i s tra ti on to rep l ace the
ideal of “neutral competence.”23 The idea of responsiveness, however, was
not inten ded by the Re a gan ad m i n i s tra ti on to mean re s pon s iveness to those
in Congress or even to the courts. The intent was for the bureaucracy to be
exclusively responsive to the White House and its key appointees.

All pre s i den tial ad m i n i s tra ti on s , to a gre a ter or lesser degree , bel i eve
that the civil service they inherit reflects the biases of the previous adminis-
tra ti on , p a rti c u l a rly wh en that previous ad m i n i s tra ti on , as is usu a lly the
case,was of the opposite party. The longer the previous party was in power,
the greater the level of suspicion. Even the moderate Eisenhower adminis-
tration was initially convinced that its predecessor left office after ensconc-
ing many of its patron a ge appoi n tm ents into the career servi ce .2 4 The Ni xon
administration grew increasingly attentive to what it perceived to be a dis-
l oya l ty probl em , l a r gely because the career servi ce was, in Ni xon’s vi ew,
m ore com m i t ted to the programs of the previous Ken n edy - Jo h n s on ad m i n-
i s tra ti ons than it was to the Ni xon pri ori ti e s . Wh a tever the truth of that per-
ception, Nixon’s priorities were to have his political interests served, even
when these violated lawful procedure.25
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The stronger an administration’s policy objectives and the more these
contrast with those of the status quo, the more attention that administra-
ti on is likely to give to the bu re a u c rac y. A Bush appoi n tee , for ex a m p l e , con-
tra s ted the situ a ti on of the Bush ad m i n i s tra ti on , coming to of fice after ei gh t
years of its own party (the Republicans) holding executive power, with that
of the Re a gan ad m i n i s tra ti on , wh i ch not on ly su cceeded a Dem oc ra ti c
administration but also was largely at war with the policy legacy of earlier
Democratic administrations:

If you are really there to make a change in a fairly dramatic way, I
think the civil servants wi ll ra te you bad . Th ere is an import a n t
va lue in govern m ent stabi l i ty and samen e s s . But , on the other
hand, when the political will is to make the change, you need cer-
tain kinds of people who wi ll not be ra ted as high by civil ser-
vants. . . . In 1989 we wanted stability, and marginal adjustment,
and competence. In 1981, we said, hey, let’s make changes.26

More generally, presidential administrations sometimes find adminis-
trative reform a tool they can use to uproot past structures, behaviors, and
personnel. The extent to which administration is perceived to be an impor-
tant policy resource means that presidents will also seek to make it more
re s pon s ive to them , s om etimes by blunt instru m en t s , s om etimes by cir-
cumvention,and sometimes by offering reform as an instrument of politi-
cal control. And sometimes all three will be employed at the same time.

The Dead Hand Theory 

Rel a ted to the aforem en ti on ed motiva ti on for seeking ad m i n i s tra tive
reform is the belief that bureaucrats resist change and are responsible to no
one. Political leaders come to office with the desire that the bureaucracy do
t h eir wi ll or undo the wi ll of t h eir predece s s ors . Yet the bu re a u c racy is
grounded in notions of stability, continuity, and regularity, without which
a nati on of l aws becomes one merely of c a pricious power holders . In a prop-
erly functioning system of law, bureaucrats will not chase after every stick
they are told to fetch by some putative superior. By definition, bureaucracy
will not be immediately transformed to suit the tastes of the day, mainly
because that is not and never was its role. Nevertheless, bureaucracies do
change, a matter on which we will produce ample evidence. And in chang-
ing, they tend to reflect changing political tastes and preferences.

But this change will never be speedy enough to satisfy those in political
a ut h ori ty. Wh ere bu re a u c rats perceive stabi l i ty, po l i ticians of ten see a lack of
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re s pon s iven e s s . Po l i ticians deal in a world of k a l ei do s copic claims and
wants, bureaucrats in a world where policy has been institutionalized. The
bigger the changes the politicians want, the deader the hand that bureau-
crats will be perceived to have.

This is not so much because bureaucrats necessarily oppose new polit-
ical agendas; rather, in the benign version of the dead hand theory, bureau-
crats tend to coast along on the prevailing inertia, feel comfortable with it,
know what can be done under it, and therefore cast a skeptical eye toward
novelty. Richard Rose described this phenomenon among British civil ser-
vants as “directionless consensus.”27 From this standpoint, bureaucrats pro-
tect the status quo mainly because, in essence, it is already being done.28

Looked at from this perspective, the bureaucracy is not the enemy of
a ny given ad m i n i s tra ti on or of a ny particular set of p u blic dem a n d s . In s te ad
it indiscriminately resists all of them, save those that do not threaten the 
status quo. Robert Putnam’s description of the Italian bureaucracy of the
1970s emphasizes a sclerotic civil service suspicious of political interference
and of c ivil soc i ety alike .2 9 Pre su m a bly, the probl em here is deeper than
m erely ch a n ging faces in high po s i ti on s . Ra t h er, in this analys i s , the soluti on
is to change the culture, which is what Margaret Thatcher attempted to do
in Great Britain through deep structural reforms of the civil service and the
p u blic sector. E f forts to ch a n ge the cultu re of p u blic managem ent have
become more perva s ive , e s pec i a lly but not exclu s ively, t h ro u gh o ut the
Anglo democracies, and have been initiated, at least as often as not, by left
of center governments.

Si m i l a rly, the 1978 Civil Servi ce Reform Act advoc a ted by Pre s i den t
Ca rter was de s i gn ed to en h a n ce the re s pon s iveness of the high er civil servi ce
by all owing indivi duals to be tra n s ferred to other job s ,o s ten s i bly to broaden
their perspectives or to make better use of their talents. More likely, the idea
was to provide incentives for recalcitrant or difficult individuals to leave the
civil service. Carter no doubt figured that this would help his own adminis-
tration, but in the end it proved to be a valuable tool for his successor.

The Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on’s Na ti onal Perform a n ce Revi ew is the
American version of New Public Management, and it too seeks to change
the culture of public management. Its emphasis is less tied to people than
the Carter administration’s reform had been. In fact, its claim is that good
people have been harnessed to bad systems.30 As do NPM reforms in other
countries, it seeks to alter the administrative culture by rear ranging struc-
tu ral incen tives thro u gh use of perform a n ce revi ews that focus on goa l
attainment and similar modes of achievement tracking.
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Multiple Motives 

This is the story so far: First, bureaucracy has become a contentious institu-
tion for many reasons. Government’s complexity and the unpopularity of
some of its policies create resentment against government and its operating
arm, the bureaucracy. Citizens have been primed by politicians and com-
mentators to target their resentments toward the bureaucracy. Not that cit-
izens required much priming. Bureaucracy and bureaucrats are not popu-
lar any wh ere , de s p i te the fact that citi zens are of ten qu i te fond of t h e
programs being administered. Second, presidents, for a variety of reasons,
h ave ti n kered with the bu re a u c rac y. At a minimu m , pre s i dents want to
appear to be proficient governors. Almost all want to exercise greater con-
trol over policy as well. In the mold of a mystery, we now have both motives
and actors. All that is missing is the supplier of the weapon—namely, the
idea mongers.

What particular ideas come into play? As we noted earl i er, mu ch
re sults from fashion , and incre a s i n gly a great deal re sults from con t a gi on ,
as ideas spre ad around the gl obe . Yet the ideas do have to fit , or at least
a ppear to fit , a defin a ble probl em . And the natu re of these probl ems differs
d ra m a ti c a lly over ti m e . Wh en Ly n don Jo h n s on insti tuted PPBS in the mid-
1 9 6 0 s , the probl em was how to use the bu d get process for policy ra ti on a l-
i ty; the soluti on was to re a rra n ge bu d get lines to fit policy con cept s . Th e
probl em thirty ye a rs later was how to cut costs and make the bu re a u c rac y
m ore re s pon s ive to con su m er demands in an era of s c a rce re s o u rce s — or,
perhaps less ch a ri t a bly, h ow to all ow the po l i tical leadership to steer the
ship of s t a te and all ow the nati on to remain com peti tive in a to u gh gl ob a l
econ omy while giving mu ch re s pon s i bi l i ty but few re s o u rces to those
bel ow deck s .3 1 The two main thre ads to con tem pora ry reform propo s a l s
em ph a s i ze increasing bu re a u c ra tic re s pon s iveness to the con su m ers of
govern m ent servi ces and increasing managerialism in a public sector that
has become more austere .

Reforms stem from a mu l ti p l i c i ty of m o tive s , of ten indiscri m i n a tely
overs h oot their target s , and som etimes ref l ect con trad i cti ons that re su l t
from political deal cutting. This does not mean they are all to be abhorred
or that they fail to do some good — or more properly, do som eone som e
good. But none of them are bloodless. All o f them change the balance of
interests and values. Indeed, one of the problems inherent to reform is that
any reform changes the goods and bads likely to emanate from the admin-
i s tra tive app a ra tu s . None can el i m i n a te all the bad s , n or produ ce on ly
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good s . From this standpoi n t , we tu rn to a discussion of the major va lu e
conflicts built into reform.

Conflicting Values in Reform 

It may be an iron law of s ocial ti n kering that producing a favora ble outcom e
of one kind produ ces a corre s ponding ill of a n o t h er. The litera tu re on ad m i n-
i s tra ti on is fill ed with com p l ex i ties of this sort . Wri ting in the 1970s, for ex-
a m p l e , Herbert Kaufman noted that bu re a u c ra tic red tape was the produ ct of
o t h er social good s , su ch as holding bu re a u c racies acco u n t a ble or produ c i n g
policy goods requ i ring reg u l a ti on .3 2 Acco u n t a bi l i ty, in fact , is a legal con cept ,
requ i ring that del ega ted aut h ori ty ulti m a tely be gro u n ded in the aut h ori ty
c i ti zens give to the of ficials they el ect . Ma ny people hate bu re a u c racy bec a u s e
t h ey dislike filling out the reports that acco u n t a bi l i ty requ i re s . In its functi on
as a lega l i s tic and impers onal source of a ut h ori ty — to spin that more po s i-
tively, a gro u n ded and reg u l a ri zed source of a ut h ori ty—the bu re a u c racy pro-
du ces lots of p a perwork to en su re reg u l a ri ty and com p l i a n ce with the ru l e s .

The probl em of get ting bu re a u c racy ri ght is that not everything can be
go t ten ri gh t , at least simu l t a n eo u s ly. The logic of acco u n t a bi l i ty, as we have
de s c ri bed it, is to en su re that agencies perform in reg u l a ri zed ways and in
accord a n ce with the law. But if we push acco u n t a bi l i ty, we increase red tape
and inflex i bi l i ty and dec rease re s pon s iveness and, most likely, ef fic i ency as
well . A govern m ent of l aws , as Am ericans of ten like to think thei rs is, is a gov-
ern m ent thick with safeg u a rds against the arbi tra ry or capricious use of
power. Ma ny of those safeg u a rds also prevent ad m i n i s tra tors from re s pon d-
ing in com m on s ense ways that might be rega rded as re s pon s ive or ad a ptive .

A great deal depends upon how laws are written. The tighter they are,
the more constrained the administrator and therefore the less discretionary
judgment the administrator can employ.33 Alternatively, the looser the legal
f ra m ework , the more discreti on ad m i n i s tra tors have . The more blanks there
are under general framing or enabling laws, the more administrators will
have to fill them in. Some people think this gives great power to adminis-
trative agencies and essentially removes them from lawful guidance.34 One
fear is that agencies may fall in bed with powerful interests or clienteles and
dec i de matters in their interests ra t h er than the broader public intere s t .
An o t h er fear is that, wi t h o ut su f fic i ent legal guidance , bu re a u c rats wi ll make
decisions based on their preferences rather than public preferences (assum-
ing the latter to be discernible). Yet a different fear is that when bureaucrats
are given too much discretion by vir tue of being given too little guidance,
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they may actually shirk responsibility, concerned that they will be second-
guessed ex post by politicians or even the courts.35

At the heart of much of the debate about bureaucracy is the impossi-
bility of simultaneously optimizing all of the values that Americans think
may be appropriate for a properly functioning administrative system in a
democracy. Indeed, some analysts go even further to suggest that the basic
probl em is that it is not po s s i ble to define what a properly functi on i n g
bureaucracy might be.36 James Q. Wilson notes in this regard that it may be
possible to judge public organizations whose product is a tangible service
more clearly than those whose product is intangible.37 Judgments concern-
ing the latter wi ll more likely be based on policy preferen ces and va lu e s .
Some activities—diplomacy, for example—defy standardized criteria.

More emphasis on accountability is likely to mean less on responsive-
ness, adaptability, or flexibility, and vice versa. Red tape is the by-product of
a sys tem of l aw and doc u m en ted beh avi or. Ma ny bu re a u c rats them s elve s
dislike bureaucracy, so defined, as much as citizens do because it ties them
up in knots and reduces their ability to make discretionary judgments. As
we note in chapter 2,a tendency, indeed a strategy, of presidential adminis-
trations since the Nixon era has been for central monitoring agencies,espe-
cially the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), an arm of the presi-
dency, to tie up program agencies with reports and justifications of their
beh avi or. Con gress and the co u rts also have ad ded to the paperwork bu rden
of a gen c i e s . One of the ideas behind the Na ti onal Perform a n ce Revi ew,
chaired by Vice President Al Gore, is to diminish that paperwork burden
and place more discretionary responsibility in the agencies. All of this, of
co u rs e , is wed ded to po l i ti c s . Rep u blicans wanted to tie the bu re a u c racy into
knots so that it would be less able to regulate society, whereas Democrats
w a n ted to redu ce the paperwork bu rden on the bu re a u c racy so that it wo u l d
be more able to regulate society.

In c reasing re s pon s iveness may well clash with the laws and ru l e s
bu re a u c rats have inheri ted . Re s ponding to a pre s ent principal may be at
odds with existing law. Carried to its extreme, political meddling with the
legalized routines of bureaucracy constitutes abuse of executive authority.
The Ni xon ad m i n i s tra ti on took the logic of exec utive aut h ori ty to an
ex trem e . The noti on that the law ought to be ign ored while the bu re a u c rac y
should be made responsible exclusively to the president was a major part of
the Watergate crisis.

The American system makes responsiveness, as well as accountability,
problematic at the outset. The system is complex, marked by a division of



1 6 ref or mi ng the  bu re au c rac y

powers and often exacerbated by different political coalitions in control of
different, yet coequal, governing institutions. Whose writ is to be followed?
In parliamentary systems,the bureaucracy, at least in theory, is the agent of
the prevailing government. In the language of principal-agent relations,the
principal is the government (cabinet or relevant cabinet minister) and the
agent is the bureaucracy. Complications may arise,especially in multiparty
coalition governments, but on the whole, the idea is simple: one principal,
one agent. The American system of government, however, introduces mul-
tiple principals for the same agent. Where does accountability lie in such a
system? And where does responsiveness lie?

The lines of acco u n t a bi l i ty are wi red in very com p l i c a ted ways , a n d
sometimes rest for a time on decisions made by courts. Responsiveness is
even more probl em a ti c . Who should be re s pon ded to? Wh en govern m ent is
divided by party (and sometimes even when not),the bureaucracy is cross-
pressured between conflicting demands of the politicians in the executive
and those in the legislature,not to mention the interest groups that are part
of an agency’s constituency. A senior career official in the Department of
Housing and Urban Devel opm ent noted the con s equ en ces of this inter-
branch rivalry for his agency:

I don’t know whether this reflects too many years of divided gov-
ernment or whether it is just a general trend, but there seems to
h ave been a pattern of exec utive def i a n ce of con gre s s i onal wi ll .
When that continues, Congress responds by starting to write into
law things that were previously left to administration to do by reg-
ulations. As a result,our agency is not trusted, and we have a con-
stant series of more and more layers of congressional rule making
in the administration.38

As this com m ent illu s tra te s , both the po l i tical exec utive and the
Congress pressure the bureaucracy to be responsive to them and account-
a ble on ly to their wri t s . In a sys tem of s h a red powers ,d ivi ded insti tuti on a lly,
the American bureaucracy is uniquely cross-pressured and perhaps, conse-
quently, is uniquely distrusted.Should it then be so surprising that it oper-
ates under the constraints it does, with the demands of both Congress and
the pre s i den tial ad m i n i s tra ti on of ten form a l i zed in com p l ex procedu ra l
requirements?

In many respects, managerial adaptability and flexibility and the pur-
suit of efficiency may be at odds with both accountability and responsive-
ness. Managerial autonomy and maximizing discretion—letting the man-
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agers manage, in the parlance of the present—may enhance organizational
effectiveness and efficiency (though these two concepts may also come into
conflict). Managerial flexibility as a means to efficiency is a key aspect both
to New Pu blic Ma n a gem ent and the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on’s Na ti on a l
Perform a n ce Revi ew. Di s c reti on inheren t ly means less em phasis on red tape
and less need to respond immediately to demands, though obviously any
bureaucrat looking to accumulate political support for future needs will be
cautious about offending anyone.

The idea of providing managers with latitude may allow organizations
m ore flex i bi l i ty to fulfill their mission s . It may also permit managers to pro-
ceed more ef fic i en t ly. Yet it is important not to con fla te these two ide a s .
E f fectiveness refers to goal ach i evem en t , wh i ch of ten en h a n ces the legi ti-
macy of the agency. Achieving performance goals or satisfying customers
are two ways in which effectiveness is often expressed. Efficiency, however,
refers to the most expeditious use of resources. In the private realm an effi-
c i ent or ga n i z a ti on produ ces large retu rns on inve s tm en t . This is of ten
ach i eved by n ot s erving the custom er. It is very unlikely that this is a wi n n i n g
strategy for public organizations operating within a highly political (that is,
demand-sensitive) context.

Creating an adaptive, flexible, and possibly more effective or efficient
public organization requires that the reins of control should be loosened.
Does this mean that public agencies wi ll not be acco u n t a ble? It cert a i n ly
s eems to mean that su ch or ga n i z a ti ons wi ll opera te within more casu a l
po l i tical con s traints than previ o u s ly, cert a i n ly since the early 1970s. Th e
degree to which bureaucrats are given latitude is likely to be a result of con-
sensus about the policies they implement, the degree of trust across politi-
cal insti tuti on s , and hen ce the degree of trust bet ween po l i ticians and
bureaucrats.

Finally, the question of who should staff the higher level civil service (a
matter we discuss in chapter 3) has important implications for reform. The
best and brightest is one common answer. Those willing to fulfill the goals
of the president is another.39 Yet why staff a public service with highly qual-
ified individuals if they will not be given some latitude in figuring out how
to do things and in advising their su peri ors as to their opti ons? A high -
qu a l i ty civil servi ce implies that people are sel ected on the basis of t h ei r
capacity for judgment. In a fully rule-driven system, in contrast, judgment
is not very import a n t . But the idea of get ting the best and the bri gh te s t
implies that they will have to make a range of difficult judgments that rest
on appropriate combinations of technical knowledge, political sensit ivity,
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and management and leadership skill. Such a reliance on the best and the
brightest,however, may come at the price of a high degree of accountability
and democratic responsiveness. To what extent do we want our administra-
tive mach i n ery in the hands of a mandari n a te? How el i te , in other word s , do
we want our civil service to be? Do we want them to be in touch or above
being touched?

In re a l i ty, a ll ad m i n i s tra tive and civil servi ce sys tems opera te in ways that
a ll ow these dispara te va lues to coexist to some degree . But there is no do u bt
that these com promises have different equ i l i brium poi n t s , and the poi n t s
a rrived at reflect the ex tent to wh i ch there is rel a tive con s en sus abo ut po l i c y
and rel a tive cl a ri ty abo ut sources of a ut h ori ty. The con s traints on U. S .
bu re a u c rac y, wh i ch have been growing since 1970, reflect the absen ce of bo t h
policy con s en sus and clear aut h ori ty. If the bu re a u c racy has become a poi n t
of growing con ten ti on , it is prec i s ely because Am erican po l i tics have becom e
m ore con ten ti o u s .4 0 This is a formu l a ti on we el a bora te more ex ten s ively in
ch a pter 2 as we trace the natu re of U. S . po l i tics and the role of the bu re a u c-
racy in it from the time we began our stu dy in 1970 to the pre s en t .

Three Themes of Administrative Reform 

As we mentioned at the outset,this book is organized around three themes
a bo ut con tem pora ry ad m i n i s tra ti on . The first invo lves peop l e . Is there a
s erious probl em in the qu a l i ty of the U. S . p u blic servi ce? A blu e - ri bbon
National Commission on the Public Service,headed by the former chair of
the Federal Reserve Board, Paul Volcker, thought so. It described the prob-
lem as “ ‘a quiet crisis’ in government.”41

The second theme invo lves re s pon s iven e s s . To what ex tent is there a
probl em of bu re a u c ra tic unre s pon s iveness to po l i tical aut h ori ties? To
wh om should the bu re a u c racy be re s pon s ive? And how re s pon s ive should it
be? Since politicians have publicly hammered bureaucrats for purportedly
being unresponsive to their (politicians’) definitions of the public good, we
label this “the noisy crisis.”

The third theme is a more difficult one to characterize. It is about rein-
venting government. In the United States, reinvention is embodied in the
Na ti onal Perform a n ce Revi ew and in the broader con cept of New Pu bl i c
Ma n a gem en t . Un l i ke our first two them e s , rei nven ti on em ph a s i zes mu l ti p l e
f actors . These inclu de , a m ong others , ch a n ging or ga n i z a ti onal cultu re s ,
developing “customer”-oriented agencies, running government in a more
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bu s i n e s s l i ke and ef f i c i ent manner, c re a ting more flex i ble re s ponses and
ad a ptive stru ctu re s , and eva lu a ting or ga n i z a ti onal and indivi dual perfor-
mance. To what extent can government adopt the features of new manager-
ialism without eroding the distinction between public sector activity and
private sector activity and, therefore, between public sector goods and pri-
va te sector goods? What differen ce would it make if the disti n cti on were
eroded ?4 2 To what ex tent is the role of c i ti zen different from that of c u s-
tomer, and the role of government different from that of a firm? Reinven-
tion raises these questions and many more.

Theme 1: The Quiet Crisis 

G overn m ent servi ce in the Un i ted States has ra rely been a high ly pre s ti gi o u s
c a ll i n g.4 3 Am erican soc i ety appe a rs to va lue ach i evem ents in the priva te sec-
tor more. Appointment to public service,especially at local and state levels,
traditionally was patronage driven. Not only did the professionalization of
the Am erican bu re a u c racy devel op late , the bu re a u c racy itsel f was a late
bloomer. Major developments in the role and expansion of the bureaucracy
really began to take shape in the 1930s, as the positive state emerged more
f u lly to combat the Great Depre s s i on and, not unimport a n t ly, to solidify
the New Deal coalition with new programs. Yet the American polity had,as
the French observer Alexis de Tocqueville noted as far back as the 1830s, a
vibrantly active civic life. Tocqueville inferred from the popular culture that
Americans did not want their leaders or their instit utions to stray very far
from them.44 The decentralized structure of government, American resis-
tance to a remote elite, and its own late development each in part explain
why the U.S.bureaucracy could not create a mystique of indispensability as
the insti tuti on re s pon s i ble for the co u n try ’s devel opm ent or its mainte-
nance in times of political crisis.

That the U.S. bureaucracy has lacked the aura surrounding the long-
standing bu re a u c racies of co u n tries su ch as Fra n ce and Japan or of o t h ers in
Eu rope does not nece s s a ri ly mean that its top - l evel civil servants are any
less motivated to serve government. One should not confuse the external
prestige of an institution with the commitments and qualities of those who
serve it, nor with its influence on society. There is a frequent misidentifica-
ti on of the two—a misiden ti fic a ti on so casual that it has seeped unwi t ti n gly
into our assumptions about those who populate the civil service.

Wh a tever defic i encies of pre s ti ge may accom p a ny federal servi ce , c ivi l
s ervants of ten derive their sati s f acti on from the bel i ef that they are doi n g
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i m portant public good . Cl a i m ed one top - l evel civil serva n t ,“ It is very sati s f y-
ing to be in a working envi ron m ent wh ere the Sec ret a ry . . . and his top po l i t-
ical leadership all want to accomplish som et h i n g, as oppo s ed to dismantling
or to stand pat.”4 5 As s erted another, “The on ly thing that keeps us sti ll
h ere . . . is that we do have a hell of a ded i c a ti on to the mission of wh a tever it
is that we are doi n g, and we seem to be wi lling to try to cope with all of t h e s e
f ru s tra ti on s . We do it because we bel i eve so deep ly in these bi gger things .”4 6

Theme 2: The Noisy Crisis 

In contrast to what the Volcker Commission on the public service in the
United States called the “quiet crisis,” we have dubbed the concerns often
expressed by presidential administrations that the bureaucracy is too often
unresponsive to their directions the “noisy crisis.” Few presidents have been
reticent about claiming that the bureaucracy, unless brought to heel, would
not re s pond to their directi on . Ni xon was perhaps the least reti cen t .4 7

Judging by events of his presidency, he was apparently also the least discreet
in ex pressing and acting upon his feel i n gs . But Ni xon was hardly alon e
among presidents in many of his feelings, even if he expressed and acted
upon them in a unique fashion.

As we indicated earl i er, it is qu i te natu ral for po l i tical leaders to feel that
the bureaucracy either reflects some other leadership’s legacy or is just self-
i n tere s tedly unre s pon s ive . The Re a ga n i tes cl e a rly felt that they were on a
mission to gain control of the bureaucracy so that it would do the adminis-
tration’s bidding. They were interested in deinstitutionalizing the past and
i n s ti tuti onalizing the futu re with their own impri n t . One high po l i ti c a l
appointee in the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) during the Rea-
gan administration claimed that the administration’s influence in the selec-
tion of high-level career officials (members of the Senior Executive Service)
was politically strategic:

The executive resources boards that choose senior  [career]  execu-
tives are appointed by the agency head. They are a majority politi-
cal appoi n tee s , not career appoi n tee s . Those people would have
had a particular agenda in selecting the senior executives coming
i n to the SES. I guara n tee you that. . . . That was one of our bi g
agendas in the Reagan administration. Here was an opportunity to
l e ave a lasting imprint on the career civil servi ce , and I wo u l d
be . . . very surprised if the majority of agencies didn’t pick up that
bias in an eight year period of the Reagan administration.48
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It may be the case—and it cert a i n ly is perceived to be the case—that the
themes of people and responsiveness are related in important ways. First,
where greater power is placed in the hands of appointees who have been
s el ected pri n c i p a lly for their zealousness on beh a l f of the pre s i dent in
power, and where control over agency and civil service behavior is central-
ized as part of a strategy of political control, career officials find their dis-
cretion diminished,the challenges of their jobs lessened,and their ability to
manage reduced. It seems reasonable enough (which does not necessarily
make it true) that able people would find this diminution of latitude frus-
trating and would thus exit the federal service.

Secon d , the noisy crisis story may impinge on the qu i et crisis story
t h ro u gh the co u n teracti ons that reverbera te thro u gh o ut the po l i tical sys tem
when one institutional actor seeks to make the bureaucracy more respon-
s ive to it alon e . Th ere is plen ty of recent history to attest to the fact that
u n der su ch circ u m s t a n ces microm a n a gem ent wi ll rise and career exec utive s
will find themselves squeezed in a pincer movement of political forces seek-
ing to counteract each other. This too will add immeasurably to the frustra-
tions facing creative career executives in the federal government. Presum-
ably, such limitations would drive the most able from their jobs. But this
needs to be taken as a hypothesis, not a certified fact.

Th i rd , the two themes may be con n ected if p u blic percepti on of a
responsiveness problem leads to public recriminations against the bureauc-
racy that in turn might lower civil servants’ morale. One way presidential
ad m i n i s tra ti ons deal with the probl em of re s pon s iven e s s , as they perceive it,
is to fulminate against the bureaucracy as a major source of the country’s
governing probl em s , or at least a manife s t a ti on of t h em . A sen i or career
official noted , for ex a m p l e , that he felt that both Pre s i dents Re a gan and
Carter taught “the general voting population . . . that government is a bad
t h i n g” and produ ced “the sense that the profe s s i on [I had] ch o s en to go into
[the public servi ce] was som eh ow a disrep ut a ble on e .”4 9 A dru m beat of
accusations against the bureaucracy would not be likely to lift the spirits of
bureaucrats and might be perceived as hastening the flow from the civil ser-
vi ce of the best and the bri gh te s t . All of these con cerns in some fashion
came into play in the Volcker Commission report.

To what extent is a presidential administration entitled to a responsive
bureaucracy? That is not an easy question to answer. What we can do is to
assess the extent to which the political complexion of bureaucracies change
and the ex tent to wh i ch ef forts to con trol the beh avi or of bu re a u c ra t s
appear to have been successful.
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Theme 3: Reinventing Government 

Underlying the third theme, reinvention of government, is the perception
that government is a cumbersome,highly inefficient operation. We already
n o ted that the rei nven ti on theme is com m on to many co u n tri e s , not just the
Un i ted State s . This leads us to bel i eve that there are similar forces acti n g
upon governments to reduce their classic bureaucratic features (character-
ized by myriad rules). Along with a reduction in bureaucracy’s rule-driven
character, New Public Management aims to change administrative culture
by focusing on or ga n i z a ti onal re su l t s , i n d ivi dual perform a n ce , m a rket
i n cen tives (even priva ti z a ti on ) , and on bri n ging out s i ders into govern m en t .
Practices from the private sector have been extolled as appropriate models
for govern m en t . Re su l t s - ori en ted managem ent is at the heart of i t . This new
culture of government could be described in similar terms from one gov-
ern m ent to another. One public official in the Un i ted Ki n gdom who is
involved with these reforms drew this picture:

What wi ll the Civil Servi ce of the futu re look like ? . . . Nu m bers
will fall to new lows. . . . There will be a minimum framework of
prescribed rules concentrated on “ethical” standards and effective
acco u n t a bi l i ty. Opera ti onal managem ent wi ll be del ega ted to
Dep a rtm ents and Agen c i e s . Dep a rtm ents wi ll be re s tru ctu red
wi t h . . . s m a ll er staffs con cen tra ting on policy making, s tra tegi c
m a n a gem en t , and target set ting and mon i toring con tracts or
agreements for service provision supplied by a mix of public and
priva te sector provi ders . . . . Th ere wi ll be a gre a ter em phasis on
leadership and on management and professional skills in picking
and developing managers. . . .50

The Na ti onal Perform a n ce Revi ew in the Un i ted States sums up the
change in culture it wishes to promote in the title of its report, From Red
Tape to Results (1993). With only minor flourishes, it reads much like the
quote from the British official above. The report speaks of a crisis of gov-
ernment and characterizes it as one of industrial-era structures in an infor-
m a ti on age .5 1 A U. S . c a reer exec utive , s peaking like one of those “good
people trapped in bad systems” that the report talks about,52 concurs with
this conception of the problem of government:“I think the private sector is
much more self-conscious about their management challenge than the fed-
eral government. They are much more concerned about how they are going
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to ad a pt to these ch a n ging times and keep on top and keep com peti tive ,
while we sit and continue to do that stuff that we were doing in the 1940s
and wonder why we are not respected.” 53

The reinvention phenomenon promises many improvements in gov-
ernment, particularly in the areas of greater efficiency, managerial respon-
sibility, and “customer” responsiveness. It emphasizes the marketplace and
the notion that there is no inherently inviolable function to be performed
by the public sector per se.54 These managerial enthusiasms raise a number
of i m portant issu e s . One is wh et h er a re s pon s ive govern m ent can also be an
ef fic i ent on e , and vi ce vers a . An o t h er vital issue has to do with the defin i ti on
of the public sector itsel f and why there is on e . Our purpose is to loc a te
each of these three themes in broader assumptions about how government
should work, in many respects about how society should work, and about
what the role of government should be.

The Plan of the Book 

In chapter 2 we discuss the political context of the years encompassed by
our interviews (1970–92) and the subsequent years of the Clinton adminis-
tra ti on . Our focus is on the ch a n ging con text as that affects the federal exec-
utive. We then discuss the nature of our study and elaborate it in sufficient
detail for the re ader to understand our data base, our samples, and the occ a-
sional shorthand necessary to discuss our findings.

Ch a pter 3 el a bora tes the people issu e , p a rti c u l a rly why Am eri c a n s
should care who staffs the upper reaches of the bureaucracy, where top fed-
eral executives come from, what their qualifications are, whether they are
the best and brightest, and what that might mean. In chapter 4, issues of
repre s en t a tiven e s s , qu a l i ty, c a reer pattern s , and the morale of s en i or U. S .
federal executives are explored empirically.

Chapter 5 focuses on the issue of responsiveness—what it is and why it
is important. It looks at how institutions and political and policy divisions
may affect perceptions of responsiveness. The issue of responsiveness con-
n ects to those of n eutral com peten ce and acco u n t a bi l i ty. These are all
ad m i ra ble va lues in the abstract , but ones that nece s s a ri ly requ i re trade -
of fs . The re s pon s iveness issue also raises the stabi l i ty - s cl erosis probl em .
Everyone wants a bureaucracy with some stability, yet no one wants sclero-
s i s . Re s pon s iveness provi des the focus for discussing what we want the
bu re a u c racy to be . A fundamental qu e s ti on from the standpoint of the rel a-
ti onship of ad m i n i s tra ti on to its po l i tical envi ron m ent is wh et h er career
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administrators adapt to political change. An equally fundamental, though
not empirically answerable question, is, how much should they adapt? 

We follow up this discussion in chapter 6 with empirical analysis cen-
tered on the qu e s ti on of wh et h er the U. S . s en i or career exec utive reflect s
political change in its environment. We examine the involvement of both
senior career civil servants and political executives with other actors in the
U.S. system and also their perceived influence over policymaking. To what
extent,moreover, do presidential administrations appear to be successful in
molding the federal executive? And to what extent do they, in turn, recon-
cile themselves to the career bureaucracy? In the end, how do civil servants
think they should respond to policies they deeply question? 

Ch a pter 7 examines the movem ent to rei nvent govern m en t . What is
behind this new wave? Is it only about how government does things or also
about what things government should do? The reinvention push is a pow-
erful on e , and its em er gen ce in so many place s , de s p i te differen ces in
specifics,leads us to think that the factors pushing it are not intrinsic to any
one country’s system of government or its bureaucracy. To what extent do
the managerialist ideas behind rei nven ti on ign ore the con s ti tuti onal au-
t h ori ty of Con gress and also the co u rts? To what ex tent do they pre s en t
probl ems for acco u n t a bi l i ty? And of perhaps gre a test import a n ce ,h ow doe s
the marketplace motif of the reinvention strategy deal with values of fair-
n e s s , equ i ty, and com mu n i ty? Su ch va lues are an essen tial part of p u bl i c
functions and encompass the rights and obligations of citizenship.

We conclude in chapter 8 by summarizing our key findings and draw-
ing from them an em p i rical assessment of ch a n ge and stabi l i ty in the federa l
executive during a highly eventful period. We try to assess the quality of the
n a ti on’s federal exec utive ,e s pec i a lly its mu ch malign ed sen i or civil serva n t s .
We also assess the extent to which the U.S. federal executive responds to the
ch a n ging po l i tical forces in its envi ron m en t . But more spec u l a tive qu e s ti on s
remain, and these, perhaps,cannot be answered in strictly empirical terms.
They have less to do with the bureaucracy that exists than the bureaucracy
that is desired—indeed, even the kind of government that is desirable,what
it should do and what it ought not do. Su ch larger matters underlie the
issues of bureaucratic reform.

Our book examines the natu re of the U. S . federal exec utive within the
l a r ger con text of shifts in the natu re of po l i tical power and public re s pon s i-
bi l i ty. For now, power has shifted aw ay from the state sector nearly every-
wh ere and incre a s i n gly has gravi t a ted to priva te sector insti tuti ons and to
i m portant agents in financial inve s tm ent market s . The business of the state
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has come to be more bu s i n e s s l i ke bec a u s e , as Donald Kettl ob s erved , “or ga-
n i z a ti ons every wh ere shared the . . . n eed to squ ee ze more servi ces from a
s h rinking revenue stre a m .”5 5 Su ch con cern s , of co u rs e , a re bound to affect
not merely how govern m ent does things but what it does because big co s t
s avi n gs are ach i eved by altering the programs of govern m en t , not its
proce s s e s . Ad m i n i s tra tive reform movem ents imply otherwi s e , but the re a l-
i ty is that ad m i n i s tra tive reform is of ten the ref u ge of those seeking to ch a n ge
policy agendas by other means. Wh en we shift agendas for policy ch a n ge
f rom the po l i tical process direct ly to the ad m i n i s tra tive mach i n ery, we place
ex pect a ti ons on the ad m i n i s tra tive process that are beyond its scope .


