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The Big Questons of
Public Administraion in a Democracy

John J. Kitlin, University of Southern California

What are the big questions which should concern practitioners
and students of public administration? Behn recently offered
three big questions of public management, involving mi-
cromanagement, motivation, and measurement. Kirlin argues
that the big questions of public administration in a democracy are
different from those of public management and develops four cri-
teria by which to judge big questions. Seven big questions of pub-
lic administration in a democracy are offered, concerning: tools of
collective action supporting a democratic polity; appropriate roles
of nongovernmental collective action; tradeoffs between designs
based on function versus geography; national versus local political
arenas; when decisions are isolated from politics; balance among
neutral competence, representativeness, and leadership; and soci-

etal learning.
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Behn’s (1995) recent delineation of the “big ques-
tions of public management” makes an important
and compelling argument that any field of inquiry
should focus on major questions and should be driv-
en by those questions, not diverted to more tractable
questions nor limited by methodological orthodoxy.
This is a strong critique of much of the contempo-
rary public administration and public management
literature, both in terms of the questions addressed
and efforts to establish an orthodoxy of methods
somehow judged to be most appropriate. Behn is
careful to limit his suggestions to public management
and to invite others to offer alternative definitions of
big questions.

In this article, I respond to this invitation, arguing
that the big questions of public administration in a
democracy are quite different from the big questions
of public management, a position also recently sug-
gested by Newland (1994). To begin, I identify
Behn’s big questions, give an initial preview of the
critique more fully developed later, and offer a listing
of the seven big questions of public administration in
a democracy.

Big Questions

Behn’s three big questions for public management

(1995; 315) are:

1. Micromanagement: How can public managers
break the micromanagement cycle—an excess of
procedural rules, which prevents public agencies
from producing results, which leads to more pro-
cedural rules, which leads to ...2

2. Motivation: How can public managers motivate
people (public employees as well as those outside
the formal authority of government) to work ener-
getically and intelligently toward achieving public
purposes?

3. Measurement: How can public managers measure
the achievements of their agencies in ways that
help to increase those achievements?
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These questions, asking “how” public managers can address
each of the three big questions, place the public manager (implicit-
ly operating from a public bureaucracy) at the center of the enter-
prise of governmental action. This approach, in common with
others focused on public management, and much traditional pub-
lic administration focused on public agencies, fails to confront ade-
quately the issues of public administration in a democracy. It gives
management of organizations primacy over the democratic polity,
a position effectively critiqued by Appleby (1949) nearly half a
century ago. It similarly fails to address the argument of Ro-
senbloom (1983) that public administration theory includes three
distinctive approaches—managerial, political, and legal—all of
which must be incorporated if public administration theory is to
be legitimate in this nation.

Primary attention here is focused on the important questions
for public administration in a democracy, particularly the United
States. Four criteria the big questions of public administration in a
democracy must satisfy are: (a) achieving a democratic polity; (b)
rising to the societal level, even in terms of values also important at
the level of individual public organizations; (c) confronting the
complexity of instruments of collective action; and (d) encouraging
more effective societal learning.

Seven big questions emerge from the analysis:

1. What are the instruments of collective action that remain
responsible both to democratically elected officials and to core
societal values?

2. What are the roles of nongovernmental forms of collective
action in society, and how can desired roles be protected and
nurtured?

3. What are the appropriate tradeoffs between governmental
structures based on function (which commonly eases organiza-
tional tasks) and geography (which eases citizenship, political
leadership, and societal learning)?

4. How shall tensions between national and local political arenas
be resolved?

5. What decisions shall be “isolated” from the normal processes of
politics so that some other rationale can be applied?

6. What balance shall be struck among neutral competence, repre-
sentativeness, and leadership?

7. How can processes of societal learning be improved, including
knowledge of choices available, of consequences of alternatives,
and of how to achieve desired goals, most importantly, the nur-
turing and development of a democratic polity?

Critiques of Making Public Bureaucracy
the Starting Point
of Public Administration

Four critiques of making public bureaucracy the starting point
of public administration in a democracy are offered here. These
critiques are based on fundamental criteria to be met by any list of
big questions of public administration in a democracy. Develop-
ment of criteria by which any listing of big questions can be evalu-
ated provides a foundation for this effort and a framework within
which dialogue about questions central to the field can unfold.
Indeed, development of the four criteria receives more attention
here than do the seven big questions.

The Big Questions of Public Administration in a Democracy

The big questions of public administration in a democra-
cy must be rooted in achieving a democratic polity.

One schism in the study and practice of public administration
concerns the starting point: Is it public bureaucracy or a democrat-
ic polity? Public bureaucracy and democratic polity should be seen
as complementary; both are needed in our society. But analysis
and advocacy often start with and emphasize one perspective over
the other. Those who make public bureaucracy the starting point
focus largely on their operations. POSDCORB is an early itera-
tion of this orientation, concerns with (organizational) economy,
efficiency, and effectiveness are constants, and contemporary stud-
ies of public management are rooted in this tradition. Much of the
contemporary reinvention effort seeks to improve performance of
public bureaucracies (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992; Gore, 1993;
Carroll, 1995). Simon (1947) issued a challenge to the conven-
tional proverbs of public administration on the basis of method,
but he did not challenge the focus on organization as the core of
the field. This remains the dominant subject focus of the field, as
measured by articles appearing in Public Administration Review
(Bingham and Bowen, 1994).

The primary alternative starting point of a democratic polity
may be more diffuse and less coherent, but it is also a major cur-
rent in our history. It can be seen in the attention paid to citizen-
ship in early education for public service. For example, the two
first university-based programs with their own deans both included
“citizenship” in their names: The Maxwell School of Citizenship
and Public Affairs of Syracuse University (founded in 1924) and
the School of Citizenship and Public Administration of the Uni-
versity of Southern California (founded in 1929) (Stone and
Stone, 1975). Waldo (1948) concluded that over-attention to per-
fecting administrative processes was harmful to democracy. Advo-
cacy of the council-manager form of government, sought by early
reformers, included both hopes for increased efficiency and effec-
tiveness and enhancing democratic norms of citizen participation
and political accountability (Stillman, 1974; 9).

Appleby (1949; 43) argued strongly that politics and policy
making interpenetrate public administration. He characterized
common processes of public administration as an “eighth” political
process:

Arguments about the application of policy are essen-
tially arguments about policy. Actual operations are
conducted in a field across which mighty forces con-
tend; the forces constitute policy situations. Ad-
ministration is constantly engaged in a reconciliation
of these forces, while leadership exerts itself in that
process of reconciliation and through the interstices
of the interlacing power lines that cut across the field.

Some of the lament of those troubled by the dominance of nar-
row methods of inquiry occasioned by embrace of behavioral social
science approaches to the generic study of administration includes
loss of the nuanced appreciation of public institutions operating in
democratic polities (Fesler, 1975). Vincent Ostrom (1974) cri-
tiqued the embrace of Woodrow Wilson as the founder of the
field, arguing that the defining feature of the American political
system is its constitutional design.

Moe and Gilmour (1995) pose the issue in terms of legitimate
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HOW public administration can contribute to sustain-

ing democratic polities is an issue long central to public

administration...

foundations for actions of public agencies, finding them in public
law rather than in management theories. Business management
practices developed within the constraints of judge-made common
law intended to protect the rights and establish the obligations of
private parties pursuing private interests. Practices in the govern-
mental sector are “...founded on the body of the Constitution and
the Bill of Rights and articulated by a truly enormous body of
statutory, regulatory and case law to ensure continuance of a
republican form of government and to protect the rights and free-
doms of citizens at the hands of an all-powerful state” (Moe and
Gilmour, 1995; 135).

This position is similar to that of Rosenbloom (1983) who ana-
lyzed the legal perspective as distinct from the managerial and
political perspectives. He found that the origin and values, sugges-
tions for organizational structure, and views of individuals differ
among the three perspectives. The legal perspective, derived from
constitutional law, administrative law, and the “judicialization” of
public administration, embodies three central values: procedural
due process, individual substantive rights, and equity.

One of the fundamental flaws in making public bureaucracy
the starting point of public administration is that it easily supports
substitution of organizational concerns and measures of perfor-
mance for of those of a democratic polity, including the rule of
law. Organizations may focus on effectiveness, efficiency, or econ-
omy. They may also focus on the impacts of organizations on their
members or consumer satisfaction. But the ultimate value under-
pinning organization theory is organizational survival; any other
values or constraints must be imposed from an external framework,
intellectual, political, or legal.

Democratic polities must focus on: the sustained capacity of the
political system itself to make and act on collective choices, oppor-
tunities for effective citizenship and political leadership, ensuring a
limited government, nurturing the civic infrastructure necessary
for collective action without public authority, providing the insti-
tutional structures necessary for operations of the economy, and
protecting individual freedoms and rights. These are very different
issues than those seen at the organizational level. How public
administration can contribute to sustaining democratic polities is
an issue long central to public administration, contributing several
traditional big questions.

The big questions of public administration in a democra-
cy must rise to the societal level, even in terms of values
also important at the level of individual public organiza-
tions.

There is reason to doubt that improving performance of indi-
vidual public bureaucracies, or the operations of all agencies of the
national government, for example, will aggregate to economy, effi-
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ciency, or effectiveness judged from a societal point of view. Even
if each individual public organization approaches perfection, the
totality of their effects may be found wanting. This is a conse-
quence of the necessity of organizations to develop specialized
competencies, to limit the range of their actions, and thus to have
limited, partial effects. This phenomenon is well recognized in
organization theory as occurring in the process of goal formation
(March and Simon, 1958). For James D. Thompson (1967), the
critical issue confronting organization theory is how to reconcile
organizations’ drive for internal certainty, accomplished by limiting
information, technology, structures, and processes, with the
uncertainties and changes encountered externally.

A central theme of the policy implementation literature is the
difficulty of achieving coherent actions in complex systems consist-
ing of organizations and political entities each with independent
capacity for action (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973; Ingram,
1990). A constant complaint of states and local governments
about the national government, and of local governments about
states, is that fragmentation of policies, programs, and funding
flows from above makes effective action at the point of impact
extraordinarily difficult. Analysts of federalism wrestle with these
issues frequently (Walker, 1995), as do those who analyze complex
systems of collective action (Dahl and Lindblom, 1954; Kauf-
mann, 1991). Advocates of deregulating government address some
of these issues but commonly focus on individual public bureau-
cracies without addressing the total, societal impact of many such
agencies (Wilson, 1989; 365-378).

A simple question challenges the emphasis upon single organi-
zations dominant in much public management and public admin-
istration literature, revealing that such a focus is ultimately inade-
quate. That question is: “If each and every single public
organization performed ideally as seen in your theory, would the
results be societally desirable?” The response must be, No, as pub-
lic organizations cannot be assumed to be subject to a blind hand
of external forces. Public organizations require external direction
and constraint to achieve societally desired results. How this can
be achieved is the focus of several traditional big questions.

The big questions of public administration in a democra-
cy must confront the complexity of instruments of col-
lective action.

While traditional public administration and public manage-
ment focus largely on government, the instruments available for
collective action to a modern society characterized by a limited,
democratic government and a market economy are not limited to
government. They include also the market itself (Lindblom,
1977), the rich tapestry of institutions that comprise the civic
infrastructure (Putnam, 1993), and regulation, grants-in-aid, gov-
ernment corporations, and other approaches (Salamon, 1989).
Without government, society lacks the property rights, monetary
system, legally enforceable contracts, forms of business organiza-
tion and legally sanctioned practices, or processes to resolve con-
flicts, required of a modern economy. Government can also
encourage civic infrastructure, through legalizing collective action
without an explicit grant of governmental authority, through sup-
portive provisions of tax codes, or through contractual and co-
provision arrangements for action.
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At the most fundamental level, public action creates the institu-
tional frameworks through which individuals are born; live; marry
and divorce; parent; worship; enter into work relationships; create
and run businesses; buy and sell property; exercise political voice
and choice; join with others to pursue recreation, art, or a vision of
the good society; are held accountable for their actions; and resolve
conflicts. In essentially any dimension of human activity, ranging
from housing and education through transportation and personal
safety or recreation to environmental quality, examination reveals
some areas of direct governmental production of a service but
much greater impacts through governmental shaping of the legal
forms of collective action, establishment of rights and respon-
sibilities, boundaries of acceptable behaviors and practices, and tax
codes. Within the framework constructed by these governmental
policies and the relevant constraints of critical “private” institutions
such as financial institutions, themselves working within frame-
works of public policy, private industries emerge, usually making
direct private expenditures larger than those made by government
in the area. Of course, private interests, firms, and associations
influence the public policy frameworks within which they operate,
but they do so within a political process in which other parties also
participate.

Moreover, social institutions are active, being altered purposive-
ly in response to changed constraints, opportunities, and prefer-
ences. For example, the system of state and local public finances in
California has evolved through ten identifiable iterations since pas-
sage of Proposition 13 in 1978. One major adaptation involved
local governments, investment banks, and developers, creating new
processes and instruments to pay for infrastructure required to
accommodate growth. Another involved a voter-approved initia-
tive pushed by school interests requiring allocation of increasing
percentages of state revenues to K-14 education, which stimulated
a voter-approved initiative supported by cities, counties, and other
interests to moderate those effects (Kirlin, Chapman, and Asmus,
1994).

An area where public administration needs a better conceptual-
ization of its roles is precisely in the contributions government and
public administration make to the creation, nurturing, and restruc-
turing of complex functional systems. But even within the con-
straints of traditional public administration, the variety of available
instruments of collective action received considerable recognition
(Fesler, 1975), and this variety is recognized in traditional big ques-
tions.

The big questions of public administration must address
processes by which societal learning is made more effec-
tive.

The discussion above suggests an important challenge for advo-
cates of increasing the importance of research in public ad-
ministration (White and Adams, 1994). The challenge emerges
directly from the necessity to improve the capacity to achieve
desired results in complex systems, where governments are creators
and shapers but have severe limits on their direct actions, and the
central values are those of democracy in which citizen values and
choices are ultimately controlling. In this situation, science—as
organized, structured inquiry—is useful but limited. Adding sub-
jectivist, interpretist, or critical styles of research to public adminis-
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tration may well be desirable, but these proposals remain focused
on improving the enterprise of science rather than improving the
broader processes by which society learns.

It is well known that policy makers and public administrators
often do not make effective use of available knowledge derived
from scientific research (Lindblom and Cohen, 1979). However,
the challenge posed here is more fundamental, concerning limits
upon the insights available from science. In some instances, avail-
able science requires fragmenting problems in ways that do not
provide ready insight into operations of the relevant real systems.
Separation of Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) science
(and programs) into air, water, pesticides, and toxic and solid waste
categories provides an example (National Academy of Public
Administration, 1995; 16-18). Partial insight and some progress
toward policy goals occur under these divisions, but uncertainty
and conflict among sciences and programs are common in applica-
tion to specific geographical places. In other instances, continuing
controversy among scientists suggests that knowledge is not per-
fect. Examples can be found in the disputes over global cooling or
global warming (Stone, 1993) or about how best to teach children.

When the question moves from what should be done to how,
the issues of complexity of action will frequently confound science
with the literature on public policy implementation bearing wit-
ness to the difficulties encountered (Mazmanian and Sabatier,
1983). The ultimate challenge arises when increasing citizen un-
derstanding is confronted. Citizens do gain information from sci-
ence, with general acceptance of the risks of smoking providing an
example. But the linkages among information acquisition, atti-
tude, personal action, and political voice and choice are complicat-
ed. Some issues are “wicked,” characterized by conflicting values
among citizens and imperfect or conflicting understanding among
analysts. Yankelovich (1991) distinguishes between public opinion
and public judgment, with the former being more fleeting. Where
the public reaches judgment citizens believe themselves to under-
stand the issue as it affects them, they have a preferred outcome
(and, often, associated governmental actions), they are willing to
accept the consequences of these choices, and these judgments
endure.

Citizen understandings are important not only because they
influence or control eventual policies in a democratic polity.
When human behaviors and the actions of organizations or institu-
tions are involved, Lindblom (1990) argues that social sciences are
intimately rooted in categories and values of ordinary lives and lan-
guage. From this perspective, social sciences, and much of whatev-
er science is available to public administration, cannot escape close
relationship with their nominal subjects, humans.

In this situation, the interests encompassed in public adminis-
tration must expand beyond traditional science and also beyond
processes to increase the use of science in policy making and
implementation, to encompass how society at large learns. Only as
society, broadly defined, learns what it wishes to pursue and how
to achieve those desired outcomes more reliably can citizens partic-
ipate effectively in policy choices and in collective action by their
informed, as opposed to coerced, bought, or manipulated, actions
(Dewey, 1927).

Appleby (1949; 155-156) again provides a strong rationale for
the importance of expecting public administration in a democracy
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to positively contribute to societal learning.

In every case, the principal roles of the especially respon-
sible citizens who are also public officials are: to bring
into focus—to resolve and integrate—these popularly
felt needs; to give specific form to responses of the gov-
ernment...to inject foresight and concern for factors not
readily visible to citizens at large.... The process pro-
duces a kind of political logic unlike any other logic, the
validity of which is tested or attested by popular consent
and governmental survival.... But it is constantly adjust-
ed by repetitive phases....

There would be a grave danger, for example, in straining
too hard for “rationality” and minimizing the political,
for it is the political that makes room for the whole of
human potential, including the rational potential.

A framework to analyze the range of societal institutions within
which societal learning occurs can be developed from an approach
suggested by Weschler (no date). He identifies faith, tradition,
mass media, science, politics, and ideology as arenas in which soci-
etal learning can occur, with different mixes operative in any soci-
ety at any time. This framework can be expanded by addition of
the categories “markets” and “professional practices,” resulting in
these categories: faith, tradition, mass media, professional practices,
science, markets, politics, and ideology.

These arenas are shown in Table 1 with the type of proof
offered for each for the veracity of an insight. To illustrate the rele-
vance of the various arenas in the practice and study of contempo-
rary public administration, an easily understood example of learn-
ing from each arena is offered. Of course, not all accept the
truthfulness of all the illustrative examples offered, but each is a
recognizable, powerful factor in the practice (and study) of public
administration.

Table 1

Arenas of Societal Learning Relevant to Public Administration

Arena Proof Offered Hllustrative Example

Religion Faith (no effort to verify) ~ High value of individual
lives

Tradition Societal custom Hierarchy is preferred
organizational structure

Literary and “Good” values “No more Vietnams”

mass media

Professional Expert status; license Building budgets from

practice current services base

Science Verifiability Rule making in EPA or
FDA

Market Price, demand, and supply  Preference for single-
family housing (in USA)

Politics Political decision Intergenerational
redistribution is good
(Social Security, Medi
care)

Ideology Fits ideology Business practices are
better than governmental
practices
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The important conclusion of this discussion and examination
of Table 1 is that science is one of several arenas in which societal
learning occurs. Increasing the influence of science is a strategy to
increase rationality in society but likely to be constrained by limits
on scientific understanding and by resistance to turning con-
tentious choices over to elites. For most issues confronting society,
any political decision-making body, or any public administrator,
science is unlikely to provide definitive guidance. A perspective on
societal learning that includes more than science is needed just to
understand the factors shaping decisions and actions in the public
sector.

Dewey (1927) provides a classical philosophical foundation for
the position that societal learning is critical. The issue is addressed
in seminal works on civic culture (Almond and Verba, 1965) and
in contemporary examinations of how cities encourage or discour-
age citizen participation, with Berry, Portney, and Thomson
(1993) finding that cities which institutionalize neighborhood par-
ticipation in policy processes generate more informed, efficacious,
and participative citizenry whose inputs are heard by both admin-
istrators and elected officials. The Kettering Foundation has sup-
ported work on effectively involving citizens in public issues;
examples include the writing of its president (Mathews, 1994) and
the work of Yankelovich (1991), which it supported. The Nation-
al Civic League (1994) has long been committed to development
of strong citizenship, developing a ten-item “Civic Index,” which is
the template used for its annual “All American Cities” competition.
Putnam (1993) offers a theoretically sophisticated and empirically
supported rationale for the critical contribution of social capital
developed by citizens’ joint activities outside of government to suc-
cessful functioning of government and administrative processes.

Beyond mere passive understanding, the argument advanced
here is that an important challenge for public administration in a
democracy is to improve the whole of societal learning. This pro-
vides even stronger reason that discussion regarding inquiry in the
field must not be limited to any narrow focus on method. It is
possible to “improve” the learning that can occur in society, that is,
make it more likely to improve effective understanding of what is
going on, appreciation of choices, and of strategies for action that
improve odds of achieving desired goals. The big questions of
public administration in a democracy must engage this role.

Big Questions of Public Administration in 2 Democracy

The big questions of public administration in a democracy
must satisfy the four criteria developed above. In general, what is
required is moving up in levels of abstraction beyond a favored
instrument of collective action (the public bureaucracy) and a fa-
vored approach to inquiry (science) to broader processes. Public
bureaucracies are one instrument of collective action; our commit-
ment should be to develop, manage, nurture, change, and improve
the range of instruments of collective action which achieve societal
goals. Similarly, science is one approach to social inquiry and our
commitment should be to develop, manage, nurture, change, and
improve the range of processes through which societal learning
occurs. To the extent public administration limits its scope of
action and learning to public bureaucracies and science, it limits its
relevance and impact. To limit scope-of learning and action is to
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elevate instrument above purpose, a foolish choice. By analogy, a

society focused on instrument rather than goal would have

remained limited to walking as its mode of transportation and to
consulting oracles as its approach to learning.

To move beyond a general exhortation to satisfy the four crite-
ria, students and practitioners of public administration have devel-
oped seven big questions identified at the beginning of the article,
which are easily recognized as long central to American public
administration:

1. What are the instruments of collective action that remain
responsible both to democratic political processes and to core
societal values? This question is posed at the organizational
level, for example, in the positions argued by Friedrich (1940)
and Finer (1941) on internal norms of professionalism versus
external controls in achieving accountability in public agencies.
At the policy level, a recurring choice is between instruments
which rely more on elite judgment and authoritatively directed
compliance behaviors versus those that emphasize citizen judg-
ment and empowering strategies (Dahl and Lindblom, 1954;
Shonfield, 1965).

2. What are the roles of nongovernmental forms of collective
action in society and how can desired roles be protected and
nurtured? This is a central question of any limited form of gov-
ernment. Some theorists emphasize the market as the primary
nongovernmental alternative for collective action, with Lind-
blom (1977) providing a reasoned examination of this alterna-
tive. Other theorists emphasize nonmarket forms of non-
governmental collective action, as seen in the contemporary
work of Berger and Neuhaus (1977), Elinor Ostrom (1990),
Putnam (1993), Etzioni (1993), and Mathews (1994), among
others.

3. What are the appropriate tradeoffs between governmental
structures based on function (which commonly eases organiza-
tional tasks) and geography (which eases citizenship, political
leadership, and societal learning)? The decades-long debates
about structures for collective action in metropolitan areas offer
an example of these issues (Erie, Kirlin, and Rabinovitz, 1972;
Kirlin, 1996a) as do the similar long-lived debates about block
grants (Posner, 1995). Recent efforts to add civic (John, 1994)
or community-based (Hansen, 1995) perspectives to environ-
mental policy making are another example of this tension.

4. How shall tensions between national and local political arenas
be resolved? This is a classic question central to the adoption of
our Constitution. Elazar (1974) and Vincent Ostrom (1987)
are among those who regularly address this question. The jour-
nal Publius takes this issue as its central focus as has the U.S.
Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations.
Administration of virtually all domestic policies and programs
includes features, dynamics, and conflicts rooted in this ques-
tion (Kincaid, 1993).

5. What decisions shall be “isolated” from the normal processes of
politics so that some other rationale can be applied? This is a
recurring issue regarding expertise and how to break through
paralysis on contentious issues. Nathan (1995) reports that the
National Commission on State and Local Public Service (1993)
made the explicit decision that some decisions needed to be iso-
lated from the turmoil of pluralist politics. The base-closure
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TO limit scope of learning and action is to elevate

nstrument above purpose, a foolish chosce.

process is an example of this approach. Appleby (1949; 162)

critiques the move to take issues out of politics as often being

intended to take choice out of public control, to transfer power
to special interests.

6. What balance shall be struck among neutral competence, repre-
sentativeness, and leadership? This is the classic formulation of
Kaufman (1956), central to the design of institutions and poli-
cies. The PAR Symposium on Public Administration in Europe
(Kickert et al., 1996) illustrates the continuing relevance of
Kaufman’s three contending forces in seven European democ-
racies, without use of his terminology.

7. How can processes of societal learning be improved, including
knowledge of choices available, of consequences of alternatives,
and of how to achieve desired goals, most importantly, the nur-
turing and development of a democratic polity? Schachter
(1995) has demonstrated how the Bureau of Municipal
Research advocated citizens as owners of government and effi-
cient citizenship in 1908-1913. More recently, Gawthrop
(1984) and Barber (1984) address the importance of encourag-
ing effective citizenship.

These seven big questions of public administration in a democ-
racy are both researchable and actionable. Each has a long legacy
in the field of public administration, enduring through changes in
political regimes or academic fashions. Collectively, they satisfy
the four criteria; indeed, each question touches on at least some
facet of all four criteria.

In contrast, elevating public management to primacy in our
field invites design and management of government to satisfy
internal organizational needs of public agencies, sometimes con-
strained by directives of legislators, budget allocations and courts,
and sometimes secking to respond to customers. In this nation,
public administration is not only subordinated to the values and
constraints of a democratic polity but has a responsibility to pro-
tect, nurture, and to develop that polity. Appleby concludes Policy
and Administration with the sentence: “Public administration is
one of a number of basic political processes by which this people
achieves and controls governance” (1949; 170).

From this perspective, questions derived from a public manage-
ment perspective can only become “big” as they are cast within the
values of a democratic polity. The Behn (1995) questions can be
reposed as interesting, and even reasonably big:

1. “Micromanagement” becomes “Function Bias”: How can insti-
tutions be developed that overcome the function bias cycle—
excessive use of single-function-focused policies, programs,
organizations, regulations, funding flows—that enfeeble geo-
graphically based political systems and civic infrastructure,
while significantly increasing uncertainty and transaction costs
for those who must live lives and conduct business and com-
munity affairs across functional boundaries?

2. Motivation: How can institutions and policies be developed
that empower citizens, individually and in civic organizations,
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businesses and nonprofits, and also governments and their

employees, to work energetically, intelligently, and collabora-

tively, toward politically legitimated and socially valued purpos-
es?

3. Measurement: How can society measure its overall progress and
the contribution or hindrance contributed by major institu-
tions, including business, civic infrastructure and government,
and various policies, toward desired goals and use that knowl-
edge to learn regarding future choices of goals and strategies of
action?

These reformulations of Behn’s three questions cut across the
seven big questions identified above, with number 1 linking
respectively to questions one, three, and four; number 2 with one
and two; and number 3 with question seven. Questions five and
six are missed.

Big Questions Endure

Public administration is characterized by periodic changes in
dominant conceptualizations of what government does, of the roles
of public administration, and of appropriate styles of inquiry. Big
questions endure, and recent reconceptualizations leave the seven
big questions as critical and central to the field of public adminis-
tration in a democracy. Lan and Rosenbloom (1992; 537) con-
clude that even “marketized” public administration would retain
features of democracy, including, for example, legislatures, respon-
siveness to citizens, courts to adjudicate conflicts, constitutional

integrity, robust substantive rights, and equal protection. John et
al. (1994) analyze experiences with reinvention to develop pre-
scriptions, which include an emphasis on strengthening state-local
capacity and engaging and empowering citizens. Kirlin’s (1996b)
more integrated, abstract perspective explicitly makes democratic
political attributes of places a central focus of the ways in which
government and public administration create value for society.

As long as democracy is valued, the big questions of public
administration must go beyond the big questions of public man-
agement. Even the contemporary antigovernment rhetoric does
not abandon democracy. However, public administration cripples
its role in society if understood primarily in terms of managing
public agencies.

These suggestions concerning the four criteria by which big
questions should be judged and the seven big questions of public
administration in democracy are offered with knowledge that other
perspectives exist. Other formulations of essentially similar argu-
ments are possible. These four criteria and seven questions do
serve to clearly demarcate the big questions of public admini-
stration in a democracy as distinct from the big questions of public
management.

se0
John J. Kirlin holds the Emery E. Olson Chair in Public-Pri-
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Note

The author is indebted to Ross Clayton, Alexis Halley, Mary Kirlin, Chester Newland, Lou Weschler, and anonymous referees for comments.

References

Almond, Gabriel A. and Sidney Verba, 1965. The Civic Culture: Political
Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations, an Analytical Study. Boston: Lit-
tle, Brown.

Appleby, Paul H., 1949. Policy and Administration. University, AL: Uni-
versity of Alabama Press.

Barber, Benjamin, 1984. Sirong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New
Age. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Behn, Robert D., 1995. “The Big Questions of Public Management.” Public
Administration Review, vol. 55 (July/August), 313-324.

Berger, Peter L. and Richard John Neuhaus, 1977. To Empower People: The
Role of Mediating Structures in Public Policy. Washington, DC: American
Enterprise Institute.

Berry, Jeffrey M., Kent E. Portney, and Ken Thomson, 1993. The Rebirth of
Urban Democracy. Washington DC: Brookings Institution.

Bingham, Richard D. and William M. Bowen, 1994. “Mainstream Public
Administration Over Time.” Public Administration Review, vol. 54
(March/April), 204-208.

Carroll, James D., 1995. “The Rhetoric of Reform and Political Reality in
the National Performance Review.” Public Administration Review, vol. 55
(May/June), 302-312.

Dahl, Robert A. and Chatles E. Lindblom, 1954. Politics, Economics and Wel-
fare. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Denhardt, Robert B., 1990. “Public Administration Theory: The State of the
Discipline.” In Naomi B. Lynn and Aaron Wildavsky, eds., Public
Administration: The State of the Discipline, pp. 43-72.

Dewey, John, 1927. The Public and Its Problems. Chicago: The Swallow
Press.

Erie, Steven P., John J. Kitlin, and Francine F. Rabinovitz, 1972. “Can
Something Be Done? Propositions on the Performance of Metropolitan

422

Institutions.” In Lowdon Wingo, series ed., The Governance of Metropoli-
tan Regions, no. 1. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Elazar, Daniel ., ed., 1974. The Federal Polity. New Brunswick: Transaction
Books.

Etzioni, Amitai, 1993. The Spirit of Community. New York: Crown.

Fesler, James W., 1975. “Public Administration and the Social Sciences:
1946 to 1960.” In Frederick C. Mosher, ed., American Public Administra-
tion: Past, Present, Future. University, AL: University of Alabama Press,
pp. 97-141.

Finer, Herman, 1941. “Administrative Responsibility in Democratic Govern-
ment.” Public Administration Review, vol. 1 (Summer), 336-350.

Friedrich, Carl J., 1940. “Public Policy and the Nature of Administrative
Responsibility.” In C.J. Friedrich and Edward S. Mason, eds., Public Pol-
icy: A Yearbook of the Graduate School in Public Administration, Harvard
University, 1940. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Gawthrop, Louis, 1984. “Civis, Civitas and Civilitas: A New Focus for the
Year 2000.” Public Administration Review, vol. 44, special issue (March),
101-107.

Gore, Albert, 1993. Creating A Government that Works Bester and Costs Less:
Report of the National Performance Review. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office.

Hansen, Fred, 1995. “Community-Based Environmental Protection—Key
Attributes and Next Steps.” (Memorandum from the deputy administra-
tor to assistant administrators, general counsel, regional administrators,
and associate administrators, August 24). Washington, DC: Environmen-
tal Protection Agency.

Ingram, Helen, 1990. “Implementation: A Review and Suggested Frame-
work.” In Naomi B. Lynn and Aaron Wildavsky, eds., Public Administra-
tion: The State of the Discipline, pp. 462-480.

Public Administration Review o September/October 1996, Vol. 56, No. 5



John, DeWitt, 1994. Civic Environmentalism: Alternatives to Regulation in
States and Communities. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly
Press.

John, DeWitt et al,, 1994. “What Will the New Governance Mean for the
Federal Government?” Public Administration Review, vol. 54
(March/April), 170-175.

Kaufman, Herbert, 1956. “Emerging Conflicts in the Doctrines of Public
Administration.” American Political Science Review, vol. 50 (December),
1057-1073.

Kaufmann, Franz-Xaver, ed., 1991. The Public Sector-Challenge of Coordina-
tion and Learning. Berlin & New York: Walter de Gruyter.

Kickert, Walter J.M. et al, 1996. “Changing European States; Changing
Public Administration.” Public Administration Review, vol. 56
(January/February), 65-103.

Kincaid, John, 1993. “From Cooperation to Coercion in American Federal-
ism. Housing, Fragmentation, and Preemption, 1780-1992.” Journal of
Law and Politics, vol. 9 (Winter), 333-433.

Kirlin, John J., 1996a. “Emerging Regional Organizational and Institutional
Forms: Strategies and Prospects for Transcending Localism.” In Jon Jun
and Deil Wright, eds., Globalization and Decentralization: Institutional
Contexts, Policy Issues and Intergovernmental Relationships in Japan and the
United States. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, pp. 107-
133.

1996b. “What Government Must Do Well: Creating Value for
Society.” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, vol. 6
(January), 161-185.

Kirlin, John J., Jeffrey I. Chapman, and Peter Asmus, 1994. “California Poli-
cy Choices: The Context.” In John J. Kirlin and Jeffrey I. Chapman, eds.,
California Policy Choices, Volume 9. Sacramento and Los Angeles: Univer-
sity of Southern California Press, pp. 1-23.

Lan, Zhiyong and David H. Rosenbloom, 1992. “Public Administration in
Transition?” Public Administration Review, vol. 52 (November/Decem-
ber), 535-537.

Lindblom, Charles E., 1977. Politics and Markets: The World’s Political-Eco-
nomic Systems. New York: Basic Books.

1990. Inquiry and Change: The Troubled Attempt to Understand
and Shape Society. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Lindblom, Charles E. and David K. Cohen, 1979. Usable Knowledge: Social
Science and Social Problem Solving. New Haven: Yale University Press.
March, James G. and Herbert A. Simon, 1958. Organizations. New York:

John Wiley and Sons.

Mathews, David, 1994. Politics for People: Finding a Responsible Public Voice.
Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

Mazmanian, Daniel A. and Paul Sabatier, 1983. Implementation and Public
Policy. Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman.

Moe, Ronald C. and Robert S. Gilmour, 1995. “Rediscovering Principles of
Public Administration: The Neglected Foundation of Public Law.” Public
Administration Review, vol. 55 (March/April), 135-146.

Nathan, Richard P., 1995. “Reinventing Government: What Does It Mean.”
Public Administration Review, vol. 55 (March/April), 213-215.

National Academy of Public Administration, 1995. Setting Priorities, Getting
Results: A New Direction for EPA. Washington, DC: NAPA.

National Civic League, 1994. All-America City Yearbook. Denver: National

The Big Questions of Public Administration in a Democracy

Civic League.

National Commission on State and Local Public Service, 1993. Hard
Truths/Tough Choices: An Agenda for State and Local Reform. Albany, NY:
Nelson A. Rockefeller Institute of Government.

Newland, Chester A., 1994. “A Field of Strangers in Search of a Discipline.”
Public Administration Review, vol. 54 (September/October), 486-488.

Osborne, David and Ted Gaebler, 1992. Reinventing Government. New
York: Addison-Wesley.

Ostrom, Elinor, 1990. Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions
for Collective Action. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Ostrom, Vincent, 1974. The Intellectual Crisis in American Public Administra-
tion. University, AL: University of Alabama Press.

—,1987. The Political Theory of a Compound Republic: Designing the
American Experiment, 2nd ed. Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press.

Posner, Paul L., 1995. Block Grants: Issues in Designing Accountability Provi-
sions. Washington, DC: General Accounting Office (GAO/AMID-95-
226, September).

Pressman, Jeffrey L. and Aaron Wildavsky, 1973. Implementation. Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press.

Putnam, Robert D., 1993. Making Democracy Work. Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University Press.

Rosenbloom, David H., 1983. “Public Administration Theory and the Sepa-
ration of Powers.” Public Administration Review, vol. 43 (May/June),
219-227.

Salamon, Lester M., ed., 1989. Beyond Privatization: The Tools of Government
Action. Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press.

Schachter, Hindy Lauer, 1995. “Reinventing Government or Reinventing
Ourselves: Two Models for Improving Government Performance.” Public
Administration Review, vol. 55 (November/December), 530-537.

Shonfield, Andrew, 1965. Modern Capitalism: The Changing Balance of Pub-
lic and Private Power. London: Oxford University Press.

Simon, Herbert A., 1947. Administrative Behavior. New York: Macmillan.

Stillman, Richard J. I1, 1974. The Rise of the City Manager: A Public Profes-
sional in Local Government. Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexi-
co Press.

Stone, Alice B. and Donald C. Stone, 1975. “Appendix: Case Histories of
Early Professional Education Programs.” In Frederick C. Mosher, ed.,
American Public Administration: Past, Present, Future. University, AL:
University of Alabama Press, pp. 268-290.

Stone, Christopher D., 1993. The Gnat Is Older than Man: Global Environ-
ment and Human Agenda. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Thompson, James D., 1967. Organizations in Action. New York: McGraw
Hill.

Woaldo, Dwight, 1948. The Administrative State. New York: Ronald Press.

Walker, David B., 1995. The Rebirth of Federalism: Slouching Toward
Washington. Chatham, NJ: Chatham House Publishers.

Weschler, Lou, no date. “Forms of Social Inquiry.” Tempe, AZ: Arizona
State University, class teaching handout.

White, Jay D. and Guy Adams, eds., 1994. Research in Public Administration:
Reflections on Theory and Practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Wilson, James Q., 1989. Bureaucracy. New York: Basic Books.

Yankelovich, Daniel, 1991. Coming to Public Judgment. Syracuse, NY: Syra-
cuse University Press.

423



