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 Americans generally 
have negative views of 
bureaucracy and tend 
only to focus on it 
when it breaks down. 

 

 Still, executive agencies and 
departments perform essential 
functions in American society 
and the American economy. We 
benefit daily from programs 
administered and services 
provided by the U.S. Weather 
Service, the Transportation 
Department, the Postal Service, 
the Food and Drug 
Administration, the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency, and so on. 
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 The Public Thinks there is a Lot of Waste in Government 



  

 In recent years, presidents 
of the United States have 
argued that the federal 
government has grown too 
large. 

 
◦ Republican Ronald Reagan 

declared that government 
is often the problem. 

◦ Democrat Bill Clinton 
proclaimed that “the era of 
big government is over.” 



  Accepting the 2000 

Republican presidential 
nomination, George W. Bush 
echoed Reagan, saying, “Big 
government is not the 
answer!” 



 And when campaigning 
for the Democratic 
nomination in 2008, 
Barack Obama 
acknowledged that 
Ronald Reagan’s 
conservative ideology 
and policies changed the 
“trajectory” of America. 



 Despite bureaucratic unpopularity and 
general fears of “big government,” it 
turns out that the federal bureaucracy 
has hardly grown at all during the 
past quarter-century. 

 
◦ The size of the federal workforce as a 

percentage of the total workforce has 
declined; and 
 

◦ The size of the federal budget as a 
percentage of the overall economy 
has remained largely unchanged since 
1960. 
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  Employees in The Federal Service: Total 



American Government, 11th Edition 

Copyright © 2010  W.W. Norton & Company 

 Annual Federal Outlays 



 Though necessary and even 
valuable, the federal executive 
branch suffers from an image 
problem. Bureaucratic procedures 
are often inefficient and 
frustrating. 

 
 Bureaucracy itself is a pejorative 

term that means “government run 
by desks.”  We use this term to 
refer to the principles of 
organization in governmental 
administration. 



 Bureaucracies—executive branch departments and 
agencies—are where the authoritative decisions of 
government are implemented.  Examples include: 

 

 The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

 The Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

 The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

 The Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) 

 

 



 “Bureaucrat” is the term used to 
describe the employees in public 
bureaucracies who are selected 
based on merit through the civil 
service system. 

 

 Bureaucrats implement public 
policy, make administrative rules, 
and apply those rules in specific 
cases, making, as we say, quasi-
judicial decisions. 



 Police officers, public 
school teachers, soldiers, 
and even professors at 
public universities are 
bureaucrats in the sense 
that they are state actors 
who implement public 
policies. 



Nineteenth-Century 
Bureaucracy 

 

 Politicized; 

 Government jobs were 
“patronage” jobs given 
to political supporters; 

 This made bureaucracy 
more representative 
and accountable to 
people. 

Twentieth-Century 
Bureaucracy 

 

 Professionalized; 

 Most government jobs 
were “civil service” jobs 
awarded on merit; 

 This decreased the 
potential for cronyism 
and the political 
administration of 
policy. 



Source:  Harold W. Stanley and Richard G. Niemi, Vital Statistics in American Politics, 5th edition (Washington, DC: 

CQ Press, 1995), pp. 250–1.  Note that the chart stops at 1971 because the Postal Reorganization Act of 1970 (which 

would take effect by 1972) significantly altered the percentage of employees under the merit system without altering 

the president’s ability to control the executive branch. 
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 In 1885, political scientist (and future president) 
Woodrow Wilson wrote “The Study of Administration” 
outlining the role of a bureaucracy in a democracy.  
He argued: 

 
 Politics too often gets in the way of efficient 

administration. 
 

 Bureaucracy could (and should) be run on 
principles of expertise and sound management. 
 

 Democratic policy makers should set broad policy 
goals, while professional administrators should be 
entrusted to efficiently implement those policy 
decisions. 



 What are the advantages to 
having a bureaucracy made 
up of “non-political” 
experts? 

 

 What are the potential costs 
of such a system? 

 

  



Bureaucracies: 

 

 Are hierarchical; and 

 Benefit from a division 
of labor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Bureaucratic hierarchies 
and division of labor 
promote the 
development of 
expertise and efficiency. 



 The bureaucracy is 
organized into 
departments and 
independent agencies. 

 

  

  

 Departments are organized 
into tiers: 

 
◦ First Tier  Secretary 

 
◦ Second Tier  

Undersecretaries 
 

◦ Third Tier  Bureau level 
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  Organizational Chart of The Department of Agriculture 



 Bureaucratic hierarchies—the 
“chain of command”—must be 
obvious to political actors inside 
and outside a bureaucracy. 

 

 Such a clear hierarchy facilitates 
the flow of information in a 
bureaucracy, enhancing both 
responsiveness and 
accountability. 



 Once authoritative policy makers surrender 
authority to bureaucracies, the task is to maintain 
both responsiveness and accountability. 

 

  Responsiveness refers to the efficiency with 
 which bureaucrats respond to signals from 
 authoritative policy makers. 

 

  Accountability refers to the need to reward and 
 punish individual bureaucrats on the quality of 
 their performance. 



 Bureaucrats are political 
actors who, as agents of 
Congress and the 
president, seek to 
implement authoritative 
policy decisions. 

Principal  Agent 

   

 

Congress 

     Bureaucracy 

President   

 



 The Rationality Principle: All political behavior has 
a purpose. 

 

 Bureaucrats have their own goals and 
perspectives, which they may substitute for the 
goals of official policy makers. 

 

 Bureaucrats seek to maximize their budgets. 

 

 Bureaucrats sometimes are responsible for 
policies “drifting” from the original intent of 
Congress and the president. 



 The Policy Principle:  Political outcomes are 
products of individual preferences and 
institutional procedures. 

 

 To overcome the tendencies of bureaucrats to 
substitute their own goals, institutional 
arrangements can be put in place to ensure a 
more “faithful” bureaucracy: 

 

 Before-the-fact direction and control; 

 

 After-the-fact monitoring and correction.  

 



Before-the-Fact Controls 
 Presidential appointment of 

agency and department heads 
allow presidents to control the 
executive by “casting” the right 
appointees. 

 
After-the-Fact Controls 
 Presidents use executive orders, 

reorganization plans, influence 
over bureaucratic budgets, and 
“clearance” of administrative 
decisions to control bureaucratic 
activities. 

 
 



Congress, too, controls the bureaucracy. 
 
Before-the-Fact Control 
 Legislative language specifies policies to 

be implemented. 
 
After-the-Fact Control 
 Congress’s “power of the purse” is a tool 

to ensure bureaucratic compliance. 
 Congress engages in oversight and 

investigative hearings to monitor 
bureaucratic activities. 



  

 Some politicians have 
sought to “reinvent” 
bureaucracies to make them 
more efficient, accountable, 
and effective. 



  

 Politicians have also sought to downsize the 
federal bureaucracy through  

 
◦ Termination 

 
◦ Deregulation 

 
◦ Devolution 

 
◦ Privatization 

 



 Termination refers to the 
strategy of eliminating 
programs and departments. 

 Devolution refers to an 
attempt to take power 
away from the national 
government 
bureaucracy and 
“devolve” it down to the 
state and local levels. 

Some have sought to 
reduce the budgets 
and policy scope of 
regulatory agencies to 
forward a policy of 
deregulation. 



 Privatization is a strategy of 
replacing government control 
or implementation of a 
program by contracting with 
private-sector companies. 



 There are necessary trade-offs of democratic 
control and bureaucratic efficiency. 

 
 Bureaucratic leeway can either be put to good use 

to enhance bureaucratic efficiency, or it can be 
abused as bureaucrats become “faithless” agents of 
authoritative policy makers. 
 

 Elected officials (the president and the Congress) 
must be ever-vigilant in order to maintain 
democratic control over the bureaucracy. 
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 The Shape of A Domestic Security Department 



Analyzing the Evidence 
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 Government Employment 
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