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PREFACE

Within the past two decades, the image of public personnel
administration has undergone a rapid metamorphosis. Once viewed as
a mundane and tedious facet of public management, public personnel
administration is now perceived in a different light. Past criticisms of
the field’s static and unimaginative organizational role have given way
to assertions that the personnel office is the nerve center of
bureaucracy and the linchpin for public managers, politicians, and
social values.

The causes of the transformed image of public personnel
administration are readily apparent. A number of important social,
economic, and political developments have converged to catapult
public personnel administration into the forefront of public
administration. The drive for social justice, which was perhaps the most
significant legacy of the 1960s, found new expression in the 1970s.
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Affirmative action and equal employment opportunity became
spearheads of the social movement and forced personnel
administrators to accommodate a new range of pressures, operating
philosophies, and management practices. Likewise, the 1960s and 1970s
were the heyday of the unionization and collective bargaining
movements in the public sector, which complicated the personnel
policymaking process by granting formal access to a powerful group
whose interests and values often conflicted with those of politicians
and public managers. The 1970s also witnessed the “taxpayer revolt,”
an economic movement that thrust new demands upon public
administrators and spawned important changes in how personnel
managers perform their functions. Among the legacies of the taxpayer
revolt are increased concerns with productivity, privatization, and
efficiency in government.

Hard-pressed personnel administrators who dreamed that the 1980s
would bring a period of repose were rudely awakened. The issues of
the 1960s and 1970s did not go away—they just assumed new
dimensions. The Reagan administration did not make social justice a
major concern, but the principle had become indelibly ingrained within
the halls of state and local governments. Equal employment
opportunity and affirmative action are continuing challenges to public
personnel managers, as are unionization and collective bargaining.

In addition to the persistent issues of the preceding decades, entirely
new ones arose in the 1980s. These included new frontiers of social
justice, such as comparable worth, sexual harassment, and a variety of
other “women’s issues.” Personnel administrators also had to confront
controversy about drug testing, AIDS, and smoking in the workplace.

Partly as a result of these social, economic, and political developments,
merit systems and public employees have been subjected to renewed
scrutiny, evaluation, and attack. The highly touted Civil Service Reform
Act of 1978 has been evaluated and found lacking in many important
respects; amendments in the federal legislation appear increasingly
likely. Public workers, particularly at the federal level, have suffered a
decade of vilification and ridicule from politicians, political appointees,
and elements of the general public. Not surprisingly, morale has
declined and the recruitment of qualified employees has become more
difficult. Yet public employees are being held accountable for new,
higher standards of performance.

The job of the public personnelist has become more difficult,
demanding, and challenging. Those who toil in the trenches of public
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personnel administration are finally winning the admiration and respect
they deserve. Top executives in government agencies at all levels
increasingly recognize the pivotal contributions of personnel
professionals to the success of the organization.

A natural consequence of the ever-changing substance and practice of
public personnel administration is that the literature of the field has
experienced a similar transformation. In the first edition of this book,
we referred to this phenomenon as the “new scholarship” of public
personnel administration. The scholarship may no longer be new, but
it is still composed of theoretical and empirical research intended to
provide personnel practitioners with understanding and guidance in
meeting the challenges imposed by the field’s altered state. Thus, it
attempts to apply contemporary theoretical constructs to old and new
problems in the search for better methods of performing personnel
functions. Implicit in this approach is a preference for analytical
assessments of personnel issues, in contrast to the field’s traditional
preoccupation with prescription. The most important effect of the
new scholarship is that it has added a vitality and relevance to
personnel literature that was lacking during the first 50 years of this
century.

This anthology assembles original manuscripts that represent a cross
section of the scholarship in public personnel administration. The
book contains a mix of “thought pieces,” theoretical essays,
descriptive treatises, and empirical research. As evidenced by the title
we have chosen, the theme around which the chapters are organized
is “problems and prospects.” The selections summarize the major
problems confronting personnel practitioners and offer substantive
suggestions for improving the practice of personnel management.
Thus, they focus more on the future of public personnel
administration than on its past, and are intended to provide the
reader with a clear sense of where the discipline is going rather than
where it has been.

These chapters were prepared specifically for inclusion in this volume.
The authors are established scholars in public personnel
administration; many of them practice and consult in the field as well.
They were selected on the basis of their recognized competence in,
and past contributions to, the topical areas addressed in their essays.
The present volume includes fifteen new contributors and nine new
topics—evidence of the changing nature of public personnel
administration and the expanding ranks of new and established
scholars.
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The contributions are organized into four broad sections: The Setting,
The Techniques, The Issues, and The Future. Section One focuses
primarily on the social, economic, political, and legal trends that have
served as catalysts in the transformation of public personnel
administration. Section Two is composed of selections that summarize
developments in the practice of public personnel administration, with
special emphasis on emerging personnel techniques and new thinking
on traditional techniques. Section Three discusses and suggests
remedies for eight of the most troublesome issues in modern
personnel administration. It is no accident that this section has twice
the number of issues covered in the first edition. The final section
assesses the efficacy of recent reform efforts and examines the
prospects for further reforms of state, local, and federal merit systems.

As in the case of the first edition, a prime consideration in the design,
preparation, and organization of the book was that it be sufficiently
“readable” for both graduate and undergraduate students. For this
reason, the authors were asked to provide enough background
information so that both beginning and advanced students could
understand and benefit from the contents. Additionally, the authors
were requested to furnish concrete examples and practical information
to enhance the volume’s applicability to practitioners wishing to
broaden their perspectives on the field. We are satisfied that these
objectives have been met in every respect.

Our principal debt in assembling this anthology is to our contributing
authors. They richly deserve our sincere thanks, for their efforts are the
heart and soul of what follows. Because there are so many new
scholars in the field of public personnel administration, it was difficult
to decide which ones to ask for contributions. We certainly hope that
anyone not included in this volume is not offended and that a third
edition in a few years will enable us to call upon their talents.

Without exception, the contributors to the second edition of Public
Personnel Administration: Problems and Prospects produced quality
manuscripts on short notice, and responded quickly to our nagging
requests for revisions, clarifications, and elaborations. In spite of what
they endured, not a single one called with threats or obscenities. We
hope that they are aware of the depth of our appreciation. The names,
affiliations, and accomplishments of these individuals appear in the
“Contributing Authors” section, which precedes the Index.

A special thanks is owed to Professor Charlie B. Tyer, who helped us
publish the first volume of this book and provided much needed
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encouragement. We also would like to thank those kind academic
souls who adopted the first volume for their courses in public
personnel administration. We hope they find the second volume to be
even better than the first.

Steven W. Hays
Richard C. Kearney
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SECTION ONE
THE SETTING

To a great extent, public personnel administration is a mirror of the
society it serves. Because of the critical role that public servants play in
conducting the people’s business, and because government jobs are
public resources, society has a direct and appropriate stake in ensuring
that the personnel function operates according to its wishes. Thus, a
proper understanding of the problems and prospects of contemporary
personnel administration must begin with an appreciation for the
environmental factors that influence the practice of personnel
management.

Since its inception, the merit system has been enmeshed in the fiber of
the American political and social fabric. To say that “politics” exerts a
profound influence on the public personnel function is hardly
revealing or surprising. Yet, as examined in the first five chapters here,
the nature and purposes of political intrusions into the personnel
process have undergone important changes. In distinguishing between



2 SEC. 1 THE SETTING

two broad types of politics—elective and generic—Thompson observes
that most of the “real” political activity has occurred within the
personnel arena itself, as opposed to being imposed by patronage-
oriented elected officials. The differing perceptions of public managers
and personnel professionals have become a catalyst for internal
organizational battles over the means and ends of personnel policies
and procedures. During the Reagan years, however, a new form of
executive political interference emerged. In the next selection, Daley
discusses the “New Patronage” in public personnel administration as a
product of competing and converging streams in public administration.
Merit systems were created primarily to defend government employees
from patronage abuses, yet merit protection sometimes inhibits the
competing needs for executive power and public employee
responsiveness to executive policy direction.

Klingner adds a theoretical focus to the Thompson and Daley theme by
identifying and analyzing the environmental variables that can influence
the policy debates occurring within personnel offices. He asserts that
the organizational configuration of personnel agencies should reflect
the goals of the organization and that these goals are often imposed by
external forces generating internal controversy. One of these external
forces—judicial decisions that shape the personnel function—is
thoroughly appraised in Rosenbloom’s essay on “what every public
manager needs to know about the Constitution.”

In the final chapter in Section One, Saltzstein describes the unique
setting of personnel administration in local government and how it
influences practicing personnel managers. Local personnel managers
function in a different legal, political, social, and economic
environment. They must understand this setting if they are to
contribute to effective local government.



THE POLITICS
OF PUBLIC PERSONNEL
ADMINISTRATION

Frank J. Thompson
State University of New York at Albany

The movement that galvanized approval of the Pendleton Act and other
aspects of civil service reform in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries sought to exorcise politics from public personnel administration.
The “neutral” application of sound merit techniques became the ideal. This
perspective retained a remarkably tenacious grip on the personnel field
even after World War II, when the politics-administration dichotomy fell
rapidly from grace in the general field of public administration. Only in the
late 1960s did momentum develop to lay the dichotomy to rest with respect
to personnel administration. In 1968, Mosher observed that efforts to segre-
gate administration and politics in the personnel field could hardly satisfy
any but the “blind” (1968: 209). A steady stream of studies soon empha-
sized the political character of much of public personnel management
(Heclo, 1977; Horton, 1973; Miewald, 1969; Nalbandian and Klingner,
1981; Rosenbloom, 1977; Shafritz, 1973; Thompson, 1975).

In a broad sense, virtually all public personnel administration pos-
sesses political ramifications. This is because it affects who gets what from
government. Consider, for instance, the Professional and Administrative
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Career Examination (PACE) that the federal government used to fill many
positions during the 1970s. Fifty-one percent of the whites taking this exam
passed, whereas only 4 percent of the blacks did (GAO, 1979: 12). Al-
though the staff of the Civil Service Commission used technically sophisti-
cated validation strategies in developing PACE, the fact remained that the
test placed certain groups in a better position to obtain a scarce public
resource (a government job) than others. The same rationale could be
upplied to almost any aspect of personnel administration.

Failure to hire the most adroit may impair government’s ability to
deliver important services to some segment of society. Or it may push up
the costs of public services, thus taking a toll on certain taxpayers. Any
notion, then, that specialists in pul)h( personnel administration pursue a
value-free, neutral, or apolitical art is chimerical.

Rejection of a simple politics-administration distinction in the person-
nel field does not, however, take us very far. When one turns to studying
decision making in various personnel arenas, it is probably not very useful
to view choice processes as equally politicized. If p()lmcs 1s C\C]\lhll]L‘ it
may well be nothing. This leads to the central assumption that undergirds
this chapter: whereas public personnel administration invariably possesses political
implications . the sense that it _aff e oMand outcomes of government,
polztzcs does not. pirrsaimd decision processes.

“Politics” here refers to the way in which choices concerning person-
nel administration get made as opposed to their implications for who gets
what from“governmem Beyond this general distinction, it is useful to
consider two major_connotations_of politics_as_it_pertains to personnel
management. First, observers have traditionally employed the term to
indicate the involvement of elected officials and their allies in personnel
decision..making within an’agency. For present purposes, this form of
involvement can be thought of as elective personnel politics, Applying this
definition, one can assert that public pers()nnel management becomes less
politicized to the extent that elected officials and their partisan associates
play a smaller role in its conduct. Second, one can conceive of generic
personnel politics; This refers t to activities within the personnel arena aimed
at acquiring and using resources to exert power (obtain some desired
outcome) in a situation where disagreement about appropriate action ex-
ists:(Pfeffer, 1981: 7). In other words, politics involves actors with differ-
ent preferences about some personnel matter, attempting to ensure that
their particular views prevail. Participants in the fray need not necessarily
include elected officials; different congeries of administrators may com-
prise the major groups involved. The conscious plotting of strategies, the
mobilization of coalitions, bargaining, and compromise are often key in-
gredients of generic personnel politics. Viewed from the perspective of-
fered by this definition, personnel administration becomes less politicized
to the extent that it does not feature the clash of different clusters of
participants espousing different objectives.

This chapter suggests some major developments and prospects with
respect to the two types of personnel politics. To this end, the first section
addresses elective politics, both that involving spoils and that aimed at




