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Preface

ince the fifth edition of Theories of Public Organization, a number of significant

developments have occurred in the field of public administration and public
administration theory. In this sixth edition, new perspectives have been added
from recently published materials, especially material on democratic governance,
civic engagement, and moral obligation theory. The focus, too, is directed on
the current debate in public administration around the differences between the
New Public Management and the New Public Service. The former grows out of
the mainstream interpretation of public administration, especially as augmented
by market models and public choice economics, and is concerned with reducing
red tape and increasing governmental efficiency and productivity. The latter
flows more clearly from the democratic humanist tradition in public administra-
tion and is concerned with issues of citizenship and community. It fits well with
the emerging emphasis in our field on issues of democratic network governance,
which we explore in some detail. In our view, these issues present important
choices for students trying to develop a personal philosophy of public
administration.

In other respects, this edition continues some important themes established
in earlier ones. It is a book about theory but also about practice. It is written to
introduce theories of public organization to students of public administration and
to those outside the field who wish to involve themselves in organizations com-
mitted to public purposes. More important, this book is an attempt to develop a
critique of the mainstream literature in public administration theory based on its
inability to connect with the real experiences of those working in and with pub-
lic organizations.

In recent years, the traditional separation of theory and practice in the field
of public administration has become even more pronounced. Academics and
practitioners, who have always viewed each other with some skepticism, now
seem even more divided. This is an extremely unfortunate situation, limiting
both our understanding of public organizations and our actions within them.

ix
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To understand more clearly the separation of theory and practice and to begin to
reconcile their differences is the primary intent of this book.

To achieve this purpose, we first review a number of past efforts in the field,
not to present a comprehensive historical review of theories of public organiza-
tion but to examine representative works that embody the commitments and
views of various groups at various times. Based on this review, we then consider
several contemporary studies of public organizations and suggest ways in which
we might better understand the real world of public administration. Several more
generic organization theorists, who have made sustained contributions to the
field of public administration, are included as well.

In my review of these works, I have discovered more consistency among
the various theorists exists than one might expect. This discovery has led to the
following conclusions, which are implicit in all that follows:

1. Although there have been many diverse theories of public organization, the
mainstream work in public administration theory has centered on elaborat-
ing a so-called “rational model of administration” and a view of democratic
accountability implicitly based on the politics—administration dichotomy.

2. As a theory of learning, this approach has limited itself to a positivist under-
standing of knowledge acquisition, failing to acknowledge or to promote
alternative ways of viewing public organizations. Specifically this approach
has failed to integrate explanation, understanding, and critique in theories of
public organization.

3. As a theory of organization, this approach has limited itself to instrumental
concerns expressed through hierarchical structures, failing to acknowledge or
to promote the search for alternative organizational designs. Specifically, this
approach has failed to integrate issues of control, consensus, and communication.

4. Theories of public organization have consequently appeared to practitioners
to be unrelated to their concerns, failing especially to provide a moral con-
text for personal action in the governance process.

5. Despite the dominance of the mainstream view, there have always been
significant counterpoint arguments in the field. These concerns have recently
been given new focus in the debate between the New Public Management and
the New Public Service—a debate that presents students and practitioners with
dramatic choices about the future of public administration theory and practice.

6. These challenges become even more important as we move from an exclu-
sive focus on government to a more embracing focus on governance, espe-
cially democratic network governance.

To fulfill the promise of public administration theory, we now require a shift
in the way we view the field, a shift that will lead us to be concerned not merely
with the government administration but also with the broader process of gover-
nance and managing change in pursuit of publicly defined societal values.
Following such a perspective, which is elaborated in Chapter 1, we are led to a
broadened concern for the nature of administrative work in public organizations
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broadly defined—one that incorporates not only the requirements of efficiency
and effectiveness but also the notion of democratic responsibility. This shift has
implications for the field of governance and public administration and for the
larger field of management as well. To the extent that various institutions of gov-
ernance dominate the social and political landscape, it is appropriate to ask
whether all such organizations should be governed in such a way as to seriously
maintain our commitments to freedom, justice, and equality among persons. The
question is not how we should view the operations of government agencies but
rather how organizations of all sorts might be made more public, how they
might aid in expressing the values of our society.

For nearly a century, private administration, or business administration, has
stood as a model for public administration. I suggest in this book is that public
organizations—and the theories and approaches that support them—may be-
come models for reconstructing organizations of all types along more democratic
lines. The tradition of public administration contains elements of organizational
reform that are important for all our institutions. If democracy is to survive in
our society, it must not be overridden by the false promises of hierarchy and
authoritarian rule. Democratic outcomes require democratic processes.

The connection between theory and practice will be very important in
accomplishing this goal. A theory that stands apart from practice and from the
values and meanings implicit in practice will never enable us to do more than
modify our practice incrementally. It will not permit the kind of broad commit-
ment to the notion of democratic governance that our society requires. In our
view, however, the connection between theory and practice can occur only
through the process of personal learning. Only as individuals reflect on their
experiences and generalize from them will they develop theories of action. And
only in this way will they be able to incorporate their ideas into a practical and
personal philosophy of public administration.

Consistent with this view, we have incorporated into this edition several
significant pedagogical features, including discussion questions and brief, but
pointed case studies after each chapter. Most important, however, is the appen-
dix on keeping an Administrative Journal. The journal provides a way of
connecting theory and practice by examining one’s administrative experiences
from four different perspectives. Careful use of the Administrative Journal will
make the material in this text come to life for the reader. In a sense, the reader
is asked to develop his or her own case studies through entries he or she makes
in the Administrative Journal. Just reading or thinking about theories indepen-
dent of practice will not substantially affect our actions. For truly significant
learning to occur, we need to demonstrate to ourselves the relevance and mean-
ing of theory in our everyday lives. Theory, we will find, is ultimately a very
personal matter and the Administrative Journal helps make this connection.

Throughout this work, I have come to believe more firmly that ideas do
make a difference. Human action requires human thought, and without thought,
our actions are blind. However, when we realize that thought leads to action, we
must also recognize the responsibility of those who theorize. The connection
between thought and action, theory and practice, demands that those who think
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and those who write share a moral obligation with those who act in public
organizations. This responsibility, the responsibility of the theorist, has, for the
most part, been underplayed in our field. A more thorough understanding
of the vocation and the obligation of the theorists is very much needed in our
discipline—and indeed in all the social sciences.

A word of special appreciation should go to those persons who have been
most important in my own learning about public organizations and to those who
have provided help and support during our work on this project, in both its
original and revised versions. Foremost among them, I want to recognize my
colleagues at the University of Missouri-Columbia, the University of Colorado—
Denver, the University of Delaware, and Arizona State University. [ have also
benefited greatly from my association with a network of other public admin-
istration theorists around the country including friends such as John Nalbandian,
Orion White, Cynthia McSwain, Tom Catlaw, George Frederickson, Bob
Backoft, Sloane Dugan, Barry Hammond, Astrid Merget, Larry Kirkhart, Michael
Harmon, Naomi Lynn, Brint Milward, Frank Marini, Bayard Catron, Guy Adams,
Jim Wolf, Frank Sherwood, George Frederickson, John Forester, Cam Stivers,
Cheryl King, David Farmer, and Ralph Hummel. I also want to thank the admin-
istrative practitioners who have been so helpful in focusing our work over the past
years. And I want to acknowledge the work of a very talented and helpful doctoral
assistant, Chase Gordon.

Finally, at a personal level, thanks should go to those who have sustained
and encouraged us throughout this project, especially Janet, and always Michael
and Cari.
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The welfare, happiness, and very lives of all of us rest in significant measure upon
the performance of administrative mechanisms that surround and support us.
From the central matters of food and shelter to the periphery of our intellectual
activity, the quality of administration in modern society touches our daily lives.
Today your life may depend upon the administration of purity controls in a
pharmaceutical house, tomorrow it may depend upon the decisions of a state
department of motor vehicles, next week it may rest with the administrative
wisdom of an official in the Department of State. Willy-nilly, administration is
everyone’s concern. If we wish to survive, we had better be intelligent about it.

—Dwight Waldo (1955, p. 70)

Free and unfree, controlling and controlled, choosing and being chosen, inducing
and unable to resist inducement, the source of authority and unable to deny

it, independent and dependent, nourishing their personalities and yet depersona-
lized: forming purposes and being forced to change them, searching for limitations
in order to make decisions, seeking the particular but concerned with the whole,
finding leaders and denying their leadership, hoping to dominate the earth and
being dominated by the unseen—this is the story of man and society told on
these pages.

—Chester Barnard (1948, p. 296)
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Learning about Public
Organizations

wight Waldo’s appraisal of the importance of public organizations in our

daily lives is even more relevant today than when it was written over fifty
years ago (Waldo, 1955). During that time, public organizations at the federal,
state, and local levels have grown tremendously, to the point that today over
22 million people are employed by government in this country. In addition, mil-
lions more are employed in businesses and nonprofit organizations that play an
essential role in the governance process. More important, the range and com-
plexity of the issues addressed by government and related agencies have been
extended far beyond what we might have envisioned even a few years ago. Be-
cause of the serious impact public organizations have on our lives, when we talk
about administration, as Waldo says, we had better be intelligent.

As Chester Barnard points out, however, we must also maintain a sense of
the quality of organizational life. Although we often think of the public bureau-
cracy as an impersonal mechanism, behind each of our encounters with public
organizations lies a lengthy and complex chain of human events, understandings,
and behaviors developed in the everyday lives of people just like us. Organiza-
tions are indeed the products of individual human actions—actions with special
meanings and significance to those who act. The allegedly impersonal organiza-
tion is the backdrop for a very personal world.

For this reason, public organizations may look quite different, depending on
our particular perspective. As an example, we often talk about the endless maze
of confusion and red tape that seems to characterize public organizations. Certain
agencies, despite their alleged interest in efficiency and service, seem “designed”

to prevent satisfactory solutions to our problems. On the one hand, the
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2 CHAPTER 1

bureaucracy may respond in such a routinized way as to appear uncaring; on the
other, it may seem so arbitrary as to be cruel. Consequently, we should not be
surprised that many Americans have a rather low opinion of public bureaucracy.

This picture changes as we become more familiar with the bureaucracy and
the people who inhabit it. These individuals are, for the most part, highly con-
cerned and competent, working to make a living and seeking to deal effectively
with the complex issues they face. For most, the old notion of public service is
not dead. Working for the government is not just another job; it is a chance to
participate in solving difficult public problems. It is the “real world,” in which
people experience pain and pride, joy and disappointment. It is a very personal
place.

In one sense, this book is concerned with what it means to be intelligent
about public organizations; but it is also concerned with how our knowledge
may be used to deal compassionately with human problems. We will be con-
cerned with a fairly basic set of questions: How can we develop a better and
more systematic understanding of public organizations? What do we need to
know in order to make public organizations more responsive? How can we em-

ploy the knowledge we have gained so as to improve the quality of our lives?

THE ACQUISITION OF KNOWLEDGE

These questions have practical as well as theoretical importance. Any administra-
tive practitioner must constantly (though not necessarily consciously) ask what
knowledge can be generated and how it can be applied. What do I need to
know about this organization, how can I find out, and how can I use this infor-
mation? In all cases, the manager must make certain choices about the accumu-
lation of knowledge, and then make decisions and take actions based on that
knowledge. Indeed, one might argue that issues of knowledge acquisition lie at
the heart of administration.

Of course, people gain knowledge in many ways. Our understanding of
public organizations is clearly influenced by events that occur even before we
regularly encounter those organizations. Our experiences in the family teach us
much about power, authority, and communication, while our experiences in
church and in school present us with information about more structured organi-
zations. By the time we begin to deal with major public organizations, either as
members or as clients, we have been thoroughly socialized in terms of some basic
patterns of behavior and action. Nevertheless, there is still a great deal of infor-
mation we must acquire and a number of different ways in which we can acquire
it. We can depend on rumor or hearsay, we can investigate the organization’s
past practices, we can listen and learn from the advice of others in the organiza-
tion, or we can let ourselves be guided by efficiency experts and organization
development specialists.
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Deriving Theory from Practice

In each of these ways, we are constructing our own personal approach to or the-
ory of public organization; we are seeking explanations or understanding that will
allow us systematically to view public organizations, their members, and their cli-
ents. The body of observations and evaluations we make may be said to constitute
implicit theories of public organizations, in the sense that although they may rarely
be articulated or even consciously considered, they constitute a set of propositions
about the way in which public organizations work. Most important, these theories
do not exist apart from practice; they are integrally related to the way we act as
members or clients of public agencies. Our every action occurs within the frame-
work of the theories we hold, or, more precisely, as an expression of our theoreti-
cal positions. In the field of action, theory and practice are one. This statement
seems simple enough, but exactly the opposite characterization, that theory and
practice are disconnected, is in fact the one more frequently heard in contempo-
rary discussions of public administration. Administrative practitioners often com-
plain that theorists, from the Founding Fathers to present-day academics, live
and work in ivory towers so distant from the world of practice that their principles
and pronouncements hardly correspond to life in the real world. Meanwhile, aca-
demics, even those most concemed with the relevance of administrative studies,
complain that practitioners in public agencies are so concerned with the nuts and
bolts of administration that they fail to maintain a theoretical overview. The gulf
between theory and practice seems too great to bridge.

Far more than a contest between academics and practitioners is at stake here;
rather, as we will see, the theory—practice issue is central to the question of de-
veloping an intelligent and compassionate approach to public organizations. For
this reason, a central aim of this book is to develop an understanding of public
organizations that enables us to integrate theory and practice, reflection and ac-
tion. To that end, subsequent chapters present an overview of those theories of
the individual, the organization, and society that have been proposed as guide-
lines for explaining the actions of public organizations; a specific question will be
how those theories and the arguments on which they have been built inform our
own processes of theory building—processes that lead to our implicit theories of
administration. In the course of reviewing these works, the relationship between
theory and practice is critically examined, and this relationship is ultimately re-
constructed around the concept of personal action.

The central aim of this book is to develop an understanding of public organizations
that enable us to integrate theory and practice, reflection and action.

Different Approaches: Case 1

We have indicated that both academics and practitioners have sought to solve
the problem of knowledge acquisition in public administration. In order to



