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Preface

ublic personnel policy markedly affects the governance of American so-

ciety in myriad ways. It intersects with fundamental issues of democratic

accountability, responsiveness, legitimacy, and equity; it shapes the degree
to which public agencies achieve efficiency and effectiveness in their opera-
tions. Personnel policy provides a template for a spectrum of human resource
decisions and practices. These policies lay the foundation for choices concern-
ing the number and type of formal positions an agency will encompass (e.g.,
human resource planning, job design, classification). They shape the processes
through which people obtain and exit from government jobs—recruitment,
promotion, transfer, demotion, firing, layoff, resignation, retirement, death.
They affect the criteria and standards for appraising employee performance as
well as the means through which managers acquire and communicate this in-
formation to their subordinates and others. Personnel policies seek to motivate
certain behavior through regulation and the establishment of incentive systems
(e.g., pay scales, fringe benefit packages). They guide the use of training and
related tools to enhance employee knowledge and skills as well as to inculcate
and reinforce desired values and commitments within the ranks.

Human resource management occurs, of course, in virtually all work or-
ganizations. This book, however, focuses on policies that target the public sec-
tor. On the surface, this target conjures up the image of formal civil service
systems in government bureaucracies. But in fact the boundaries between pub-
lic and private employment are far fuzzier than this suggests. Countless non-
profit agencies and private firms receive funds to implement public programs.
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Some state governments, for instance, have even turned to private companies
to build and operate prisons. In a sense, the personnel practices of govern-
ment’s hired hands in the private sector also fall under the umbrella of “pub-
lic” even though they often feature human resource practices that sharply differ
from those found in more traditional government agencies. Although the read-
ings in this volume primarily probe human resource systems in government,
the vast complex of private nonprofit agencies and firms that performs gov-
ernment tasks also deserves attention.

The public sector within the United States minimally consists of well over
87,000 units of government. In addition to the national government and the
fifty states, the American landscape features over 39,000 local general-purpose
governments (more than 3,000 counties and some 36,000 municipalities or
townships), nearly 14,000 school districts and another 35,000 special districts
(e.g., airport or port authorities). Although some special districts are primar-
ily paper enterprises that have few, if any, employees, the overwhelming ma-
jority of these governmental units employ people and subject them to some
kind of personnel system or systems. At the close of the twentieth century,
over 20,250,000 full- and part-time civilian employees worked for this vast
array of governments—roughly 15 percent of the total civilian labor force in
the United States: An additional 1.4 million men and women served in the na-
tion’s uniformed military. About 14 percent of all civilian public employees
worked for the national government, 24 percent for the states, and 62 percent
for local governments. At the state and local levels, over half of all employees
work in elementary and secondary schools along with public colleges and uni-
versities.! Given the great number of employment contexts in the public sec-
tor, no book can capture all of the nuances of public personnel policy and
practice in the United States. But the selections in this volume do address basic
issues that in one way or another speak to human resource challenges in great
numbers of these settings—especially in larger governmental units that employ
more people.

In general, the personnel policies that preoccupy this volume manifest
themselves as laws, court opinions, administrative regulations, and related for-
mal statements that purport to guide behavior in the human resource arena.
These mandates often specify certain goals, procedures, or institutions to be
used to manage personnel. The ways in which officials implement (or do
nothing to implement) these policies determine their implications—whether
they enhance government performance and accountability, detract from it, or
have minimal impact one way or another. Of course, the best laid policies
often yield unanticipated consequences. Solutions deemed appropriate in one
historical period (such as the establishment of merit systems to fight patron-
age) later become the problem that a new generation of reformers seeks to
solve (such as unresponsive, torpid personnel systems enmeshed in red tape).

Given a focus on personnel policy, its implementation, and its conse-
quences, what constitutes a “classic?” A classic is above all a work of enduring
value. Destined not to become obsolete tomorrow, it commands the attention
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of any serious student of public personnel policy. Usually, the work achieves
this stature via a breakthrough, which can occur in at least one of two major
ways. First, it may conceptualize, describe, and explain in some especially in-
sightful and captivating way some empirical phenomenon in the human re-
source arena. One of the selections in this volume, for instance, adroitly
dissects the forces eroding the appeal of political patronage in the twentieth
century. Second, a classic may earn its status for its normative or moral con-
tribution. In one fashion or another, the work makes a judgment about what
constitutes good or bad personnel practices and often recommends changes in
policy and other behavior. To the degree that these normative assessments
leave their mark on the scholarship of a field or on the behavior of practition-
ers, they become contenders for classic status. Articles and books at times do
this. In other cases, court opinions, public laws, and other policy statements
have a particularly pronounced impact. For instance, no book of classics can
safely ignore the Pendleton Act of 1883, which galvanized and shaped the de-
velopment of merit systems for over a century.

Picking classics is, of course, an invitation to debate. Although I doubt that
readers will challenge the significance of most of this book’s contents, some
will naturally question why certain materials fail to appear. Those authors
whose work surfaces in this volume may wonder whether I have ferreted out
the truly classic portion of their writing. It deserves note that in selecting
works of enduring value, other secondary criteria influenced me. Several cur-
rent texts and readers contain lasting insights. Their contents do not appear
here, however, because they are readily available to students and often assigned
in courses where this book might be used. I also excluded my own published
work from consideration because I cannot pretend to be objective about it.
The need to cover a spectrum of topics in limited space led me to pick certain
materials over others. Finally, readability counted. I sought selections that peo-
ple without a background in sophisticated statistical methodologies could
readily absorb.

Those familiar with the last edition of Classics of Public Personnel Policy? will
note some changes in the selections. This in no sense demeans the value of the
pieces that have been dropped. In a larger volume, many of them would still
appear. But the relentless competition for space, the discovery of a few new
works from the past, the quest for balance, and the need to cover an extra
decade prompted their displacement.

Some readers will, of course, care less about whether I have selected the
classics than about the value of a classics volume, period. Why read classics?
For serious students of public administration and management the answer is
open and shut. Reasonable grasp of a subject matter requires some appreci-
ation of its historical origins and trends—of the evolution of ideas. For the
“here-and-now” master’s student eager to practice the latest techniques of
human resource management, however, the answer may seem less obvious.
Can books of classics be relevant to this group? I think so for at least four
reasons.
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First, and least important, many of the selections printed in this volume are
relatively recent. For instance, the Supreme Court decisions that appear con-
tinue to set basic legal boundaries for the practice of human resource manage-
ment as the twenty-first century opens. Second, the introductions to each
section supplement the classics with more contemporary analysis. Third, and
most important, classics broach enduring questions. Should employee strikes be
permitted in the public sector? What institutional arrangements best serve the
interests of effective and accountable human resource management in govern-
ment? Will the factors that undermined patronage in the past continue to do
so, or will reliance on private contractors cause it to emerge in new forms?
Historical works can cast considerable light on the answers to these and related
questions. Frequently they say it much better than more recent analyses of the
same issues. Fourth, practitioners can hone their capacity to evaluate current
reform proposals by studying waves of reform in the past. This exercise can
sharpen their ability to anticipate the consequences of policy change. It can in-
hibit practitioners from chasing after every fad or nostrum pushed by the lat-
est gaggle of human resource consultants or policy entrepreneurs.

The selections in this volume appear under six major headings. The first
section plumbs the historical foundation of public personnel policy. It exam-
ines the Pendleton Act of 1883 and the thesis so firmly embraced by early civil
service reformers—that politics could and should be exorcised from personnel
administration. As will become evident, both claims are dubious.

The second section deals with the triumph of merit system reform—its
success in greatly reducing political patronage. It also recognizes, however, that
each policy “solution” tends to generate a new set of problems. In this regard,
it presents selections that capture the discontent with many features of con-
temporary merit systems. This section also raises questions about the relevance
of traditional merit systems in an era where government relies extensively on
a shadow workforce employed by private contractors and grantees to imple-
ment its programs.

The third section focuses on a particularly enduring question of public per-
sonnel policy, one intertwined with basic theories of democratic accountabil-
ity. To what extent should duly elected executives (e.g., presidents, governors,
mayors) and the top officials that report to them have control over personnel
processes and decisions as a vehicle for executive leadership? What institutional
arrangements are appropriate in this regard? Civil service reformers have often
touted the value of an independent commission to restrict the discretionary
authority of chief executives and other public managers. To avoid patronage
and abuse, they have favored the establishment of countervailing institutions to
check executive power. Others, however, suggest that reformers have gone so
far in this effort as to vitiate the ability of elected executives to promote effi-
cient, effective, responsive, and accountable governance.

Issues of equal employment opportunity and representative bureaucracy
come under the microscope in the fourth section of this book. Public person-
nel policy has intersected with efforts to eradicate one of the most fundamen-
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tal stains on the legacy of American democracy and merit reformers—racial
bigotry and other forms of discrimination. This section deals with issues that
have emerged in the efforts to protect racial or ethnic minorities, women, and
other classes of individuals from bias. It considers the mounting resistance to
affirmative action aimed at achieving “representative bureaucracy” and the rise
of diversity management as an alternative approach.

The fifth section of this book zeroes in on basic issues of employee rights
and labor relations. Pervasive norms in society as well as the evolution of law
and court interpretations recognize that civil servants as employees enjoy cer-
tain substantive and due process rights. The opportunity to form employee as-
sociations and bargain collectively with employers looms particularly large in
this respect. The growth of public sector unionization has been one of the
bright spots for the American labor movement at a time when their represen-
tation of private sector workers has eroded. The selections in this portion of
the book probe normative and empirical issues generated by the evolution of
employee rights and collective bargaining.

A final section deals with the implications of the reinvention movement for
public personnel policy and management. The discontents with public person-
nel systems that had been brewing for decades as well as unhappiness with other
government procedures such as those embedded in budgeting and procurement
processes congealed into a call for “reinventing government” in the 1990s. The
ideas embedded in this reform movement in significant measure emanated from
a best selling book, from commissions focused on state and local governments,
and from the National Performance Review of the Clinton Administration.
Virtually all manifestations of this initiative stressed the need for basic reform in
the conduct of public personnel management. The selections in this section
elucidate these reform themes and broach the issue of whether these prescrip-
tions will provide a useful guide in the twenty-first century.

As usual, able colleagues and associates stood ready to assist me as I crafted
this book. My colleague at Rockefeller College, Professor Norma Riccucci,
consistently provided sage advice and other assistance throughout this project.
My brother, Paul Thompson, of the U.S. Office of Personnel Management,
also provided useful comments. For its part, the publisher assembled an excel-
lent panel of anonymous reviewers to suggest what should be kept from the
previous editions of Classics of Public Personnel Policy, what should be dropped,
and what should be added. Dona Hightower, a developmental editor, did a su-
perb job of summarizing the findings of this set of reviewers and proved to be
a steadfast source of assistance throughout my work on this book. I am also in-
debted to three graduate students at Rockefeller College, Tamika Black,
Tamara Benson-Obrien, and Kristie Coppernoll, who helped me with bibli-
ographic and related work. Of course, errors of omission and commission re-
main my responsibility alone. As in the past, my wife Benna provided an
environment supportive of a scholar in more ways than one. Finally, my
daughter Elizabeth helped by not letting me forget the human dimension of
everyday living.



xXiv PREFACE

NOTES
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