
I. Introduction	  

A. The	  bureaucracy	  is	  unpopular.	  

1. The	  term	  bureaucracy	  is	  pejorative,	  literally	  meaning	  a	  “government	  
run	  by	  desks.”	  

2. Bureaucratic	  procedures	  oft	  en	  entail	  inefficient	  and	  frustrating	  
practices.	  

3. Many	  private	  organizations	  have	  bureaucratic	  tendencies.	  

4. In	  the	  study	  of	  American	  politics,	  we	  use	  the	  term	  bureaucracy	  to	  refer	  
to	  the	  principles	  of	  organization	  in	  governmental	  administration.	  

B. Bureaucracy	  is	  where	  authoritative	  decisions	  of	  the	  government	  are	  
implemented.	  

1. Certain	  organizations	  such	  as	  the	  FDA,	  the	  FCC,	  and	  the	  OSHA	  are	  
commonly	  recognized	  as	  bureaucracies.	  

2. Police,	  teachers,	  and	  even	  professors	  at	  state	  universities	  are	  
bureaucrats	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  they	  implement	  public	  policy.	  

C. Key	  questions	  for	  consideration	  

1. What	  roles	  do	  the	  executive	  branch	  and	  its	  officials	  play	  in	  American	  
democracy?	  

2. What	  roles	  should	  they	  play?	  

3. What	  are	  the	  political	  considerations	  and	  contexts	  in	  which	  
departments	  and	  agencies	  act?	  

4. How	  do	  we	  seek	  to	  control	  agencies	  and	  departments?	  

II. What	  is	  the	  proper	  role	  of	  politics	  in	  governmental	  
administration?	  

A. In	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  the	  bureaucracy	  was	  more	  politicized.	  

1. Even	  the	  lowest-‐	  level	  government	  jobs	  were	  patronage	  jobs	  that	  were	  
handed	  out	  to	  political	  supporters.	  



2. By	  the	  end	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  civil	  service	  reforms	  curtailed	  the	  
opportunities	  for	  patronage	  and	  established	  a	  professional	  class	  of	  government	  
workers.	  

B. In	  “The	  Study	  of	  Administration,”	  Woodrow	  Wilson	  examined	  how	  best	  
to	  achieve	  democratic	  control	  over	  a	  professional	  bureaucracy.	  

1. Wilson	  argued	  that	  politics	  oft	  en	  gets	  in	  the	  way	  of	  efficiency	  and	  
sound	  management.	  

2. Wilson	  hoped	  that	  bureaucracy	  could	  be	  run	  on	  principles	  of	  efficiency,	  
expertise,	  and	  management	  and	  thus	  he	  believed	  administrators	  needed	  
discretion	  and	  leeway.	  

3. Wilson	  argued	  that	  policy	  makers	  should	  set	  the	  broad	  directions	  of	  
policies	  but	  then	  should	  allow	  professional	  administrators	  to	  find	  the	  most	  
efficient	  means	  of	  getting	  there.	  

III. Bureaucratic	  arrangements	  are	  both	  valuable	  and	  problematic.	  

A. As	  in	  any	  division	  of	  labor,	  benefits	  accrue	  by	  organizing	  government	  
activities	  in	  different	  departments	  and	  agencies.	  

1. Expertise	  develops.	  

2. Government	  organized	  by	  a	  division	  of	  labor	  benefits	  from	  efficiency	  
and	  economies	  of	  scale.	  

B. The	  problem	  of	  surrendering	  authority	  to	  bureaucracy	  is	  maintaining	  
responsiveness	  and	  accountability.	  

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

2. Accountability	  refers	  to	  the	  need	  to	  reward	  individual	  bureaucratic	  
actors	  based	  on	  the	  quality	  of	  their	  performance.	  

C. Bureaucratic	  processes	  and	  procedures	  are	  erected	  to	  help	  maintain	  
responsiveness	  and	  accountability	  in	  public	  organizations.	  

1. The	  hierarchical	  chain	  of	  command	  must	  be	  obvious	  to	  participants.	  

2. The	  flow	  of	  information	  must	  be	  orderly	  and	  monitored.	  

3. There	  must	  be	  the	  means	  of	  identifying	  who	  is	  responsible	  for	  the	  
performance	  of	  certain	  tasks	  in	  order	  to	  hold	  individuals	  (and	  thus	  the	  
organization)	  accountable.	  



IV. Bureaucratic	  control	  as	  a	  principal–	  agent	  problem	  

A. Bureaucratic	  actors	  are	  agents	  seeking	  to	  implement	  the	  will	  of	  their	  
principals	  in	  the	  Congress	  and	  the	  presidency.	  

1. As	  agents,	  bureaucratic	  actors	  have	  their	  own	  goals	  and	  perspectives.	  

a) Individual	  political	  goals	  may	  be	  important.	  

b) Goals	  related	  to	  a	  bureaucratic	  mindset,	  such	  as	  budget	  
maximizing	  and	  bureaucratic	  drift,	  are	  problematic	  for	  the	  principals	  
who	  make	  policy.	  

2. To	  overcome	  agency	  slippage	  problems,	  principals	  must	  utilize	  
institutional	  arrangements	  to	  ensure	  “faithfulness”	  in	  the	  bureaucracy.	  

a) Before-‐	  the-‐	  fact	  political	  weapons	  seek	  to	  keep	  the	  bureaucracy	  
from	  becoming	  faithless.	  

b) After-‐	  the-‐	  fact	  political	  weapons	  monitor	  and	  correct	  
bureaucratic	  deviations.	  

B. Presidents	  use	  both	  before-‐	  the-‐	  fact	  and	  after-‐	  the-‐	  fact	  devices	  to	  
influence	  the	  bureaucracy.	  

1. Presidential	  appointment	  of	  agency	  and	  department	  heads	  is	  an	  
important	  before-‐	  the-‐	  fact	  weapon,	  in	  which	  presidents	  cast	  the	  right	  
individual.	  

2. Because	  of	  the	  tendency	  of	  appointees	  to	  “go	  native,”	  presidents	  
employ	  a	  range	  of	  after-‐	  the-‐	  fact	  monitoring	  and	  control	  devices.	  

a) Executive	  orders	  and	  reorganization	  plans	  help	  presidents	  shape	  
bureaucratic	  activities.	  

b) Budgetary	  and	  administrative	  clearance	  helps	  presidents	  keep	  
tabs	  on	  spending	  and	  regulatory	  policy	  in	  the	  executive	  branch.	  

C. Congress	  plays	  important	  roles	  in	  ensuring	  that	  the	  bureaucracy	  
“faithfully	  executes”	  the	  laws	  that	  Congress	  passes.	  

1. The	  specificity	  of	  legislative	  language	  is	  an	  important	  before-‐	  the-‐fact	  
control	  Congress	  employs.	  

a) The	  more	  specific	  legislation	  is,	  the	  less	  leeway	  bureaucrats	  
have.	  



b) Throughout	  the	  twentieth	  century,	  Congress	  delegated	  more	  
authority	  to	  the	  executive	  branch.	  

2. Through	  routine	  monitoring	  or	  oversight,	  Congress	  maintains	  after-‐	  the-‐	  
fact	  controls	  over	  the	  bureaucracy.	  

a) Congress’s	  power	  of	  the	  purse	  is	  an	  important	  weapon	  used	  to	  
ensure	  bureaucratic	  compliance.	  

b) Congress	  employs	  oversight	  or	  investigative	  hearings	  in	  order	  to	  
monitor	  the	  activities	  of	  departments	  or	  agencies.	  

V. The	  trade-‐	  offs	  of	  democratic	  control	  and	  efficiency	  

A. Bureaucratic	  leeway	  can	  either	  be	  put	  to	  the	  good	  use	  of	  efficiency,	  or	  it	  
can	  be	  abused	  as	  bureaucratic	  agents	  become	  “faithless.”	  

B. As	  agents	  of	  the	  public,	  elected	  officials	  hire	  their	  own	  agents	  in	  the	  
bureaucracy	  to	  implement	  public	  policy.	  

C. The	  means	  of	  controlling	  the	  bureaucracy	  is	  eternal	  vigilance	  on	  the	  part	  
of	  elected	  officials.	  



Important Terms 
 

Administrative Procedure Act A law passed in 1946 requiring federal agencies to give notice, 
solicit comments, and (sometimes) hold public hearings before adopting any new rules. 
 
annual authorization The practice of a legislative committee determining the amount an agency 
can spend on a yearly basis. This practice is a recent one and curtails the power of the 
appropriations committees. 
 
authorization legislation  Legislation that originates in a legislative committee stating the 
maximum amount of money that an agency may spend on a given program. 
 
buddy system A job description by an agency which is tailor-made for a specific person. These 
appointments occur in middle- and upper-level positions in the bureaucracy. 
 
bureaucracy A complex administrative structure characterized by a hierarchical organization, 
job specialization and formal rules.  A bureaucrat is a person within the bureaucracy with a 
defined responsibility. 
 
bureaucratic culture An informal understanding among fellow employees of an agency as to 
how they are supposed to act. 
 
bureaucratic pathology   
 red tape  in which complex rules and procedures must be followed to get things done. 
  imperialism in which agencies tend to grow without regard to the benefits or costs of  
 their programs  
 conflict in which some agencies seem to be working at cross-purposes to other agencies. 
 duplication in which two government agencies seem to be doing the same thing. 
 waste in which an agency spends more than is necessary to buy some product or service. 
 
committee clearance A request made by congressional committees to pass on certain agency 
decisions. Although usually not binding, it is seldom ignored by agencies. 
 
competitive service The set of civil servants appointed on the basis of a written exam 
administered by the Office of Personnel Management or by meeting certain selection criteria. 
 
discretionary authority The ability of a bureaucracy to choose courses of action and make 
policies not spelled out in advance by laws. 
 
Freedom of Information Act A law passed in 1966 giving citizens the right to inspect all 
government records except those containing military, intelligence, or trade secrets or material 
revealing private personnel actions. 
 
iron triangle The policy-making network composed of a government agency, a congressional 
committee, and an interest group. This network is less common today because of the variety of 
interest groups that exist and the proliferation of congressional subcommittees. 



 
issue network Members of Washington-based interest groups, congressional staffers, university 
faculty, experts participating in think tanks, and representatives of the mass media who regularly 
debate government policy on a certain subject. Such networks are replacing the iron triangles. 
 
legislative veto Congressional veto of an executive decision during the specified period it must 
lie before Congress before it can take effect. The veto is effected through a resolution of 
disapproval passed by either house or by both houses. These resolutions do not need the 
president's signature. In 1983, the Supreme Court, in INS v. Chuda,  ruled such vetoes were 
unconstitutional, but Congress continues to enact laws containing them. 
 
name-request job A job in the federal bureaucracy that is filled by a person whom an agency 
has already identified.  The criteria for the job are specifically tailored so that no other person 
would qualify. 
 
National Environmental Policy Act A law passed in 1969 requiring agencies to issue an 
environmental impact statement before undertaking any major action affecting the environment. 
 
non career executive assignments A form of patronage under the excepted service given to 
high-ranking members of the regular competitive service, or to persons brought into the civil 
service at a high level who are advocates of presidential programs. 
 
Open Meeting Law A law passed in 1976 requiring agency meetings to be open to the public 
unless certain specified matters are being discussed. 
 
patronage Bureaucratic appointments made on the basis of political considerations. Federal 
legislation significantly limits such appointments today. 
 
Pendleton Act A law passed in 1883 which began the process of transferring federal jobs from 
patronage to the merit system. 
 
Schedule C job A form of patronage under the excepted service for a position of confidential or 
policy-determining" character below the level of the cabinet and sub cabinet.  President appoints 
outside of the OPM 
 
Senior Executive Service A special classification for high-level civil servants created by the 
Civil Service Reform Act of 1978. Members of this service can be hired, fired, and transferred 
more easily than ordinary civil servants. They are also eligible for cash bonuses and, if removed, 
are guaranteed jobs elsewhere in the government. The purpose of the service is to give the 
president more flexibility in recruiting, assigning, and paying high-level bureaucrats with policy-
making responsibility. 
 
spoils system Another phrase for political patronage to loyal members of that party. 
 
 



Whistleblower Protection Act A law passed in 1989 that created an Office of Special Counsel 
to investigate complaints from bureaucrats claiming they were punished after reporting to 
Congress about waste, fraud, or abuse in their agencies.  
 


