Chapter Thirteen
The Federal Bureaucracy: Administering the Government
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Chapter Summary

Bureaucracy is a method of organizing people and work, based on the principles of hierarchical authority, job specialization, and formalized rules. As a form of organization, bureaucracy is the most efficient means of getting people to work together on tasks of great magnitude and complexity. It is also a form of organization that is prone to waste and rigidity, which is why efforts are always being made to “reinvent” it.

The United States could not be governed without a large federal bureaucracy. The day-to-day work of the federal government, from mail delivery to provision of social security to international diplomacy, is done by the bureaucracy. Federal employees work in roughly four hundred major agencies, including cabinet departments, independent agencies, regulatory agencies, government corporations, and presidential commissions. Yet the bureaucracy is more than simply an administrative giant. Administrators exercise considerable discretion in their policy decisions. In the process of implementing policy, they make important policy and political choices.

Each agency of the federal government was created in response to political demands on national officials. Because of its origins in political demands, the administration of government is necessarily political. An inherent conflict results from two simultaneous but incompatible demands on the bureaucracy: that it respond to the preferences of partisan officials and that it administer programs fairly and competently. This tension is evident in the three concurrent personnel management systems under which the bureaucracy operates: patronage, merit, and executive leadership.

Administrators are actively engaged in politics and policymaking. The fragmentation of power and the pluralism of the American political system result in a contentious policy process, which leads government agencies to compete for the power required to administer their programs effectively. Accordingly, civil servants tend to have an agency point of view: they seek to advance their agency’s programs and to repel attempts by others to weaken their position. In promoting their agency, civil servants rely on their policy expertise, the backing of their clientele groups, and the support of the president and Congress.

Administrators are not elected by the people they serve, yet they wield substantial independent power. Because of this, the bureaucracy’s accountability is a central issue. The major checks on the bureaucracy are provided by the president, Congress, and the courts. The president has some power to reorganize the bureaucracy and the authority to appoint the political head of each agency. The president also has management tools (such as the executive budget) that can be used to limit administrators’ discretion. Congress has influence on bureaucratic agencies through its authorization and funding powers and through various devices (including sunset laws and oversight hearings) that hold administrators accountable for their actions. The judiciary’s role in ensuring the bureaucracy’s accountability is smaller than that of the elected branches, but the courts do have the authority to force agencies to act in accordance with legislative intent, established procedures, and constitutionally guaranteed rights.

Nevertheless, administrators are not fully accountable. They exercise substantial independent power, a situation not easily reconciled with democratic values. Because of this, and also because of the desire to make the bureaucracy more efficient, there have been numerous efforts over time to reform the bureaucracy. The most recent such effort includes contracting out the work of government to private firms. Like all such efforts, this latest reinvention has solved some problems while creating new ones—an indication of the immensity of the challenge. The main points of this chapter are as follows:

· Bureaucracy is an inevitable consequence of complexity and scale. Modern government could not function without a large bureaucracy. Through authority, specialization, and rules, bureaucracy provides a means of managing thousands of tasks and employees.
· The bureaucracy is expected simultaneously to respond to the direction of partisan officials and to administer programs fairly and competently. These conflicting demands are addressed through a combination of personnel management systems—the patronage, merit, and executive leadership systems.

· Bureaucrats naturally take an “agency point of view.” They seek to promote their agency’s programs and power. They do this through their expert knowledge, support from clientele groups, and backing by Congress or the president.

· Although agencies are subject to oversight by the president, Congress, and the judiciary, bureaucrats exercise considerable power in their own right.
Learning Objectives
Having read the chapter, all students should be able to do each of the following:

1. 
Describe the major functions and characteristics of the executive bureaucracy.

2. 
Identify the major types of organizations within the federal bureaucracy and provide examples of each type.

3. 
Contrast the patronage, merit, and executive leadership systems and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each system.

4. 
Comment on how the bureaucracy functions as a creative political agent and policymaker. 
5. 
List some of the ways in which bureaucratic agencies are held accountable for their activities. Evaluate the relative effectiveness of these measures.

6. 
Define and comment on the agency point of view. Describe the implications of this perspective on bureaucratic politics, policy making, and accountability.

7. 
Discuss the inherent conflict between bureaucratic power and democratic values.

8. 
Note some of the prevalent ideas for reinventing bureaucracy for the information age and describe the efforts that have been attempted so far.
Major Concepts
Be able to identify and/or define each of the following in a short paragraph.

1. 
bureaucracy 
2. 
hierarchical authority 
3. 
job specialization 
4. 
formalized rules 
5. 
cabinet (executive) departments 
6. 
independent agencies 
7. 
regulatory agencies 
8. 
government corporations 
9. 
presidential commissions 
10. 
policy implementation 
11. 
patronage system 
12. 
spoils system 
13. 
merit (civil service) system 
14. 
neutral competence 
15. 
executive leadership system 
16. 
agency point of view 
17. 
clientele groups 
18. 
bureaucratic accountability 
19. 
sunset law 
20. 
whistle-blowing
21.
demographic representativeness
Practice Exam
(Answers appear at the end of this chapter.)
Multiple Choice

1. 
The U.S. federal bureaucracy has about _____ employees.

1. 1 million

1. 1.5 million

1. 2.5 million

1. 4 million

1. 6 million

2. Which cabinet department currently has the largest budget in the United States?

2. Education

2. State

2. Defense

2. Treasury

2. Health and Human Services

3. Which of the following is a regulatory agency?

3. Central Intelligence Agency

3. National Aeronautics and Space Administration

3. Securities and Exchange Commission

3. Environmental Protection Agency

3. Both the SEC and the EPA are regulatory agencies.
4. _____ is the primary function of administrative agencies.

4. Policy implementation

4. Policy analysis

4. The delivery of services

4. Filing paperwork

4. None of the answers are correct.
5. How did President Andrew Jackson change the bureaucracy?

5. He vastly expanded the spoils system.

5. He only gave jobs to social elites.

5. He gave jobs to commoners.

5. He vastly expanded the spoils system and he gave jobs to commoners.

5. He created the merit system.
6. _____ created the merit, or civil service, system.

6. The Hatch Act

6. The Pendleton Act

6. The Morrill Act

6. The Progressive Act

6. The Merit Protection Act

7. _____ was assassinated by a disappointed office seeker in 1881.

7. Ulysses S. Grant

7. Chester Arthur

7. Zachary Taylor

7. William McKinley

7. James Garfield

8. Which of the following bureaucracies is currently the smallest per capita in the United States?

8. Oklahoma state bureaucracy

8. Montana state bureaucracy

8. U.S. federal bureaucracy

8. Hawaiian state bureaucracy

8. Illinois state bureaucracy

9. Which federal agency was largely blamed for the mismanagement of the government’s response to Hurricane Katrina in 2005?
9. Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
9. United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
9. Social Security Administration (SSA)
9. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
e.
Federal Housing Authority (FHA)
10. _____ is the newest cabinet department in the federal government.

10. The Department of Homeland Security

10. The Department of Veterans Affairs

10. The Department of Education

10. The Department of Energy

10. The Department of Transportation

11. Which of the following statements are true?

11. Bureaucrats make public policy.

11. Bureaucrats implement the will of Congress.

11. Bureaucrats are held accountable by federal judges.

11. Bureaucrats engage in rulemaking.

11. All of the answers are correct.
12. During which of the following time periods did the federal bureaucracy grow in a significant manner?

12. 1830s

12. 1870s

12. 1930s

12. 1990s 

12. All of the answers are correct.
13. Which of the following is true of bureaucrats?

13. They tend to place the interests of Congress ahead of their agency.

13. They tend to place the interests of the president ahead of their agency.

13. They tend to place the public interest ahead of their agency.

13. They tend to place the interests of their agency ahead of other interests.

13. None of the answers are correct.

14. The most substantial control that Congress exerts on the bureaucracy is through its power to
14. pass laws.
14. hire and fire federal judges.
14. approve agencies appointees.
14. order audits of agency activities.
14. authorize and fund programs.
15. Which of the following statements is true about whistle-blowing?

15. Many federal employees are reluctant to report instances of mismanagement because they fear it could harm their careers or reputations.

15. Whistle-blowers are protected by federal law against retaliation.

15. Federal law provides whistle-blowers with financial rewards in some cases.

15. Whistle-blowing sometimes does not occur until an employee has left an agency or quit government service entirely.
15. All of the answers are correct.

16. About _____ percent of managerial and professional positions in the federal bureaucracy are held by white males.

16. 20

16. 33

16. 45

16. 60

16. 83
17. According to Charles Goodsell,

17. the U.S. bureaucracy is very inefficient.

17. the U.S. bureaucracy is the worst in the industrialized world.

17. the U.S. bureaucracy is very inefficient; it is the worst in the industrialized world.
17. the U.S. bureaucracy is among the best in the world.

17. None of the answers are correct.

18. Which of the following is not one of the principles on which bureaucracy is based?
18. hierarchical authority
18. job specialization
18. formalized rules
18. patronage
18. None of the answers are correct.
19. Independent agencies resemble the cabinet departments but typically have
19. a smaller staff.
19. a smaller budget.
19. a wider area of responsibility.
19. more autonomy from Congress.
19. a narrower area of responsibility.
20. All cabinet departments are headed by a secretary except

20. the Department of Defense.

20. the Department of Housing and Urban Development.

20. the Department of Health and Human Services.

20. the Department of Justice.

20. the Department of Homeland Security.

Essays

21. Explain how administrators exercise discretion in carrying out their duties.
22. What happened to the federal bureaucracy since the Pendleton Act was passed in 1883?

23. Identify and explain the sources of bureaucratic power.

24. How do members of Congress hold bureaucrats accountable for their actions?

25. What do the authors of Reinventing Government argue in their book?

Answers to the Practice Exam
25. c



11.
e
25. e



12.
c
25. e



13.
d
25. a



14.
e
25. d



15.
d
25. b



16.
d
25. e



17.
d
25. c



18.
e
25. d



19.
e
25. a



20.
d
21. Public administrators exercise a great deal of discretion in their jobs. They initiate, develop, and evaluate public policy. Bureaucrats do not simply administer policy, they make it as well. Congress has a tendency to pass somewhat vague legislation, particularly when dealing with technical matters. It is up to the bureaucrats to develop rules so that the law can be implemented. This is perhaps the chief manner in which administrators exercise power, and the process is known as rulemaking.

22. The tragic assassination of President James Garfield in 1881 by a disappointed office seeker prompted the passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883. The Pendleton Act established the civil service, or merit, system where certain federal employees were hired through competitive examinations or by virtue of having special qualifications, such as an advanced degree in a particular field. The transition to a professionalized civil service was gradual, however. Only 10 percent of federal positions in 1885 were filled on the basis of merit. This changed during the Progressive Era. The Progressives viewed the merit system as a way to eliminate party corruption and fraud in the administration of government. By 1920, the Progressive Era was ending, and more than 70 percent of federal employees were merit appointees. For the last half century, the proportion of merit employees at the federal level has never been below 80 percent.

23. The power of bureaucrats emanates from a number of sources, including their own expertise, the support of interest groups that benefit from the programs they administer, and the backing of the president and Congress. Knowledge is power, and bureaucrats typically have much more expertise in their policy area than most others. By comparison, elected officials are generalists. Most agencies have clientele groups that benefit directly from the agency’s programs. Bureaucrats can also seek positive relationships with the president and Congress; at times, congressional support is vital because the funding of agencies and programs is established through legislation.

24. The most substantial control that Congress exerts over the bureaucracy is through its power to authorize and fund programs. Without congressional authorization for funding, a program does not exist. Congress also exerts some influence over bureaucrats with its 

oversight function, which involves monitoring the bureaucracy’s work to ensure compliance with legislative intent.

25. David Osborne and Ted Gaebler wrote Reinventing Government, and they argue that the bureaucracy of today was created in response to earlier problems, particularly those that came during the Industrial Revolution and a rampant spoils system. They believe that the information age requires a different kind of administrative structure, one that is less rigid and less hierarchical. These ideas were central to the Clinton Administration’s National Performance Review. 

Multiple Choice Explanations
1. According to the federal government, there are about 2.5 million (c) employees, who administer thousands of programs. The bureaucracy has more of an immediate impact on the daily lives of Americans than Congress or the president.

2. Health and Human Services (e) has the largest budget, and its activities account for about 25 percent of all federal spending.

3. The EPA and SEC (e) are regulatory agencies; the CIA and NASA are independent agencies.

4. The primary function of agencies is policy implementation (a), or carrying out decisions made by Congress, the president, and federal judges.

5. Jackson, who was president from 1829-1837, broadened the spoils system and for the first time, government jobs were staffed by common (non-elite) citizens, so (d) is the correct response.

6. The merit system was created in 1883 with the passage of the Pendleton Act (b).

7. The assassination of President Garfield (e) in 1881, by Charles Guiteau, did much to end the spoils system in America.

8. On a per capita basis, the federal bureaucracy (c) is smaller than all of the state bureaucracies.

9. The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) (d) was viewed as negligent in its response to the Hurricane.

10. The newest department, the Department of Homeland Security (a), was created in 2002 in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks in 2001.

11. There are a multitude of tasks and experiences for officials in the executive bureaucracy, and (e) is the correct response.

12. The federal bureaucracy grew slowly until the 1930s (c), when many new federal programs were created that required more administrators in the federal government.

13. Administrators typically embrace the agency point of view, thus (d) is the correct answer.

14. The most substantial control that Congress exerts over the bureaucracy is through its power to authorize and fund programs (e). Without congressional authorization for funding, a program does not exist.

15. Whistle-blowing is an infrequent activity, though whistle-blowers are protected from retaliation. They are sometimes rewarded financially and sometimes wait until after leaving an agency to take action, therefore (e) is the correct answer.

16. The bureaucracy is not demographically representative at its top levels, and about 60 percent (d) of upper echelon jobs are held by white males.

17. In The Case for Bureaucracy, Goodsell argues that America’s bureaucracy is among the best in the world (d).

18. In formal terms, bureaucracy is a system of organization and control that is based on three principles: hierarchical authority, job specialization, and formalized rules. Thus, (e) is the correct response.

19. The correct answer is (e), as independent agencies resemble the cabinet departments but typically have a narrower area of responsibility.

20. The Attorney General heads the Department of Justice (d).
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