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This study carries forward the exploration of John
Rohr’s normative theory of public administration by
examining the applicability of the "balance wheel" role for
public administrators to local government administration.
Because local government charters contain no moral basis for
action, and there is no ocath of office to uphold which would
bind administrators in the pursuit of a set of local regime
values, the issue of where local public administrators get
their norms for action is an important one.

Local government department heads from South Carolina
were interviewed from both mayor-council and council-manager
governments in an effort to understand how they viewed their
role in the governance process. During these interviews,
particular emphasis was placed on where administrators look
for guidance when faced with complex or conflicting signals
from their environment.

The original hypothesis guiding the research was that

form of local government would influence administrators’



responses. That is, administrators from council-manager
governments would find it difficult to be guided by Rohr'’s
normative theory of public administration because they
operate in a system of government unlike their federal and
state counterparts, i.e., no separation of powers exists in
this form of government. The data analysis revealed that,
when looking for guidance, form of government mattered less
than did the type of task area that an administrator works
in. In short, sources of guidance for administrators are
often dependent upon the type of task an administrator is
involved.

This study suggests that when public administration
scholars offer normative prescriptions for administrative
behavior they should consider a contingency approach that is
sensitive to the task area of the administrator. Indeed,
data analysis suggests that a local government
administrator’s profession may be the most important
variable in predicting where an administrator will find

guidance.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

It is not quite true that Americans only talk
about the weather but do nothing about it. There
is a long tradition -- ranging from half-demented
rainmakers to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration -- of trying to "reform" Mother
Nature. And we have been no less industrious in
our attempts to control and improve the
bureaucracy, an institution which other cultures

have often regarded as unchanging as the physical
elements.

- Michael Steinman and Robert Meiwald

Americans are fascinated with bureaucratic reform. It
represents the timeless battle fought among politicians,
reformers, academics, and citizens over the belief that
structure is a key variable in the efficient provision of
governmental goods and services. When government fails to
provide, or fails to provide within reasonable costs,
bureaucratic structure is often blamed. History has shown
that indeed structure can influence the degree of
corruption, the cost and quality of service, and the level
of responsiveness (e.g., reforms of the late 1800s, Hoover
Commission, and Little Hoover Commissions). However, as

with any other political action, when elected officials



demand that the structure of bureaucracy change, tradeoffs
are typically involved. Unfortunately, as Judith Gruber

notes:

the choice of a specific control mechanism
often seems to depend more on political fads than
on careful assessment of the relative merits of
various possibilities. Debate over methods, in
both the political and scholarly arena, generally
has an ad hoc guality, with the focus on the
effectiveness of specific procedures, not on how
diverse contrcl mechanisms affect the overall
problem of reconciling bureaucracy and democracy
(1994, 8).

Although the federal government is usually at the heart
of any discussion of bureaucratic reform, it is well known
that one of the most important, and memorable, reform
efforts occurred at the level of local government.
Municipal reform of the late 1800’'s profoundly influenced
local government administration. The tenets of this effort
required a departure from traditional American
constitutional design principles and the implications of
that departure merit renewed analysis. It appears possible
that in its crusade to revitalize and renew municipal
government, the reform movement negatively influenced how
local government administrators perceive their important
role in the governance process. If this is true, then
perhaps we need to reexamine how accurately administrators

in local governments are portrayed, and preached to, in the



academic literature by using different governmental models
to explore and explain their interactions.

Background

Before the late nineteenth century, the American
constitutional tradition of separation of powers flourished
in local governments. During this time, municipal
governments functioned under a system of separation of
powers where both mayor and council influenced policy and
administrative processes. Within this system, a large city
council, often bicameral in nature, along with a variety of
appointed and elected administrative officials, governed
most communities. In the absence of any centralized
administrative responsibility these numerous separately-
elected officials had difficulty coordinating and
controlling municipal activities. Furthermore, during this
same period, cities and towns experienced rapid urbanization
and growth, increased citizen demand for service, and a
dramatically changed landscape. The near-geometric increase
in demand for local public services led to a need for
specialized expertise in supplying these new urban services.

With an effort to combat these failings, the
Progressive era was ushered in and with the arrival of
municipal reform city government structure became much less
"American" or at the very least departed from the

traditional Madisonian (Federalist 51) model. This reform



effort spawned a system of governance reflecting a
monocentric, or unitary, structure rather than the
traditional polycentric system of shared powers seen at the
federal and state level and in "unreformed" cities.

These Progressive reformers, with their public interest
philosophy, had two goals: first, to make government more
efficient, and second, to "throw the bums out."®! These
reform efforts called into question our traditional notions
of accountability and separation of powers. Where
accountability and multiple access points were once of
fundamental importance, after reform, values moved to
efficiency at, perhaps, the expense of American
constitutional tradition. Among the results of this effort
was a new form of municipal government -- the council-
manager plan. This design would rely on an appointed
professional administrator to carry out the day to day
operations of the city. He or she would serve at the
pleasure of the council and have no personal electoral
constituency outside the council. This new system, although
patterned after the private sector’s corporate model using a
board of directors and chief executive officer who is
responsible to the board, closely resembled the formal

theory of parliamentary government. In the British

!  The issues involved are somewhat more complex than
this. For a further explanation, see Chapter Two.



parliament, "[clonstitutionally, British civil servants are
accountable to ministers and ministers are accountable in
Parliament for the actions and conduct of their officials"

(Chapman 1988, 265).? This parliamentary style system 1is
p

not the American constitutional tradition -- a fact that
often goes unnoticed -- because it lacks the separation of
powers.

After municipal reform, with its emphasis on scientific
management and efficiency, effectiveness, and economy (the
three e’s), fundamental differences in governmental
structure would be found in the field of local government.
These changes would have far-reaching implications for
administrators.

Clearly, administrators at all levels and in all forms
of government in the United States must balance competing
interests as they exercise their administrative discretion
in developing and implementing public policy. The
assumption, however, exists that all levels of government in
the United States operate within a system of multiple access

points and separated power structures -- the traditional

2 Here, 1 refer only to formal theory of the British
parliamentary system. The reality is, of course, much more
complicated.



Madisonian model -- that precipitates this balancing.’®

What must be remembered is that during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries local government
administration in the United States moved away from this
traditional model toward a monocentric (as opposed to
polycentric) structure where power, at the local level,
flows from only one branch, the legislature. This change is
clearly not in line with Madisonian theory or American
constitutional tradition.

An analogous (in terms of a reliance on private
management principles) but more modern and contemporary
reform effort reflecting similar philosophical shifts can
currently be found at the federal level in the "Reinventing
Government" movement espoused by Osborne and Gaebler and in
Vice President Al Gore'’s "National Performance Review"
(NPR) . It is only recently that academics and other
observers of the government landscape have begun to question
the market-oriented values of this campaign. For example,
Ronald Moe mirrors this dissertation’s concerns when he asks
questions such as where do these changes in emphasis (that

is from equity and justice to "customer satisfaction and

3 Strictly applied, the "Madisonian Model" refers only
to legislatures. In this dissertation, however, the concept
is used in its broader sense, i.e., referring to checks and
balances, separation of power, and multiple power structures.



being a "team player") fit with respect to managing the
executive branch and how do they fit with traditional public
administration values (1994, 112).

Moe argues that it appears that current trends depart
from administrative management (reflective of constitutional
values) toward entrepreneurial management (reflective of
reinventing government and "market oriented" value systems).
Perhaps most important for this study, Moe contends:

[i]t is striking, however, how little critical

discussion there has been thus far in the

scholarly literature of public administration

about what the adoption of this paradigm will mean

to the American theory of government ... and to

public administration as a discipline (1994, 112).

In the above quotation, Moe is referring to the Gore Report
on "Reinventing Government." There are, however, many
similarities between "Reinventing Government" and the
Progressive movement that brought about reformed local
governments (there are also important distinctions). It is
useful to note that each effort is aimed at making
government more efficient by utilizing structural and
cultural changes designed to foster efficiency and customer
service at the expense of the often cumbersome, apparently
antiquated (from the perspective of those doing the
reforming) constitutional design principles.

In addition, Moe argues that the Gore Report is

premised on the idea that, "[tlhe federal government and the



private sector are similar in their essentials and respond
similarly to management incentives and processes" (1994,
113). This notion clearly recalls the Progressive reform
movement’s insistence that the structure of local government
follow the private sector’s chief executive officer model
wherein power flows from one body, the board of directors,
while the chief administrative officer would be responsible
for the day to day affairs of the corporation.

Theoretical Framework

At the federal and state levels, American
constituﬁional tradition balances interests by separating
power among the three branches. A system of checks and
balances to prevent the abuse of power is embraced as one of
the main features of this system. Formal checks are
incorporated by giving power that normally belongs to one
institution to another. Perhaps the most prominent example
of this feature is the power of the President to check the
lawmaking powers of Congress by vetoing a law enacted by
Congress. Under the U.S. Constitution, Article I, Sec. VII,
the president is vested with the power to veto legislation,
thus, this function becomes an executive "check" on

Congress.? Additional examples of this feature include the

* This power, of course, can be overridden by the vote
of two-thirds of both houses of Congress (Article I, Section
VII).



requirement in Article III, Sec. II, where the Senate must
approve the appointment of various executive officials.
Here, the Senate, a legislative body plays a critical role
in the traditionally executive function of appointing
officers. Still another example can be found in the
judicial role played by the Senate in trying the cases of
officers impeached by the House of Representatives. These
are examples of American constitutional "checks;" where the
power traditionally associated with one institution is
vested in another.

Other, less formal, checks exist as well. According to
Madisonian theory, a good Constitution encourages multitudes
of interests so that no single interest can ever tyrannize
the others. The basic assumption is that competition among
interests will produce balance. With this in mind, the
media, interest groups, citizens, and others check the
actions of government and of each other as well.

An additional and important balancing mechanism,
according to John Rohr, is the Public Administration. Rohr
notes:

Public Administration exercises all three powers

[Executive, Legislative, and Judicial] in a

subordinate capacity and must make its peculiar

contribution in conformity with that

subordination. It does this by choosing which of

its constitutional masters it will favor at a

given time on a given issue in the continual

struggle among the three branches as they act out
the script of Federalist 51, wherein ambition



counteracts ambition and ’‘the interest of the man

... [is] connected with the constitutional rights

of the place’ (1990, 81).
Moreover, public administration under this constitutional
system is to participate in this balancing of powers by
acting as a balancing wheel in support of individual rights.

Rohr maintains that

[t]he role of the Public Administration is to

fulfill the objective of the oath of office: to

uphold the Constitution of the United States.

This means that administrators should use their

discretionary power in order to maintain the

constitutional balance of powers in support of

individual rights (1986, 181).

According to John Rohr, the framers of the U.S.
Constitution assigned an important role to public
administrators in the federal system; that they should
embrace a sense of mission regarding their governing duties
within our constitutional system. This role carries a
heightened sense of responsibility concerning the pursuit of
individual rights and the public interest beyond the mere
blind implementation of a superior’s request.

Administrators are obligated to make morally, as well as
technically, correct decisions. Fundamentally, they are
bound by oath to uphold the Constitution of the United
States. They are called to use their discretionary power in
order to maintain the constitutional balance of powers in
support of individual rights. In brief, it is their duty to
enmesh themselves in this complicated struggle.

10



Here, Rohr carves out a legitimate role for the public
administrator that is much more than that of a technocrat
carrying out orders from the president (Barth 1991, 7).
These administrators have a legitimate role in governance,
grounded in the constitutional tradition itself.® This
tradition guides federal administrators as they function
within a system of separated powers. However, as was noted
above, not all government administrators function within
such a system. At the local level, in the traditional,
"unreformed, " strong mayor-council system, the mayor acts as
the executive and the council acts as a legislature and a
balancing role for administration in this system can be
understood. On the other hand, in the reformed council-
manager system, all power flows from council -- there is no
separation of power. The executive (the city manager) is
hired by council and works at the pleasure of council.®
The mayor, the traditional executive, serves largely as a
figurehead and has little formal power. The power that he
or she may have radiates from the city council. This is a

significant departure -- one that affects, nationally

> See also Richard Green, "Prudent Constitutionalism:
Hamiltonian Lessons For A Responsible Public Administration."
International Journal of Public Administration. Vol. 16, no.
2 (1993): 165-186.

¢ See Appendix E for an organizational comparison of
the two forms of government.
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(1993), 47.7 percent of all local governments in the United
States (Renner and DeSantis 1993, 59).

With this in mind, how, and under what guidance, do
administrators working in council-manager systems balance,
counterbalance, and "maneuver" in a system that lacks
separation of powers? How do they view their constitutional
responsibility in the democratic system?

Rationale, Significance, Need For Study

Understanding what guides a government’s administrative
action is a fundamental concern for public administration
and citizens alike. Citizens must believe they have some
input into the process. This is an especially important
concern for democratic political systems where
"unaccountable power flies in the face of the central norms
of such political systems" (Gruber 13987, 5).

Furthermore, during these times of shrinking municipal
resources, increased demand for services, unfunded mandates
from the federal and state governments, and higher demands
placed on existing services and infrastructure, local
governments are becoming important arenas for public policy
clashes. Many of these issues continue to perplex even the
most astute government administrators regardless of the
organizational arrangement they follow. Pressures for
government to do more with fewer resources and the

uncertainty about the role of the public administrator have

12



become sources of increasing frustration for those inside
and outside government (Barth 1991, 1). Perhaps the
question of legitimacy continues to arise because of the
perception of repeated failure of government to perform
adequately at all (or any) levels.

In To Run A Constitution Rohr attempts quite
successfully to "legitimate the administrative state in
terms of constitutional principle" (Rohr 1986, ix). He does
this in a number of ways. Of central importance is that
administrators act within the constitutional system as a
balancing wheel; balancing, or counterbalancing, competing
interests in the pursuit of public policy -- "Administrative
Statecraft" as Rohr calls it. The implications of this role
for practicing public administrators are not unimportant.

As Barth notes, "according to this theory, the public
administrator must determine when an action represents an
imbalance in power between the branches of government"
(1991, 9).

The practicability, however, of this concept is
unclear. As Barth argues,

this is a vague concept at best for top level

public administrators who deal with the three

branches of government on a daily basis, let alone

mid-level careerists who rarely see the head of

their own agency. The concept needs to be

translated into terms meaningful to practice
(1991, 9).

13



Barth is referring to federal administrators in this
passage. The picture is more muddled, as Barth notes, at
mid-level management and (this study argues) even more so at
the local level where administrators must look at the
Constitution through the blurred lenses of the city, the
state, and the federal government. The opportunities to
adopt Rohr’s "balancing" perspective, for those
administrators who work in council-manager systems, are even
more limited because they work in a system NOT of separation
of powers and checks and balances but of a monocentric or
unitary power structure where no balancing, thus no choosing
between "constitutional masters," can take place.

The opportunity to carry out Rohr'’s "Statecraft" is,
therefore, conspicuously absent in local governments that
operate under the council-manager plan. There is no
formalized balancing to be done because there are no
branches to balance. As in British parliament,
administrators "work" for the executive and the executive
works for the majority party in the parliament. Other, more
traditional, forms of local government, such as the strong
mayor form, on the surface appear to offer opportunities for
Rohr’s balancing to take place. Administrators under these
conditions have at least in principle the opportunity to
balance the interests of the executive with the interests of

council.

14



Obviously, Rohr’s theory is normative rather than
descriptive. As even Rohr notes in the preface of To Run A
Constitution, "[t]lhe argument of this book is presented more
in the form of an essay than as a lawyer’s brief or a
mathematician’s theorem" (1986, xii). Moreover, Rohr
recognizes that "administrators often do choose among
constitutional masters, but they usually do so as a matter
of fact and seldom as a matter of constitutional principle"
(81) .

A central issue for this dissertation is that if
separation of power exists at the federal level AND
bureaucrats should balance these interests in the hopes of
establishing more prudent public policy, how does an
administrator exercise such prudence in a system where the
powers are not formally separated? This dissertation seeks
to offer empirical evidence toward a better understanding of

this question.

Purpose

This study extends the work of John Rohr and Thomas
Barth by carefully examining the extent to which local
public administrators operate under Rohr’s normative theory
of public administration, thereby filling a literature gap
that has excluded local government from any systematic

examination of its relation to constitutional tradition.
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A study of this nature is worthwhile as a way of
attempting to isolate the sources of variance in the role
and behavior of public bureaucracies (Peters 1988, 6). As
Guy Peters notes, comparisons among bureaucracies within a
single country can be especially important exercises in
theory building because one of the variables assumed to
influence behavior -- national political culture, national
character, or whatever one wishes to call it -- is held
constant (6).

Research exists regarding where and from whom federal
administrators take their cues, e.g., Barth 1991; 1993.
However, less information exists on the local level. This
study will try to discover what this difference in formal
structure means in both the abstract and concrete by: 1)
comparing interview responses of federal administrators with
their counterparts at the local level in both council-
manager plans and strong mayor plans, and 2) comparing
interview responses of local government administrators in
reformed council-manager governments to their counterparts
in unreformed mayor-council governments. If all local
administrators answer in the same way as the federal
administrators, then it would seem to suggest that in this
limited area of endeavor, formal structures are not
extremely important. Perhaps what is important is the
national political culture of diversified power and multiple

16



decision-making points. Perhaps this national culture
trumps the local formal structure. In short, do all
administrators see themselves with a similar obligation of
balancing powers despite formal structure?

The specific problem investigated in this exploratory
study is twofold and revolves around Rohr’s normative theory
of public administration. First, empirical evidence will be
presented showing how administrators respond to conflicting
pressures under a system where there is no theory of
balancing powers (council-manager plan). Perhaps local
government administrators working in the council-manager
plan, because of the monocentric structure in which they
work, perceive their role differently from those
administrators who operate within a polycentric system.
Secondly, this study will examine empirically the factors
guiding administrators’ behavior. Because local government
charters contain no moral basis for action, and there is no
oath of office to uphold which would bind administrators in
the pursuit of a set of local regime values (unlike the U.S.
Constitution and the federal administrators’ oath of
office), the issue of where local public administrators get
their norms for action is an important one. A question of
significant concern for this dissertation is whether local

administrators are influenced by the principles of American

17



constitutional tradition even though they work outside its
formal structure.

After examination of the empirical evidence presented,
this study will better define the dimensions of what it
means to be a public administrator embedded in a system of
unitary power when the dominant political culture requires
separation of powers and checks and balances among competing
branches of government. If, because of the monocentric
structure of the council-manager plan, practitioners
perceive their role differently from federal administrators
or from administrators in a strong mayor-council structure,
then perhaps Rohr’'s balance wheel metaphor does not apply to
local administrators and further reexamination of public
administration at the local level is in order.

Moreover, it appears, at least on the local level, that
democratic values have been supplanted or even replaced by
market-oriented value systems embraced by present-day
government reformers. "Customer service" and "being a team
player" are expressions used by local government
administrators. The values inherent in these phrases, which
are not unlike those used by the "Reinventing Government"
reformers at the federal level, are clearly different -- not
necessarily mutually exclusive nor incompatible -- but

different from democratic values of equity, justice, popular

18



government, checks and balances, and constitutionalism
embraced by the founders.

Guy Peters asks a question that is at the heart of this
study: "[d]o variations in governmental structures
affect the behavior of public employees?" (1988, 7). There
is a wealth of information about the way differences in
structure relate to behavior of the members of the
organization or in the output of the organization for the
private sector. We are, however, less certain of this
phenomenon in the public sector (11).

Answers to these questions can have broad implications
as municipalities and citizens struggle over adopting new
forms of local government. Subordinate autonomy or
"balancing, " as found in Barth’'s study, tempered by a
significant sense of responsibility to competing masters may
provide the public administrator with the sense that if a
given policy or order is somehow out of line, administrators
can exercise administrative autonomy to bring it within
acceptable boundaries. 1If, on the other hand, it is found
that administrators simply plow through tasks without
thought of the various interests involved, policy decisions
and policy implementation can be perceived as lacking the
sense of legitimacy that public administration is trying so

hard to attain. As Pops and Pavlak contend,

19



in our constitutional republic, concerned as it

must be with fair treatment and participation,

commitment to justice as a core value of public

administration can promote the public’s acceptance

of bureaucracy’s legitimate role as a

constitutional "partner" with the legislative,

executive, and judicial branches (1991, 5).
As Thomas Barth notes, pubic administrators who recognize
their role in constitutional subordinate authority see
themselves as providing unique perspectives or contributions
to help maintain a government of shared powers (1991, 142).
He also suggests that if administrators did see their work
in constitutional terms, perhaps they would have a more
principled basis for making difficult decisions (142-143).

It is largely this change in structure, and thus value
systems, that motivate this study. Using evidence gleaned
from the research, this study will conclude by addressing
three important questions with respect to these issues.
First, questions are asked that offer insight into just how
administrators at the local level view their role in the
governance process -- and perhaps more importantly, what
guides that action or behavior. What do they use as a guide
for behavior when American political tradition values
balancing in a system where no balancing can take place?
Secondly, why isn’t there balancing -- the answer seems
obvious -- there is only one branch. More importantly,

however, is there something that takes the place of the

separation of powers concept and is there another model of
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