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Preface

Since the original publication of Public Administration: Social 
Change and Adaptive Management in 1988 and the second edi-
tion in 2003, many of the details of public administration theo-
ry and practice have changed. However, the basic interpretive 
themes we addressed from the first edition have remained amaz-
ingly resilient. Although they are reflected in different substan-
tive concerns and in different ideas about how to conduct the 
activities of public administration, the administrative swamp 
metaphor still aptly captures the tension between the ideal of 
rational processes and the reality of the social and political world 
in which American public administration takes place.

In our democratic society, citizens expect government to 
pursue goals and to address problems with clear and successful 
measures. Public administration is traditionally viewed as the 
application of rational processes to the accomplishment of gov-
ernmental agency missions. In reality, however, complex forces 
make the rational pursuit of goals difficult. Many public problems 
are intractable. The competing interests and forces surround-
ing public agencies make administrative life uncertain. Conse-
quently, public agencies and administrators find themselves in 
the administrative swamp. Management of public agencies is a 
high-risk endeavor. This book deals with the reality of public ad-
ministration and contrasts it with the unreal expectations that 
American society often has of public organizations.

American public administration is practiced in a complex so-
cial, economic, and political environment. The constraining ef-
fects of the environment, along with limits on human rationality, 
lead the practice of public administration to be more fluid than 
concrete. Public administration and administrators need to be 
inventive, flexible, and adaptive. Planning, resource allocation, 
and people management rely more upon intuitive and contin-
gent approaches than traditional public administration theory 
postulates. Public administration is a living experience in which 
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constant personal and organizational adjustments are made as 
public policy is implemented in a changing and unsure setting.

Public administration has also come to be increasingly impor-
tant in the general governance of our society. In many respects, 
the manager, who is at the center of the policy process and at the 
service delivery level, is the final decision-maker and interpreter 
of policy. In short, public administrators often determine what 
the policy actually means. We also recognize that public agencies 
and administrators increasingly work in partnership with oth-
ers in achieving their goals. Governance involves private sector 
organizations, nonprofits, and governmental agencies working 
together to deliver the services the public expects.

In attempting to capture the reality of public administration, 
this book examines the context, major actors, activities, and is-
sues that surround the field. In the first two chapters, we address 
the context of public administration. Chapter 1 looks at the field 
of public administration and the way people have conceptualized 
it, with an emphasis on the need for collective human effort to 
accomplish the objectives of administration. Chapter 2 examines 
the specific American political context. The effects of imperfect 
political pluralism and the political aspects of administration 
are used to contrast public administration with administration 
in general.

Chapters 3 and 4 turn to the organizations and people doing 
the work of public administration. Chapter 3 focuses on bureau-
cracy, the dominant form of organization in public administra-
tion. Bureaucracy as an ideal, rational form of organization for 
accomplishing any goal is contrasted with the reality of bureau-
cratic behavior. Criticisms of bureaucracy and suggestions for re-
form are examined to provide an understanding of the prospects 
for success. Chapter 4 deals with the individual members of the 
bureaucracy and the factors that motivates them. Theories of 
organization, from the perspective of the role of the individual in 
organizations, are used to illustrate problems in organizational 
behavior.

Chapter 5 examines the major activities of bureaucracies in 
applying and managing resources in the execution of their re-
sponsibilities. In particular, we look at the ways bureaucracies 
use planning, budgeting, and evaluation to facilitate administra-
tion. Various approaches to each of these activities are examined, 
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as are the problems associated with the idea of rational conduct 
in carrying out these activities.

Chapter 6 considers managerial work under risky conditions. 
Various roles and functions of the top-level public manager are 
examined in the context of limited resources and the uncertainty 
of the environment in which public administration occurs. We 
emphasize the need for a strategic approach to leading organiza-
tions through the swamp.

Chapter 7 addresses recent trends in public administration 
that provide both opportunities and constraints for improving 
practice. It also suggests the challenges that lie ahead for public 
administration.

The third edition continues the second edition’s inclusion of 
review and study questions as well as suggested exercises for 
use with the book. The exercises vary in complexity and time in-
volved. Although some of the exercises may exceed the needs of a 
given course, we feel that it is useful to include the many exercis-
es that the authors have used successfully in their courses. We 
like to get students into the field to make reflective observations. 
Instructors may pick and choose which to use in consideration of 
the way they organize their courses and the time available to the 
students. Some of the exercises build on others or are compatible 
with others. These may be used as semester-long projects, with 
applications made to each of the chapters.

We hope the study questions will stimulate students to think 
about the field of public administration and the challenges that 
confront anyone who enters it. They also may be used as guides 
to review and critique the major ideas of each chapter.

In addition to updating the references, we include Web sites 
the authors find helpful for the subject matter of each of the 
chapters. The Web sites listed include those of government agen-
cies, nonprofits, professional associations, and research centers. 
There are, of course, thousands of potentially useful Web sites. 
Students and instructors are certain to find their own. 

The third edition brings on David Baker of California State 
University at San Bernardino as an author. His extensive ex-
perience in local government management, particularly county 
management, brings added perspective to the endeavor.

In writing this book, many individuals have provided help, 
many too many to list here. Nonetheless, we thank our colleagues, 
our students, and others who have challenged our thoughts and 
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led us to a better understanding of the field. We owe a special 
debt to Robert Biller, retired Executive Vice Provost of the Uni-
versity of Southern California, for his early formulations on the 
contrast between the swamp and bedrock in the conduct of pub-
lic administration. We also appreciate the help of the publisher, 
Sidney Shiroma, throughout the process. His thoughtful sugges-
tions and questions, along with support, made the creation of 
the third edition a smooth one. Thank you also to the copy editor, 
Leonard Rosenbaum.

Despite the help of many people, there are sure to be short-
comings. We accept responsibility for them.    
 

N. Joseph Cayer
Mesa, AZ

David L. Baker
San Bernardino, CA

Louis F. Weschler
Tempe, AZ


