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Note 
 
Presented here is a *draft* essay that presents preliminary thoughts regarding the development of 
a “politics of hope” in public administration. The work requires significant additional 
development, and the author welcomes feedback. The ideas developed herein are scheduled for 
presentation on the Southeast Conference of Public Administration on September 23, 2011. This 
paper is not fit for citation or distribution without consent of the author. 
 
Introduction 
 
“It’s not my job.” These were the words of a senior manager in the Transportation Department of 
the City of Los Angeles (Bryer, 2009). He was referring to the act of recruiting citizens to be 
advocates of his agency with elected officials, fellow citizens, and other stakeholders. His job, 
and that of his colleagues in the department, was to serve as technical expert in the planning and 
implementation of local transportation—streetscape, parking, etc.—interventions. This essay 
posits that this role orientation is both democratically and rationally inconsistent with 
achievement of desired governance outcomes, including efficiency, responsiveness, and 
accountable governance, as well as more amorphous goals of citizen trust in government, citizen 
efficacy, and perceptions of government legitimacy. The practice of politics—rightly understood 
(Cooper & Bryer, 2007)—is a vital role for practicing public administrators; performing such a 
role has the potential to restore trust and confidence in public administrators and to enhance 
general understanding of what the professional civil servant contributes to the quality of life in 
communities. With such outcomes, the caliber and legitimacy of governmental institutions and 
actors can strengthen. 
 

The issue of politics in public administration has a rich history, having been explored in 
scholarship (Wilson, 1887; Goodnow, 1900; Waldo, 1948), in practice through the passage and 
enactment of civil service reforms, and through law (see the review of Supreme Court decisions 
in Kennedy and Schultz, 2011). As Cooper and Bryer (2007) and Kennedy and Schultz (2011) 
observe, though, much of the debate on the politics-administration dichotomy has focused on big 
“P” Politics or partisan politics, and party influence over the administration of government. The 
matter of small “p” politics, or the use of relationships, advocacy, communication, and other 
tools, still remains relatively unexplored, both in terms of ethical practice for administrators, as 
well as theoretically. Cooper and Bryer (2007, p. 816) note, “[W]e still lack a generally accepted 
normative understanding of how politics should be accommodated in administrative practice. If 
politics with a small ‘p’ cannot be fully separated from public administration—and we believe it 
cannot and should not—then the ways in which it should be employed need to be addressed.”  

 
In considering the use of politics by public administrators, it is useful to consider the 

question from two ethical positions: deontological and utilitarian. The first position raises the 
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following question: What values ought to guide the use of politics in administration? The second 
position raises another question: Toward what end(s) should politics be practiced in 
administration? Both questions need satisfactory answers in order to develop a normative 
understanding of how politics should be used in administrative practice. On one hand, the use of 
politics ought not to conflict with bedrock values; on the other hand, the use of politics should 
not be endorsed to pursue ends other than those generally agreed upon. To do either would 
potentially further diminish the trust relationship between citizens and administrators.  

 
The article proceeds as follows. First, a brief review of trust in government is offered in 

order to establish the context in which this essay is being written. Second, further context is 
offered through a review of literature and practice on the politics-administration dichotomy. 
From there, a normative approach to understanding and using politics in administration is 
advanced using the two previously stated questions as guides. Next, a pair of exemplary public 
administrators is introduced as models of the understanding of politics in administration 
advanced. Future directions in theory development and research are suggested in closing.  
 
Trust in Government: An Elusive Goal? 
 
 Trust in government has generally been declining over the past sixty years, with spikes 
during periods of political transition, initiation of war, or particularly strong economic 
momentum. In the past decade, citizen trust in government has steadily declined with unpopular 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the financial and jobs crises. Figure 1 from the Pew Research 
Center for the People and the Press1

 

 displays average reports of trust across surveys measuring 
the construct.  

      Figure 1: Trust in Government 

 
                                                           
1 http://people-press.org/2010/04/18/public-trust-in-government-1958-2010/ 

http://people-press.org/2010/04/18/public-trust-in-government-1958-2010/�
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  The Pew data suggest a strong correlation between economic and employment outcomes 
and citizen trust in government. This is not surprising, as negative economic indicators can be  
interpreted by citizens to mean the government writ large or individual government officials are  
not acting in a manner consistent with the interests of the citizens. However, we might question 
whether trust is what is being measured, as trust requires a certain level of understanding about 
the institution and/or the person who is the subject of the trust-based relationship (Hardin, 1999). 
Indeed, the capacity to know enough about complex institutions to render a judgment of 
trust/distrust may be very nearly impossible for most citizens (Luhmann, 1979).  
 
 Cook (1996) describes the source for this disconnection between citizen and government 
as a symptom of the instrumental view of public administration. “The faceless bureaucrat, the 
rigidly rule-bound and unresponsive public servant, the threatening labyrinth of corridors (and 
now electronic message options) of the government agency—these are all part of the imagery of 
public bureaucracy imbedded in American culture” (p. 133). The rigidity and complexity at least 
perceived by citizens presents, in Cook’s view, a significant limitation on the capacity for self-
governance, and thus we might argue such limitation diminishes trust in public administration 
and government. The behavioral response of public agencies to citizens who are discontented is 
likely to be defensive, doubling down on established rules and procedures as justification for 
action (Cook, 1996; Bryer, 2009). As Cook (1996) observes, public agencies “need to be 
defensive  in a political system in which public organizations are under constant suspicion and 
subject to a complex matrix of controls, their weaknesses are loudly condemned or completely 
ignored, and they are rarely respected for their strengths and their contributions to the care and 
maintenance of the polity” (p. 141).   
 
 Whether the root cause is citizen misunderstanding or bureaucratic pathology, it is 
worrisome to consider the lack of reported trust in government, particularly given the lack of 
understanding, or deep relationship (Hardin, 1999), that exists between citizens and their 
government institutions and officials. Citizen belief that their government will act in a manner 
consistent with their interests is a critical characteristic of the republican form of government. 
Citizens willingly give power to their fellow citizens to act on their behalf and to use the power 
wisely (Locke, 1988; Wolin, 2008). As government institutions and officials act in a manner not 
perceived to be consistent with citizen interests, a representative divide is created, and the 
nation—and individual communities—are at risk of failing to heed Benjamin Franklin’s oft 
quoted statement to the woman outside the Philadelphia chamber where the Constitution was 
drafted. The drafters had given us a republic, if we can keep it. The republic might be threatened 
if the masses of citizens, well beyond the male landowners of Franklin’s day, do not feel 
connected to and do not understand the operations and functioning of governmental institutions 
nor the nature of the work performed by government officials. The issue is starker when leaders 
within those governmental institutions regularly target government employees for criticism 
(Garrett, Thurber, Fritschler, & Rosenbloom, 2006) within a political party system that is in 
many ways dysfunctional and not open for the masses of citizens to participate (Disch, 2002).  
 
 A particularly troubling anecdote that demonstrates this point comes from a local 
government incorporation process in Florida. A citizen who participated in online discussions on 
the issue related: “We have seen on a national scale that financial contributions to politicians’ 
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campaigns can negatively influence the best interest of the voters. We are wary. We are 
skeptical. Our trust has not been earned. . .  Please keep in mind that we have learned from the 
politics on a National Level that we cannot trust the politicians or those associated with them. 
And both parties have demonstrated that our lack of trust is well founded” (Bryer, 2010, p. 289). 
This individual continued to report that he cannot trust the people who would be elected one day 
to the potential future city council, thus suggesting a lack of trust in people serving in a 
government that did not yet exist (Bryer, 2010).  
 
 Strategies for bridging this divide and establishing firmer trust linkages between citizens 
and their government, and between government and citizens (Yang, 2005), have received a good 
deal of scholarly and practical attention. Possibilities for enhancing trust and confidence citizens 
have in public administrators and government might include more intensive forms of public 
participation, including deliberative techniques (Cooper, Bryer, & Meek; 2006; Nabatchi, 2010), 
as well as more intensive collaboration (e.g., Bingham & O’Leary, 2008). Implicitly, these 
strategies assume a political role for administrators.  
 
 Indeed, Cook (1996) defines public administration in part as “the exercise of responsible 
political discretion” (p. 154). The exercise of this political discretion suggests a deliberative role 
for public administrators (Cook, 1996), which consists of administrators acting in concert with 
other public officials, stakeholders, and citizens to craft responses to public problems. Bryer and 
Sahin (forthcoming) refer to this kind of role as that of a deliberative representative. The practice 
of deliberation has the potential to lead to more informed citizens, thus reducing the distance and 
enhancing overall accessibility of government agencies to citizens. Suggesting a more political 
role for public administrators, however, is not without challenge. 
 
Politics and Administration 
 
  Progressive Era reforms were established over a period of a couple of decades to 
“depoliticize” the administration of government programs and services. Patronage appointments 
in federal administration begun during the Jackson administration were perceived by reformers 
to be ineffective at ensuring the interests of the public were met. Though such patronage enabled 
a wider array of citizens to hold positions of public responsibility, officeholders were not neutral, 
and they may not have had the requisite skills and training to successfully administer complex 
programs. The response then was to establish a primary value in public administration of neutral 
competence, reinforced through civil service reforms that valued merit over partisan loyalty and 
laws that prohibited party political activity by public administrators (Kennedy & Schultz, 2011).  
 
 By removing partisan Politics from public administration, reformers simultaneously 
rejected the practice of politics in favor of neutral competence. The philosophy underlying this 
view is expressed in Federalist 27: “I believe it may be laid down as a general rule that [the 
people’s] confidence in and obedience to a government will commonly be proportioned to the 
goodness or badness of its administration” (p. 201). Focus should thus be placed on technically 
efficient and sound management and task completion.  
 

Beginning with Waldo (1948), with the torch carried subsequently by numerous other 
scholars, the value of neutral competence has been questioned both instrumentally and 
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normatively, as well as constitutionally (Cook, 1996; Rohr, 1986).  Instrumentally, it is 
suggested that administrators as a matter of practice maintain an exceptional amount of 
discretion in how to implement laws and directives of elected officials. Some of this discretion is 
embedded in laws passed by legislative bodies; some of the discretion is grounded in the 
professional values of administrators themselves. For instance, Golden (1992) found that 
Environmental Protection Agency officials who objected to President Reagan’s efforts to curtail 
certain conservation initiatives used their discretion to either show loyalty to the president, voice 
opposition, exit the agency as protest, or use neglect to enact the minimum standards directed by 
the president. Normatively, it is considered the proper role of administrators to pursue values that 
might be neglected in legislative debate and lawmaking activity. Such values include social 
equity and justice (Frederickson, 1976), progressive values such as treating earth as home and 
reducing income inequality (Box, 2008), as well as more generally giving voice to those 
disempowered in the legislative political process (Cook, 1996). Constitutionally, we find 
arguments that the public administration corrects for a representational deficit as exists in 
legislative bodies (Rohr, 1986) and that the public administration is potentially the more stable 
and thoughtful institution that was intended, in the federal government, to be the place of the 
United States Senate, prior to direct election of senators (Cook, 1996). Further, we find potential 
support in the U.S. Constitution and State Constitutions/local charters for encouraging public 
participation with the public administration (Frederickson, 1991). This support, at least, is more 
evident in the Federalist/Anti-Federalist “conversation,” which can be a source of insight 
regarding the founders’ values and intentions (Rohr, 1986; Stivers, 1991).  
 
 Thus, in practice and scholarship, we find champions of a strict division between politics 
and administration, as well as champions of a fully blurred boundary. Demir (2009) also finds 
advocates for a hybrid approach, or what he calls the interactions school. “In the ideal political–
administrative world, as suggested by the interaction school, public administrators and elected 
officials maintain a productive partnership that relies on mutual respect, support, and reciprocal 
influence, yet public administrators remain accountable and responsive to their elected officials” 
(Demir, 2009, p. 516). This contrasts with the separation school, which emphasizes “competent, 
professionally autonomous, accountable, and responsive public administration” (p. 510). It also 
contrasts with the political school, where it is advocated that “public administrators work with 
other members of the political community to search for effective and ethical solutions to the 
policy problems in pursuit of the ultimate goal of create and maintaining a democratic society” 
(p. 513).  
 
 The politics of hope within public administration discussion that follows fits squarely 
within Demir’s political school regarding the relationship between politics and administration. 
An administrator has an obligation to pursue public interest objectives, grounded in 
constitutional values expressed in the preamble of the U.S. Constitution: “We the People of the 
United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic 
Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the 
Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for 
the United States of America.” To do so transparently and in a deliberative manner can ensure 
citizen trust in government, citizen efficacy, and citizen perceptions of government legitimacy 
are optimized. Importantly, in the event an elected official or super-ordinate official in the public 
administration acts in a manner inconsistent with these values, the administrator is obliged to act 
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if such action is consistent with deliberative outcomes and is in full view of the citizen-public. 
This restoration of “civism” in public administration (Frederickson, 1982), in which the public 
are conceived primarily to be citizens rather than customers or clients (Frederickson, 1991; 
Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000) is demonstrated in cases of exemplary public administrators, which 
will be introduced further on.  
 
A Politics of Hope within Public Administration 
 
 “Hope” is a powerful word. Bill Clinton ran for the presidency as the man from Hope 
(Arkansas); Barack Obama won the presidency largely on a theme of hope and change. As our 
partisan politics and legislative politics demonstrate so vividly, hope, to the extent is exists, is 
often fleeting. The shift from campaigning to governing, and the inter-branch political 
gamesmanship that is a fundamental characteristic of the governmental and governance design, 
tends to squash hope. Progress is hardly ever as fast or efficient as elected officials would like 
and certainly not as fast or efficient as attentive citizens would like. What happens after all the 
campaigns for office have packed up, according to one possible definition of public 
administration (Stillman, 2009), is the work of public administration. If hope can indeed be 
restored and sustained, the venue for the ambitious goal is not in the White House, governor’s 
office, or legislative assembly. The venue is the administration, which is the institution of 
government closest to the people and yet is typically, given complex rules and procedures 
associated with an instrumental view of the field, the furthest away and least understood (Cook, 
1996).  
 
 Figure 2 summarizes the core tenets of how a politics of hope within public 
administration might be constituted. Administrator actions and behavior ought to be transparent, 
deliberative, and constitutionally grounded. If this is the case, the outcomes that are possible 
include the elusive goal of bridging the citizen-government divide and increasing informed trust, 
increasing citizen efficacy, and increasing perceptions of government legitimacy. Each side of 
this framing is explored further under the headings below of “our duty” and “our purpose.” 
   

Figure 2 

A Politics of Hope 
within Public Administration

Transparent Deliberative

Constitutionally Grounded

Citizen Trust in 
Government

Citizen Efficacy Perceived 
Government 
Legitimacy
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Our Duty: A Politics that is Transparent, Deliberative, and Constitutionally Grounded 
 
 As previously noted, the lack of perceived trust citizens have in government may be 
linked to the general inaccessibility to government, both in terms of ability to meet with officials 
and also in term of ability to understand the complex operations of governmental agencies. 
Transparency—or ensuring that government information, as well as public administrator roles, 
responsibilities, and tasks are plainly and accessibly available to citizens—is vital to ensuring 
citizens have proper understanding of government in order to come to informed judgment about 
trustworthiness. The use of web spaces and social media can help in achieving greater 
transparency, but only if presented in a way that is meaningful and leaves little room for 
uninformed debate. For instance, the State of Florida now publishes the salaries of every public 
employee by name. This is done in the name of transparency; however, what is not known to the 
citizen who examines the salary data is what the “faceless bureaucrat” behind the name and 
behind the salary actually does on a day-to-day basis. Without such information, a proper 
judgment regarding the appropriateness of pay and benefit scales is not possible. Transparency is 
best interpreted as more than an open information dump. Information needs to be contextualized 
and understandable.  
 
 The deliberative role requires a unique skill set. Importantly, this is distinct from 
suggesting the politics of hope should include participatory practices. Deliberative practices are 
indeed participatory in nature, but participation alone, without the additional educational aspects 
of deliberative discourse, may simply lead to the engagement of uninformed or not fully 
informed citizens with public administration. Such a quality of participation if not likely to 
enhance trust and efficacy, as citizen-participants may find that their ideas and opinions are not 
perceived to be credible in the eyes of administrators. This phenomenon has been called the 
“costs of democratization” (Bryer, 2011).  
 
 The deliberative (Cook, 1996) or deliberative representative (Bryer & Sahin, 
forthcoming) role instead requires a greater degree of education for all participants to ensure all 
participants in deliberative discourse are perceived by all others as credible actors. Cook (1996) 
frames it as such: “Public administrators engage in deliberation and debate with each other, with 
other public officials (legislators, chief executives, judges), and with substantial segments of the 
public at large, not only about what are the best means for achieving designated policy goals, but 
about what those goals and the larger ends of the policy ought to be” (p. 148). Just as citizens can 
become more informed actors in governance through deliberation, administrators too can learn 
more about the unique needs and interests of citizens and communities through deliberation. 
“[T]hrough deliberation, public administrators can better access citizen preferences and interests, 
incorporate those interests into their decision-making, and act for citizens in a more informed 
manner” (Bryer & Sahin, forthcoming, p. 17). 
 
 Last, to suggest a politics of hope needs to be constitutionally grounded is intended to 
provide assurance that, acting with discretion, administrators will maintain commitment to core 
constitutional values, such as due process, pursuit of the general welfare versus self- or limited 
interests, et cetera. Efforts to link public administration to the U.S. Constitution and 
constitutional history are not new, though interpretations are varied. For instance, Denhardt and 
Denhardt (2000) recognize the Constitution and constitutional law as a constraint on public 
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administrators and thus a mechanism to ensure accountability within the New Public Service 
philosophy. “[P]ublic administrators are and should be influenced by and held accountable to 
complex constellations of institutions and standards, including the public interest, statutory and 
constitutional law, other agencies, other levels of government, the media, professional standards, 
community values and standards, situational factors, democratic norms, and of course, citizens” 
(p. 556). Here, Denhardt and Denhardt recognize Constitutional constraints as one of several 
sources of constraint on the administrator acting with discretion. 
 

Federickson (1991), who develops the philosophy and values of New Public 
Administration, considers the “primary moral obligation” of public administrators to “be the 
guardian and guarantor of the founding values to every citizen” (p. 408). He continues: “The 
Constitution established representative government. But the Constitution (especially many state 
and local founding documents) recognizes many forms of direct citizen participation in 
government. Public administrators understand that democratic government is based on 
representation, but effective democratic government cannot be limited to representation” (p. 412). 
Though Frederickson’s assumption has been challenged (Stivers, 1991), when approached from 
a Constitution as “conversation” rather than “text” and with a reading of the Federalist/Anti-
Federalist debate, we can establish a greater sense of how the founders envisioned possible roles 
of administrators and citizens in governance. Reading the Federalist papers alone leaves an 
impression of hostility towards an active citizenry or promotion of civism in public 
administration (Stivers, 1991); engaging with the Anti-Federalists opens the door to more varied 
interpretations (Stivers, 1991; Rohr, 1986; Storing, 1985). 

 
Ultimately, for the purpose of pursuing a politics of hope within public administration, 

the suggestion advanced here is that administrators always act, at least, with Constitutional 
constraints in mind and, more significantly, the embedded values expressed most generally in the 
preamble be pursued with vigor.  

 
Our Purpose: Citizen Trust, Citizen Efficacy, and Perceived Government Legitimacy 
 
 Identifying a purpose for public administration is not an easy task and one that has and 
will continue to generate significant disagreement. Three purposes are identified here, tied most 
explicitly to the dilemma of citizen trust in and understanding of government and public 
administration. With record low indicators of citizen trust in government and in an era of open 
hostility towards government, it seems a right and proper role for public administration to do 
what elected branches of government have been unable to: increase trust and understanding in 
the affairs of government. Through transparent action and deliberative discourse, and with a firm 
grounding in Constitutional values, public administration can accomplish these ends.  
 
Model Political Administrators 
 

 A political administrator is not one who can be easily typecast, as it is as much a state of 
being as it is having a tool box for managing relationships and pursuing objectives sometimes in 
the face of resistance. Two administrators who seem to fit the bill are William Robertson from 
the City of Los Angeles Bureau of Street Services (Cooper & Bryer, 2007) and Claude Ferguson 
from the United States Forest Service (O’Leary, 2009). Both administrators took risks, engaged 
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with the citizen-public, and maintained a focus on the general welfare of their communities or 
jurisdiction. Robertson utilized the tools/techniques outlined in Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of 
participation but in such a way that allowed him to adapt to different constituencies and 
situations. As Cooper and Bryer report, Robertson was able to pursue technical superiority in 
service delivery while educating citizens and allowing them to become effective advocates for 
their own interests. Ferguson used public processes to legally challenge a decision to allow off-
road vehicles in Hoosier State Forest. Both examples suggest administrators who desired pursuit 
of general welfare, while doing so in an open and publicly deliberative manner.  

 
Conclusion 
 
 Future research in this area might follow the path of administrator-specific studies, such 
as those by Cooper and Bryer (2007) and O’Leary (2009). What affect do these kinds of 
administrators have on citizen trust? This we do not yet know. A politics of hope within public 
administration has the potential to do what other governmental branches cannot do: restore trust 
and confidence in government. To do this, public administrators need to be transparent and 
deliberative in communicating the nature and purpose of their work, and their contributions to 
the strengthening of our communities and general welfare of our people.  
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