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This article focuses on the question, how
have the theorerical and substantive con-
cerns of the public administration commu-
nity changed over time? In other words:
What is “mainstream” public administration
and how has it changed? To answer this
question, we analyzed the contents of a sam-
ple of over 50 years of PAR articles.

The Classification Scheme

Content analysis presupposes the exis-
tence of a scheme of content categories for
use in text classification. The task of distin-
guishing the appropriate category for a par-
ticular PAR article required identification of
the salient attributes of that arcicle and
matching these attributes with the character-
istic attributes of one of the content cate-
gories. Articles in the same category were
presumed to have similar identifiable
attributes.

The idea behind this approach was to
use established empirical methods to answer
the research question by drawing inferences
from the frequency with which PAR articles
appeared in the various categories. The fre-
quencies of articles in categories were pre-
sumed to reflect the relative emphasis placed
by public administrators and academics on
the corresponding activity areas. Likewise,
changes in these frequencies over time were
presumed to reflect corresponding changes
in emphasis in the field.

In addition, different people must classi-
fy the same article in the same way. It
turned out that the pertinent categories pre-
sented themselves with notable clarity
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through examination of consistencies across
introducrory public administration text-
books; a more-or-less common classification
scheme was used by textbook authors. Such
categories offered a highly respectable
approximation to administrative activity.
Thus an article about public finance could
be readily categorized differently, for exam-
ple, from an article about human resources
management or organizational theory. The
introductory textbooks upon which the cat-
egory scheme was based included Denhardt
(1991), Henry (1989), Palumbo and
Maynard-Moody (1991), Resenbloom
(1988), and Straussman (1990). Through a
review of these texts, we clustered public
administration interest and activity into 14
distinct categories. Table 1 presents abbre-
viated definitions of the topical categories
derived from the texts reviewed.

Expectations

It was hypothesized that the emphasis
given to the various categories in PAR would
shift over the years. For example, we
expected that the percentage of aricles
devorted to the category intergovernmental
relations would be fairly limited during the
1940s and 1950s but would then blossom
during the 1960s as intergovernmental pro-
grams expanded under the administration of
Lyndon Johnson. Interest in intergovern-
mental relations was then expected to
remain fairly high during the 1970s as block
grants and revenue sharing appeared and as
scholars wrote of an overloaded and ineffec-
tive system. Concern was expected to
remain at a fairly high level during the early

1980s as debare about President Reagan’s
attempted devolution of federal programs to
the states occurred.

A different pattern might be expected
concerning the number of articles dealing
primarily with ethics in public administra-
tion. A concern with ethical issues in gov-
ernment might be viewed as a fairly recent
phenomenon—reaching back to about the
Watergate era. From an academic perspec-
tive, however, a significant concern with
ethical issues in public administration is
probably even more recent—a characteristic
of the 1980s.

The two categories, implementation and
program evaluation/planning, were expected
to exhibit similar patrerns of interest.
Interest in implementation essentially dates
back only to Pressman and Wildavsky's
book, Implementation (1973). The concern
that they, and others, raised—that many
government programs do not work—led
legislative bodies and grantors to require
that planning and evaluation be an integral
part of most programs. In addition, it was
really not until the 1960s that evaluation
methodology was firmly developed
(Campbell and Stanley, 1963).

Other categories are also relatively new
areas of interest primarily because they are
reasonably new developments. They
include public policy analysis, management
science and technologies, and decision mak-
ing. Policy studies as a “branch” of political
science was born in the 1960s but might
have reached its zenith in the 1970s. This is
nor to suggest that policy studies was merely
a fad—it is still an important area of focus
and is supported by several strong profes-
sional associations—the Policy Studies
Organization (PSO) and the Association for
Publie Policy Analysis and Management
(APPAM). However, one might expect thar
more public policy articles would have
appeared in PAR during the 1970s than dur-
ing any other decade.

The categories management science and
technologies and decision making were both
be expected to make a significant appear-
ance in the late 1970s and throughout the
1980s. Both are methodologically sophisti-
cated and are generally explicitly quantita-
tive. Both have grown in sophistication and
importance for public administration along-
side computer hardware and software devel-
mecﬂts.
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Table 1

Abbreviated Definitions of Topical Categories in Public Administration

Category

Government and
organizational behavior

Public management

Human resources
Budgeting and finance

Program evaluation and
planning

Introspection

Testimonials
Decision making

Intergovernmental
relations

Ethics

Management science and
technologies

Public policy analysis

Implementation

Definition

Focuses on one or more of four areas: upon some aspect of the relationship between actors, institutional arrangements, deci-
sion situations, and changes in what people or organizations actually do over time; upon the contradiction berween the need
for bureaucrats to have enough discretion and power to get things done while remaining answerable o a democraric system;
upon “theory” in public administration; and upon traditional organization

Focuses on the internal and management aspects as opposed to the external and policy aspects of governance: control of the
relationships between enduring structures within government agencies and the routine and technology of governance; dealing
explicitly with matters of manipulation and control; management by objectives, quality circles, improving effectiveness or
incentives.

Discusses personnel systems, the merit system, job classifications, compensation, conditions of unions, strikes, discrimination,
affirmative action, and comparable worth.

Focuses on the roles of the budget, approaches to public budgeting, politics of budgeting, the budgetary process, financial

management, risk management, government accounting, taxation, revenue sources, and fiscal stress.

Discusses the need/purpose of evaluation, evaluation methodology, or the results of an evaluation of adg;ublic program; also
covers program planning, land-use planning, zoning, and strategic planning (also cost benefit or cost effectiveness analysis).

Focuses on “public administration™ defines public administration or discusses the quality of research in public administra-
tion, courses in public administration, or teaching public administration.

Focuses primarily on persons who have made particular contributions to public administration.

Focuses primarily upon some aspect of the relationship between actors, institutional arrangements, decision situations, and
changes in what people or organizations actually do over time.

Focuses primarily on the political, organizational, or institutional aspects of interagency relations between governmental units
at the local, state, or national level.

Focuses on marters relating largely to normative and prescriptive issues concerning administrative codes of conduct, morals,
principles, beliefs, doctrines, outlooks, philosophies, or values.

Focuses on some aspect of systems theory or information storage and processing technology—such as linear modeling, opera-
tions research (excluding decision theory), computer simulation, decision support systems, management information systems,
expert systems—among others—as used in public administration.

Gives policy makers specific information abour the range of available policy options and the advantages and disadvantages of
the various options.

Focuses on the extent or the process of governance: either whether the right people are receiving the services or whether a suf-

ficient number are receiving them.

Administrative law

Focuses on (a) the Administrative Procedures Act or some other such explicitly legal concern regarding the attempt to establish

uniformity, fairess, or the rules for adjudication by administrative agencies or governments, or (b) the conditions under
which interested parties may appeal rulings by administrative agencies, or (c) the interface of law and management.

Note: Abbreviated definitions are presented to conserve space. Full definitions are available from the authors.

A marked and steady decline in testimoni-
als was expected over the 50-year period. In
the early days of public administration, arti-
cles about the heads of various federal agencies
were quite common. Today’s testimonials are
largely limited to discussions of the influence
a handful of academics have had on the field.

Interest in introspection, on the other
hand, is probably growing. During the late
1980s and into the 1990s, the academic arm
of public administration appeared to be
devoring significant attention to issues in this
field. The present article is an example.

One might expect public management to
show a slow but steady growth over the entire
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50-year period. Public management is a
major component of the reform movement,
particularly in local government. Interest in
reform, particularly structural reform, contin-
ues to grow.

Budgeting and finance was considered
unlikely to exhibit any kind of steady pattern
at all. Interest in budgeting and finance in
public administration was hypothesized to
peak according to economic events. For
example, one might expect to see an increase
in the number of articles on budgeting and
finance as governmental expenditures
increase rapidly, during periods of rapid infla-

tion, or during recessions.

Human resources is probably an enigma.
It was difficult to hypothesize how this com-
ponent of public administration has behaved.
On the one hand are the long-standing tradi-
tional concerns of civil service reform and
public employee unions and collective bar-
gaining. On the other hand are the more
recent concerns with equity in hiring, equal
opportunity employment, racial discrimina-
tion, and sexual bias and harassment.

What finally must be considered are the
two categories empirically defining public
administration that can be hypothesized as
losing influence—administrative law and
government and organization behavior.
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Administrative law, as a significant compo-
nent of public administration writing today,
is peripheral. One might imagine that
administrative law as a field of study was rea-
sonably important in the early portion of the
50-year period but that it linearly declined as
a focus of attention in public administration
to its current diminished status.

Government and organization behavior as
a category includes both organization theory
and organization behavior. One suspects that
the days of innovative organization theory
have long been over and attention to organi-
zation behavior has largely been superseded
by bureaucratic behavior and public manage-
ment. Government and organization behav-
ior have always been a major component of
public administration and probably always
will be, yet their influence on the field may
well be declining.

Findings

Table 2 shows the percentage of Public
Administration Review articles in each category
for ten-year increments. Over the time period,
surprisingly little change has occurred in the
major subjects of concern to the public admin-
istration community as determined by articles
in Public Administration Review. In 1940-49,
almost 60 percent of the articles in PAR were
in three areas—government and organization
behavior, public management, and human
resources. By the 1980-91 period, articles

from these three areas still accounted for about
60 percent of PAR articles.
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Within these three classifications, howev-
er, some interesting variations developed
between the time periods. For example,
more than one-third of the PAR articles dur-
ing the 19605 covered human resources.

On the other hand, the 1970s was the
decade of interest in public management, with
30 percent of the articles having a public
management thrust. One might conjecture
that public management was popular during
this period because of an increase in interest
in organizational development (OD) in the
1970s as a result of the emphasis on popular
participation in public discussions in the late
1960s. Reaction to the Vietnam War, urban
riots, and a culture of participation extended
to organizations and resulted in a focus on
“hands on” in organizations, which reached
its zenith in the 1970s.! This period was a
grand experiment with “participatory manage-
ment.” Then, in the 1980s, the trend reversed
and policy considerations became dominant.

The articles in four areas of the classifica-
tion scheme rose and fell in popularity much
as expected. Interest in budgeting and
finance peaked in the 1960s and the 1980s.
The 1960s was an era of budgetary reform as
scholars and practitioners discussed the issues
of program budgeting, zero-based budgeting,
and PPBS. High inflation and high interest
rates in the late 1970s and early 1980s, cou-
pled with the recessions of 1981 and 1982,
spurred interest in budgeting and finance
again. But this time the interest was in cop-
ing with the fiscal stress brought about by

these economic events.

Articles concerning program planning and
evaluation became somewhat popular during
the 1970s. This was expected and followed
the methodological developments and legis-
lated program evaluation requirements of the
1960s and early 1970s.

Testimonials, as expected, were popular
during the 1940s and 1950s. By the 1960s
and 1970s, however, PAR showed little inter-
est in publishing testimonials. Interest in
introspective articles comes and goes. The
1950s and 1980s were the decades when PAR
authors were most intent on examining pub-
lic administration as a field and their work in
the field. Most recently, this has been true of
public administration research. In the late
1980s, a number of introspective articles
appeared which were fairly critical of the
research done in public administration.

What of the other classifications devel-
oped from the public administration text-
books? Ethics is perhaps the most surprising.
Articles on ethics in public administration
received very little play during the 1980s
(3.17 percent). On the other hand, no arti-
cles on ethics in public administration were
found in the sample articles from the 1960s
or 1970s.

Administrative law was another surprise.
According to our content analysis, articles on
administrative law have never been popular
in Public Administration Review.

Finally, there are the other categories:
intergovernmental relations, implementation,
decision making, and management science
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and technology. Intergovernmental relations
received a small flurry of interest in the
1980s, but the other categories were appar-
ently dormant.

Discussion

What conclusions can be drawn from a
content analysis of PAR articles over the past
51 years? There is the relationship between the
topics covered in public administration text-
books and the articles published in PAR The
texts clearly cover much more diverse subject
matter than that covered by articles in PAR
There may be a public administration that is
covered in the classroom that differs from the
public administration presented in PAR

If public administration, as defined by the
texts, is as broad as it appears to be, what
accounts for the narrower focus of PAR?
There are a number of possibilities. One is
that research scholars in public administra-
tion have interests beyond PAR’s mainstream
focus and are turning toward more special-
ized publications as outlets for their research.
A case was made a number of years ago that
political science was a discipline of generalists
and specialists (Bingham and Vertz, 1983),
with the specialists having their own net-
works and publication outlets, which are
more important (and prestigious) to them

than publishing in a generalist publication.

If this is the case, then journals like
Evaluation Review, Policy Studies, Policy
Studies Review, Administrative Science
Quarterly, and various law reviews may be the
preferred outlets of research scholars working
outside of the more traditional areas of public
administration.

A second reason
for PAR’s apparent
narrower fOC'LlS may

If public administration, as defined by the texs, is

concern the editorial
policy and review

as broad as it appears to be, what accounts for

process. It may be
that over the years
editors, editorial
board members, and reviewers have had a
bias toward the long-standing concerns of
public administration. If this is the case, then
it is cerrainly understandable that PAR
reflects these concerns.

However, a more likely explanation lies in
PAR’saudience. As the journal of the
American Society for Public Administration,
PAR must attempt to satisfy both practition-
ers and academics. It may be that attempting
to reach a mixed practitioner/academic audi-
ence is a limiting factor, and the articles in
PAR may represent the common ground
deemed to have utility by both camps.

There is no way to examine empirically
these three possible explanations of the find-
ings reported here. However, we do have
some thoughts on the matter.

We started this article by asking the ques-
tion: What is mainstream public administra-
tion? Following the precedent in other fields,
we proceeded to answer the question by
undertaking a content analysis of public
administration’s leading journal. The analysis
showed an unequivocal and wide disparity
between the contents of the journal and the
classification scheme spelled out in introduc-
tory textbooks. This disparity appears to be
central to what we found authors find to be
coherent view of mainstream public adminis-
tration (Rescher, 1979).

the narrower focus of PAR ?

There is the matter of how to define the
term “mainstream.” On the basis of our anal-
ysis, there seem to be two primary options. If
it is assumed that PAR defines mainstream
public administration, then—as this analysis
has shown—the stream is narrower than that
of the texts. The difficulty then arises as to
how to systemarically integrate the grear deal
of additional content in the introductory
public administration texts into one’s view of
public administration. In essence, this diffi-
culty is that of specifying a set of generalized
criteria with which to distinguish mainstream
public administration from the rest of the
field. If, on the other hand, it is assumed
that the introductory texts rather than PAR
define mainstream public administration,
then the content of PAR appears to reflect
but one vision of the overall field.

Faced with these options, and given the
fact that PAR has the dual role of appealing
to academics and practitioners alike, we
believe that the latter definition is more suit-
able. The fact that the content of the articles
published in PAR must appeal to the interests
of these two groups appears to have narrowed
the range of content. It should be noted thar
this by no means implies anything about the
depth of the articles or about how dynamic
they are. In any case, we assume the latter
definition of mainstream public administra-
tion, and so include the broader content of

Table 2
Percentage of PAR Articles per Category per Decade, 1940-1991
Category 1940-49 1950-59 1960-69 1970-79 1980-91
Government and organizational behavior 18.39 15.63 25.00 28.16 25.40
Public management 17.24 25.00 17.65 30.10 19.84
Human resources 21.84 15.63 35.29 14,56 16.67
Budgeting and finance 4.60 6.25 11.76 6.80 1111
Program evaluation/planning 9.20 3.13 1.47 13.59 2.38
Introspection 4.60 8.33 294 3.88 8.73
Testimonials 6.90 12.50 2.94 0.00 1.59
Decision making 2.30 1.04 0.00 0.97 3.17
Intergovernmental relations 11.49 6.25 0.00 0.00 4.76
Ethics 1.15 2.08 0.00 0.00 317
Management science and technology 1.15 0.00 294 0.97 0.00
Public policy analysis 0.00 2.08 0.00 0.97 1.59
Implementation 230 2.08 0.00 0.00 0.00
Administrative law 1.15 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.59
Tortal percent 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Total number of articles 43.5 48 34 51.5 63
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the introductory textbooks. We thus fully
agree with Charles Goodsell: “Mainstream
public administration is not a single bastion
of thought, but rather an overlap of many
fields.”> The question is: Can, or should,
PAR articles attempt to reflect public admin-
istration as broadly as that which scholars
have defined in their textbooks or is it
enough that PAR reflects a narrower part of
the overall field?
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