Three Levels in the Theory and
Practice of Public Administration®

Fred W. Riggs

I am ‘ertainly happy to be back in Korea again. I am very grateful for the kind invitation
and intr duction that Dean Lee has given me. The topic was suggested by some comments
that I hiard during the recent EROPA conference in Kuala Lumpur so it is some recent
thinking that is reflected in this talk that T am going to give you. I would like to start out
by disci ssing the question: what is the relation between theory and practice in public admi-
nistratio 12 Of course this is a special case of the relation between theory and practice in
many fields. I think there is a very great deal of misunderstanding, although this is certainly
a very ‘amiliar topic which has been discussed, I am sure, by many people in lectures and
essays. |'eople often say that something is good in theory but not good in practice. What
exactly is meant by such a saying? You often hear it said that university scholars are living
in an.ivery tower far away from the real world of practical reality. What is the relation
between what is taught i the classroom in the university, including the GSPA and Seoul
National University, and what goes on, you might say, across the street in government
offices? learly the two are related because graduates of the school go into government
service : nd government officials come into this school to take courses, so there must be some
relation between them, or there would not be this continuous interaction between the theorists
in the 1 niversity and the practitioners in the government offices. Yet, there is this strong
feeling taat the university is living in the ivory tower of academia far removed from the
harsh rcalities of everyday administration. Another example of this view of the divorce between

theory z1d practice is found in the advice which I frequently hear to bring practitioners from
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Government 1ito the classroom to teach and that no teacher can be a good teacher of public
administration until he has had a good deal of experience in government. I am not refuting
this statemen and Dean Lee himself is a good example of the practitioner-scholar who has
both academic and practical experience. But I do think that the idea is often overworked, at
least, from 11y point of view as a scholar who has never been a government official,
although I th nk that I have had a lot of experience with people in government. I think you
have here a juestion of differrent levels of analysis. The level of analysis that is relevant
for people en raged in everyday work of administration may be different from the level which
is involved ‘1 a university's classroom. Let me just comment on these three expressions.
Let us take the first one. It is good in theory but not good in practice. I think that everyone
who engages in practice has a theory of what he is doing. If you ask him why you are doing
what you are doing he will probably give you a theory. If you say this is a realistic theory
that explains what you are doing, he will probably say, ves this is what I do everyday, it is
a realistic th ory. Now it seems to me that the problem here is not that a practitioner does
not have thery; in fact, everyone who acts, acts in relation to some theory because the word
theory has n» content; it simply means a statement about some kind of relationship between
variables anc if one tries to explain anything it tends to become a theory. The more general-
ized the stat ment, the more theoretical it is. In that sense the most theoretical theories are
the most abs ract, because they try to cover the largest number of cases. But the individual
case, the inc ividual day-to-day anecdote or experience is not a theory. But when someone tries
to generalize about what happens everyday and put that into a general rule it becomes a theory
of some kinc. So, the point that I am trying to make is that it is never a question that it is
good in thecry and not good in practice. If the theory is not good in practice then it is not
a good theo y. The point is that it is a bad theory which is bad in practice. If it is a good
theory, it is good in practice. That is the definition of a good theory, a good theory is
a theory th:t works. The point that I am trying to make is that you do not get away
from theory by saying that well, it is o.k. in theory but not in practice. If it is not good in
practice thm it is not good in theory. This, I think is the difficulty with much
academic in truction. It is not that it is too theoretical, it is simply that it is bad theoretical.
Bad theory will not give you any good practice. The fact that it does not work is because
it is bad theory, not because it is theory. If you had good theory it would be good in

practice. Now much of what is called theory, of course, prescriptive theory. That is the
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theory that tells you what to do, but it tells you what to do in a very abstract way without
specify ng the conditions under which the prescription is useful. You can think of some of
the mcst practical programs of administrative reform which were prescribed and guided in
very p actical theories. I can think of the UN Handbook which expounded some standard
and techniques in public administration. This is known as the theory. It tells you what is
the ide type of administrative behavior but it does not tell you exactly under what
conditicns you can introduce these standards and techniques that are proposed in the UN
Handbcok. In that sense I think that it is bad theory or that it is only partial theory. Not
that th: ideals in the Handbook are bad ideals but the ideals are not related to particular
situatio 1s where they are relevant. If you want good theory you have to explain not only
what y w should do but under what conditions youcan do and this is where the ecolo-
gical a>proach comes in. You will have to see my interest in the word ecology. All
that the word ecology means is to understand the relations betweén the environment and
what 1. practicable, what is possible. Much administrative reform and useful improvement
efforts fail because it does not consider the limitations of what is posssible. It is like
starting to build a house that costs $ 100,000 when you had only $25,000. You might
get the foundations laid but then you find you could not put the top up because your money
had rur out. So it would be a bad decision to launch on a program for which the resources
were indequate. The ecological theory teaches you to examine what are the conditions,
the env ronment and the ¢ulture, the political system, the economic system, and the
psycholt gical characteristics of the people who are in the social system; what are the
characte -istics of all of these environmental, non-administrative features which set limits on
what is possible. Then administrative decision-making becomes far more relevant and useful
because you can make choices and other alternatives, all of which are real alternatives. A good
theory, :ven a prescriptive theory must take-the empirical fact in the situation into account in
developiig a set of statements about what should be done. Now that is enough comment on
this clicl e on the relation between theory and practice.

Let 2 spend more of my time discussing the other one, the academic ivory tower. What
is the relation between the university and the world of administration? In asking that question
1 would like to refer to the statement that I heard in Kuala Lumpur which I would like to
elaborate on. This was an analogy drawn between the study of administration and administ-

rative re ‘orm and the problem of learning to drive a car and to improve the performance of a
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car. It was ponted out what you needed to know in order to be a good driver was quite
different from what you needed to know in order to maintain a car so that it would perform
well. T think the analogy here in administration is very easy to see. It is one thing to know
how to operat: in an office under a given set of rules and regulations and program objectives.
If you have ¢n established on-going program, let us say the Post Office, one of the best
established go ‘ernment agencies, it is the goal of the Post Office to deliver the mail speedily,
on time, without losing it. So it is fairly clear what is to be done. There is a great, strong,
selffinding enl. The public wants to mail letters and receive them. In other words, all these
conditions of he operations of the Post Office are pretty well established. Under these conditions
the job of a :pecial postmaster and a mail clerk and all the other employees of a Post Office
is fairly clear. To learn to be a good Post Office employee is not too difficult a job and large

numbers of pople can be trained to be good administrators of the postal service. But suppose

you run into difficulty. Even in the Post Office, - the modern communications revolution in a
country like tae United States, for example, is now flooding the Post Office with vast quanti-
ties of mail +hich they find th'ernselves unable to process speedily and efficiently. They are
searching ver » hard to find new methods. For example, can a machine be used to sort mail
instead of th. human hand and eyes? Can a computer be put to work in the handling and
processing of mail? This involves obviously a set of skills which are not to be found in the
average post naster and mail clerk. Yet, clearly the need for analysts to study better ways of
handling the mail does not mean that we no longer need to train people to handle the mail
in a routine way. In fact, until the machine has been introduced, the group handling the mail
will have to continue to rely on older methods of processing the mail because the mail must
really go on continuously—the mail deliveries—even during the process of transformation of
the system ¢ handling the mail from an older system to a new one.

I would li e to expand the metaphor by saying that it is not only two stages that should
be distinguis 1ed but three—three levels. I can use the automobile to illustrate the three
levels and 1 think it will help us to see the relationship of training programs and the work
of the university. The first use of a car is that of the driver which I have already mentioned.
But the secend use I think needs to be elaborated on a bit further. If you take a mechanic
who is in a garage, who repairs a car; this is a second level. At this level you can imagine
a mechanic who does not know how to drive a car. But it would not bother you if you asked

him: do yo1 know the difference between a carbuerator and a cylinder. You have to analyze
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the varous parts of the car to recognize something is not working well to fix it. That is
a skill that is very different from the skill of driving the car. But there is a third level
involvec in governing the automobile which goes beyond the skills of the mechanic. You
might bing in the car, and he would look at it and say, well, I am afraid I cannot fix
the car, what you need is a different kind of a car. With that kind of a car—you have an
old Molel T Ford—you need a modern V-8 Ford. The mechanic cannot convert the Model
T Ford into a modern V-8 engine. This job of transformation of the pattern or model of
a car ciwn only be done by design engineers who working for a company which manufa-
ctures ¢ rs.

In otl er words, at one level you are interested in driving the car, at the second level
in main aining the existing car, and at the third level in changing from one kind of a car
to anotler, inventing a new kind of a car. Here I think we will see the relation between
theory ¢nd practice. If you went to a classroom conducted for engineers who are trying
to study how to design new cars and you wanted to learn to be a car driver, you would
say, we. , that theory is completely irrelevant, it doesn’t - tell me a thing about driving a
car. In he same way, I think the field of public administration, if you are interested in
being a day-to-day administrator in an existing structure of government you need to learn
certain skills and large numbers of people must learn these skills, just as large numbers
of peopl: must learn to be drivers of cars. But, if you want to maintain the existing machinery
of goveinment and improve its operation, than you need a different type of person, for example
the O & M Specialist on reorganization, the systems design specialist. These are people who
will acer pt the existing structure of government overall. They are not much concerned about
the poli ies of the political, social, and economic system but they are concerned with improving
the wor :ings of the government by redesigning systems within the existing structure of
governnm ent, to make it work better. They are like the auto-mechanic who takes the existing
car, wh tever it is, and tries to make it work better by repairing defective parts or by re-
adjustin;: the mechanisms in that car. The third level which is like that of the engineering
design i. essentially that of the person who says yes but maybe the whole system of government
that we have needs to be overhauled. Maybe if we could change the economic system, or the
political system, or the social system in some way, or the educational system, then some far
reaching changes would be introduced in government which would improve our administrative

practices. And you might say that this is really not an appropriate subject for public admini-
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stration, it t:longs outside the field. The problem is the same as the one faced in economics.
When the e onomist begins to talk about economic development they are thinking at the
second level, the mechanic’s level. They are thinking in terms of the standard components of
the economis as seen in the western world or in the market system. Capital, labor, land, the
resource basc on which the capital and labor work. Modern economists who have lived in
economically developing countries begin to realize that there are a whole set of institutions on
which the economy rests. It is these institutions that are missing or defective in some way.
Any standar ! formula of a market model does not work. And so economic development
theorists hav: more and more begun to talk about the infrastructure. Most people now know
what the wo d infrastructure means, the non-economic components of the economy. It is those
things such as education, for example, or a highway system, the development of banking
facilities. It s the whole range of social, political, institutional structures which are necessary
for the good operation of the economic system. Then you might say, well this study of infra-
structure for economic growth requires economics. I think the economist interested in develop-
ment would have done very well to say. The economist cannot draw the line between the
economy anc the infrastucture and refute the studies of infrastructure because it is not part
of the econo ny.

1 think thr same thing holds for public administration. You cannot content yourselves with
studies of : dministrative behavior if the infrastructure of administration is what blocks
good admini: trative performance. We must, in other words, examine what are the non-
administrativ: elements which determine administrative behavior and then see whether or
not we can hange some of those elements which do not allow administrative behavior to
improve. But the analysis at this level is like the analysis for the engineering for a new auto-
mobile. Mos. people in public administration will not want to have this kind of analysis.
They will ccasider it very theoretical. Just as the mechanic who wants to repair the car will
consider engieering studies as irrelevant and too theoretical. The mechanic who wants to
repair a car vill think that the theory of repair is very important and he will be surprised on
the part of tie driver when the auto driver tells him I do not care to know how the car
works; I just want to know if I turn the ignition key, will it start.; if I press on the accelerator,
will it go anl with a few simple details, such as by turning the steering wheel, will the car
change direct ons; as soon as I have mastered these few operating principles of driving a car,

I am all set o go out on the highway. You might say: well, suppose your car breaks down and
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you are out in the middle of nowhere and there is no garage nearby. You ought to at least
know a {:w simple things so that when you pull the hood up on your car you don’t see only a
complete mystery inside. You migt have some idea of some repairs that you could make.
There is a difference in the stage of development in the automobile industry that is relevant
here. I t ink that in some ways we in the West were rather fortunate because our first ex-
perience with cars was with very primitive cars. The Model T Ford was a very primitive car
compared to a modern automobile, so primitive that the average driver of a Model could also
take the Model T apart and put it together again. It was very important in the early days
of the atto industry when there were very few garages and very few spare parts. If anything
happenec to the car you had to go over it and do something to make it work again. In other
words, tle first two levels were confused in the early stages of the automobile industry. It
was necessary that they be confused because there was not an institutionalized difference
between :he levels in the environment. Today, most car owners, including me, when they find
somethin ; wrong with their cars, are just baffled. I have no idea what to do. All I can do is to
look for he nearest garage. We are at such a stage of industrial development that usually we can
find a g:rage that is not far away. Then I turn to the experts and mechanics and I say: could
you find out what is wrong and fix the car? I am content to let them handle the problem
and not ry to handle it myself. I think that in poor countries which lack the resource base
for large numbers of garages for repair facilities and especially if they have cars from different
countries so that the standardized automobile may be French, British, Dutch, or American you
have a 1wch greater problem of maintenance and a smaller resource base on which to build
the mair lenance facilities. The challenge to the car mechanic is much greater and the problem
of a dri-er if the car breaks down is far more baffling. It has sometimes seemed to me to be
far more rational, though I am sure it is not very politic, to suggest that countries that are
beginnin; to industrialize should only have one kind of very simple car. It would make it much
simpler o keep the cars going if they all had some simple type of car until the facilities for
maintair ng more complicated cars had been introduced. It is true that you can buy the most
modern ype of complicated car from abroad even if you do not have the resources and
machine y to keep it in good repair, the spare parts and qualified mechanic. I am afraid that
analogy also applies to some of our administrative reformers.

One ¢f the papers we heard at Kuala Lumpur, Dean Lee will recall, is the study

of the ntroduction of a machinery of administration to the Philippines from the State of
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California ca led WAPCO. WAPCO means wage and position classification organization.
WAPCO w s set up almost without change, or with very little change, because it was
considered o01e of the most advanced systems of position classification in the United States
although it was a state system and not a Federal system. The California system was
introduced +/ith some changes, but not many’ changes, into the Government of the
Philippines. 3ut in many respects, and 1 would not try to discuss many of the technical
reasons why this wage and position classification scheme made it difficult for the Philippinos
to innovate in the new government agencies. The result was that some development
programs that are being launched in the Philippines, required very strong pressure to be
exerted upor the Congress to exempt the agencies from the application of WAPCO. This
WAPCO is he most advanced type of position classification scheme. You would then expect
it to support development, not to hamper it. But the Philippines experience is, and the most
sophisticated students of public administration in the Philippines agree, if you refuse to exempt
any agency rom WAPCO you could not exert it to be a pioneer, development agency. For
one thing it simply imposes a wage freeze on salaries at very strict levels in the interests of
equal pay fc: equal work across the board throughout the government in such a way that no
agency coulc compete, say, even with outside employers to get well qualified people under the
WAPCO ce ing. The result is that if you want to get good personnel you must pay more
than the WAPCO ceiling; you must therefore be exempted from WAPCO. So the most
advanced tecanology in administrative reform blocked development in the Philippines rather
than enhanc ng it. Now some kind of different type of classification scheme for public personnel
should have been developed in the Philippines but the personnel who introduced it were, I
think, traine] at the second level but not at the third level. That is, they had knowledge
how to int-oduce the new scheme, some of them had had experience in operating
such a scher e in California. So they had experience at the first level. When they tried to
move that s heme to a new country, they were operating at the second level. They did not
have, at tha: time—this was ten or fifteen years ago-—any one who had thought about the
problems of engineering design at the third level. The result was that there was no one
qualified to ay to the Philip.pine Government that these are the conditions under which a
scheme like that of California would help vou and these are the kinds of rules that you have
to invent fo a new type of personnel system which is different from the system in California.

That is the the problem of engineering design at the administrative level which requires a
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comp’ stely different kind of person.
Let ne conclude my remarks by asking what are the types of tfaining programs which are
needel for these three levels of theory related to administrative practice? The first level,
how o be a driver, how to be a day-to-day operator, is essentially the job of in-service
-traini ig. So I think that if you are training people, on-the-job, in a government career
at virious stages you can progressively train them to take higher and higher responsibilities
on ¢ day-to-day basis through the in-service training program. This can be relatively
simpl . at local levels and as much as possible can be given by various departments of govern-
ment but some in-service training can be centralized through an agency such as your COTI
(Cen ral Officials Training Institute). What about the second level? The second level trains
peopl: much less in numbers, a much more select group. They are essentially being trained to
say: 11t us accept the existing structure of government, whatever it is. But within that structure
of gcvernment, within that society, within that educational system, accepting all these envi-
ronm :ntal limits, just like a mechanic accepts a car, as is given, what can be done to improve
perfo mance? I am not going to do the day-to-day work but I am going to change the opera-
tions within that structure. This is the man that will become a very good O & M expert, a
syste'1s analyst in the goverment, or a management specialist. He will try to design a better
way >f carrying out a job in government within the existing structure. Now I think the MPA
program is excellently designed for this purpose. That is, you need a man with a good college
educ: tion, a good university degree and in addition to that some specialized training on the
theo1y of public administration, of administrative change, efficiency, and performance of the
gene alized type, not to carry any particular job but to be ready to go into the government
servi e and there to be assigned to various offices and departments to jobs in which he will
try t» change and improve the operations of existing system. The O & M is one of the most
speci tlized kinds of units of this kind of activity. The Bureau of the Budget is a very fine
center for people with this kind of training. In fact, in the American experience, the MPA’s
from Syracuse which was the first school to develop this kind of training, went very heavily
into the U.S. Bureau of the Budget. There they had a very great impact on improved
adm’aistrative performance within the U.S. Federal Government. I think that this MPA
prog -am still did not grow to the third level of theory which is the level of engineering design.
How do we understand and examine the whole structure of the society, of the political system,

the conomy and this aspect of administration.? Here it may he that the best way to improve
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administration 1 ay be completely outside the government. Changes in the school system,
changes in the v ay the market system operates, changes in the tax structure as they affect
peoples’ reaction : to government, changes in the voting system as it affects the political
structure, and ch nges in private associations which affect the pressures that are brought to bear
upon governmen for its performance. Now the best training I think for this level is at the.
Ph. D. level. Here is where the university appears to be most abstract and ivory towered. When
I say abstract ard ivory towered, not because it has useless theory, but because the theory at
this level is not ‘oncerned with day-to-day - operations, including administrative performance
within the existi: g structure of government, but it goes to a much broader range of questions
which involve th: whole structure of society and politics and their relation to government
performance.

My concluding observation then is that it is not a question of which is the most desirable
kind of theory. )bviously all is desirable. If you ask how many people should take them,
obviously large rumbers should take the first level, much smaller numbers the second
level, and even fewer the third level. The third level is very decisive in my judgement
and practical bec .use with true understanding at the third level you can begin to get control
of some of the czcisive levels of change which can change the character and structure of the
whole society anc thereby indirectly affect administrative performance. So in this sense it is
very much a par of the advanced study of public administration. Those are the three levels

in the theory anc practice of public administration.
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