Preface: How Many Public Administrators Does It Take to Screw in a Light Bulb?
What special skills or expertise do public administrators possess that would make it compelling or even obligatory for elected officials to respect them and listen carefully to their opinions?  For Wilson, public administrators were supposed to excel at getting things done: they had expertise in transforming law and policy into tangible results.  Building bridges, keeping the streets clean, insuring public safety, educating children: these are objectives that elected officials may approve, but they cannot carry them out by themselves.  They require administrative capacity to transform them from words on paper to physical facts.  Here, public administrators find their calling.

Effectiveness, making something happen and achieving the objectives desired, is a main goal of public administration.  Equally important is achieving those objectives at the least possible cost: efficiency, therefore, is another main goal of public administration.  We also want administrators to achieve those objectives fairly, ethically, and with due respect for public and private rights.  We want similar cases to be treated similarly: one person who commits a robbery should receive the same punishment as another person who commits the same sort of robbery.  And we want the costs of fulfilling these objectives to fall proportionately on taxpayers: everyone should pay their fair share.
In other words, once elected officials determine what is to be done, there is a large role for administrators in carrying out those objectives.  How the public’s work is done is of great importance to how the public’s work will be interpreted and received.  Here is where the expertise of public administrators is most vital.  Their ability to manage effectively – to get things done at the lowest cost while respecting all the other values we hold for the public sphere – is their stock in trade.

So what can we do if the public sector is seen as inefficient, ineffective, and unfair?  What skills might a public administrator bring to an organization that would change this reality?  What knowledge, skills, and abilities should a manager have in order to achieve the various objectives we might have for public sector work?  And how can they be applied to the obvious, and not so obvious, problems of government?  These are the crucial questions we will address during this section of the course.  As you read Empire on the Hudson and the articles on Deming and productivity, ask yourself what skills public administrators should have, and which they lack, as they attempt to make government run more effectively.  What things stand in the way of making government more effective?  Who stands in the way?
