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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 Assignment 2 is due in GAVIEW on THIS Sunday, Feb. 21. 

 We have a guest speaker scheduled on Wednesday, March 3. 

 The midterm exam is due in GAVIEW on Sunday, March 7 

 I do not have specific plans for Wednesday, Feb. 24 right now. 

 

THOUGHTS ABOUT THE NEWS 

 

People in the state of Texas (in particular) are struggling with the winter storm and power 

outages. Public policy is a continual tug-of-war between the past and the future. A large 

percentage of American citizens are suspicious of complex public policies, like the Affordable 

Care Act (Obamacare). In Puerto Rico, for some reason, the policy is that when restoring the 

electric power system, it can only be returned to its prior state -- not improved or upgraded. 

Democracy is good but has its limitations, in my opinion. I believe that climate change is behind 

many of our present and future problems -- including cold winters and unusual storm patterns. 

Humans have already broken out of the natural patterns of nature. There is no going back. We 

are in the game and we need (collectively) to step up our game. But that is difficult (in my 

opinion) in a democracy in which a large number of citizens oppose creative, complex and 

adaptive responses. We seem to be on the verge of dark ages of denial and conspiracy theories.  

 

PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AS A DESIGN SCIENCE AND AS A SYSTEMS SCIENCE 

 

In the early days the study of public administration (PA) tended to focus on civil engineering – 

the design of curbs and drain water systems and so forth. I believe that the field of PA should 

become more of a design science. We should be about designing the future through planning and 

public policies and in other ways. We are, perhaps, too much tied to the field of political science 

and its interests and teaching methods. 

 

When trying to design a public policy and/or its implementation, keep it simple if possible. 

Identify the leverage points. Most problems cannot be permanently fixed. But with SYSTEMS 

INSIGHT and PATIENCE, it may be possible to hold dynamic/chaotic systems within limited 

boundaries.  

 

Most people do not think in systems. We were taught facts -- not to understand dynamic patterns. 

It is much easier to teach facts than to teach others to recognize patterns.  

 

Consider a simple simulation involving grass, rabbits and wolves. 

 

http://www.shodor.org/interactivateJS/RabbitsAndWolves/RabbitsAndWolves.html 

 

http://www.shodor.org/interactivateJS/RabbitsAndWolves/RabbitsAndWolves.html


If you frame the situation in a policy perspective, in the long term what is the best you can hope 

for from the "wolf" perspective. What about from the rabbit perspective? What is the ultimate 

"crash and burn" outcome? If the grass has a perspective, what is the "hay day" scenario? 

 

"Tweeking" a single parameter while the system is running may (in time) can lead to very 

different (and even relatively stable) outcome. 

 

And also, regarding public policy, we are not necessarily trying to FREEZE a system in place. A 

stable systems is, generally, dead.  

 

SOCIAL SYSTEMS ARE NATURALLY DYNAMIC. We are trying to shape dynamic patterns 

over time and to keep systems from getting "too far out of wack."  

 

In economics, we probably cannot prevent recessions. But we want to avoid ECONOMIC 

DEPRESSIONS.  

 

Public Policy is not like swatting flies. It is more like blowing glass vessels or shaping pottery on 

a wheel. We need a systems understanding of things, patience, and the ability to anticipate the 

UNINTENDED OUTCOMES of our interventions.  

 

Just the right interventions at the right times may produce "relatively stable dynamic" patters that 

remain constrained over time. The wrong human interventions, although well-intended, may 

push the system into collapse. That is the risk humans have taken upon themselves by having 

chosen to "rise above" natural systems. With abilities come responsibilities. There are lots of 

ways to crash an ecosystem. It takes insights and CAPACITIES to create "good" systems that 

tend to SUSTAIN THEMSELVES over time. In CHAOS THEORY a stable dynamic pattern is 

called an ATTRACTOR.  

 

How does this tie to CHILD WELFARE and the FOSTER CARE SYSTEMS in the state 

governments today? 

 

Unfortunately, we will never be able to prevent all child abuse and neglect. And there will 

probably always be some dangerous neighborhoods. When you "squeeze down" on one problem, 

another problem always seems to appear elsewhere.  

 

We cannot achieve a good society and "freeze" it in place. We cannot ride a bull by making it 

stand kindly in place while we pose for a selfie.  

 

Can we EFFECTLY REDUCE the numbers of cases of abuse and neglect? That may be the best 

we can hope for. Can we REDUCE the scope of the problem of the seemingly endless cycle?  

 

We must continually try to anticipate what is coming next. 

 

There are scientific explanations for the ten plagues recorded in the Old Testament. We can see 

them with hindsight.  

 



https://www.livescience.com/58638-science-of-the-10-plagues.html 

 

But in midst of events, we must try to ANTICIPATE what is coming, and prepare. 

 

When facing a social problem, look for the MOST SIMPLE solution likely to be effective. Even 

the most simple (effectual) solution is likely to be complex and not acceptable to the more 

conservative among us. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.livescience.com/58638-science-of-the-10-plagues.html

