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Where we are: 

 

 You have your midterm examination now. 

 We will continue to follow the events in the syllabus, unless otherwise announced. 

 

Chapter 5 of the Kraft textbook: 

 

We are kind of assuming that social and other public problems can be addressed using common sense. 

 

Well, it would be good if good-will and common sense were enough. In fact, policies and 

IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES should be EVIDENCE-BASED. 

 

In other words, strategies should be based on strategies that have been tested and shown to be 

effective. 

 

The problem is that strategies must be run through the wringer of what is politically feasible. 

Interventions that could solve problems are often not politically acceptable. (That is not necessarily a 

bad thing. But it can kind of “tie the hands” of those in the agencies responsible for trying to be both 

efficient and effective.) 

 

Too often we think in terms of simple linear relationships among “variables.” In other words, “A causes 

B” and if we did X the outcome would be Y. 

 

Well, we live in complex realities. We need a SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE of things. Peter Senge’s book, The 

Fifth Discipline should be required reading in public administration (and other) courses. 

 

http://study.com/academy/lesson/the-fifth-discipline-summary-lesson-quiz.html 

 

Organizations have “learning disabilities.” They keep doing the same things because the people in them 

cannot recognize the patterns they are living within. 

 

http://www.systems-thinking.org/arch/arch.htm 

 

We do “dumb” things when we don’t have an accurate mental model of what is going on. Peter Senge 

has identified a set of archetypal patterns that people in organization fall into. We fail to learn because 

when we fail to think in systems. (Archetypal means very old and common – universal.) 

 

http://study.com/academy/lesson/the-fifth-discipline-summary-lesson-quiz.html
http://www.systems-thinking.org/arch/arch.htm


It is kind of like getting into the shower and the flow of water is very cold. The natural response is to 

turn the faucet to “hot.” The water is still cold. So we turn up “hot” more. Then suddenly the water 

comes through and it is VERY hot. If we understood the plumbing system we would understand why we 

must be patient. The hot water needs TIME to travel through the pipe from the water heater to the 

shower. Until we figure that out, we are likely to keep hurting ourselves. Until organizations understand 

the PATTERNS they are in (internally and externally with other organization) they will keep making the 

same “dumb” mistakes. It is COMPLEXITY and DELAYS that create these “traps.” And the ones that 

organizations commonly fall into are “archetypes.”   

 

So many leaders are so “clueless.” Nothing seems to work, so we wind up alternating between positions 

(centralize! – now decentralize – centralize! – now decentralize).  

 

We cannot solve problems by using 
the same kind of thinking we used 
when we created them. 
 

- Albert 
Einstein 

 

 
Source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Einstein 

 

Almost everything we do (from an organizational or policy perspective) has both intended and 

unintended consequences. Unless we THINK DEEPLY our efforts are likely to fail and to exacerbate 

existing problems.  

 

Most public problems of policy magnitude are “wicked problems” in that they are complicated and 

deeply woven into the fabric of society. 

 

https://www.wickedproblems.com/1_wicked_problems.php 

 

Drug abuse is an example. With due respect to the late Nancy Reagan, “Just Say No” is not a realistic or 

effective solution. A realistic solution must address DEMAND for drugs and not just the SUPPLY of them. 

And addressing the roots of the demand for illegal drugs is not easy. 

 

Poverty is a wicked program. With due respect to the late Lyndon Johnson, declaring “war on poverty” is 

not very helpful in terms of drafting either POLICY or guiding THE IMPLEMENTATION OF PROGRAMS 

intended to prevent and reduce poverty. I mean, the METAPHORS OF WAR just don’t fit. Military 

generals are not trained to fight poverty. 

An informed, evidence-based approach to things should guide the creation of public policies. But in the 

arena of politics, “evidence-based” takes a back seat to public opinion and the next election. 

 

https://www.wickedproblems.com/1_wicked_problems.php


An informed, evidence-based approach to things should guide the IMPLEMENTATION OF POLICIES, but 

those who design the implementation are likely to be handcuffed by specific provisions of policy. 

 

It may be better for policies to be written in the vague (“hand waving”) kinds of ways that enough 

politicians can agree to to get the law passed.  

 

Laws that lack specifics leave room for SUBSTANTIAL PROFESSIONAL DISCRETION by those in the 

agencies of government to implement. (If it were required for the elected politicians to agree on the 

specific, almost nothing would get passed and almost no programs would be successful.) 

 

If the “bureaucrats” implement policies in ways that are widely unacceptable, then people get upset and 

elected politicians can modify the law (or pass another one) that is more specific in terms of HOW to 

design the implementation.  

 

The highly specific law that prescribes the implementation in some detail may be impractical, but that is 

one of the costs of living in a democratic nation. “Politically acceptable” trumps “evidence based.” 

---- - 

Please study the “Steps to Analysis” on page 154 of the textbook. This is the proper SCIENTIFIC 

APPROACH to problem solving. 

 

 

 
 

The fact that it is often IMPOSSIBLE TO FOLLOW this approach in reality does not mean that those who 

are charged to “make it happen” should not be rational and scientific to the degree possible.  

 



It is just that politics is the “elephant in the room” and is a CONSTRAINT upon what is possible.  

 

Politics is not necessarily “bad.” It is what saves us from bullies and dictators. But it comes with a price. 

And to the degree that citizens are not well informed and do not have a SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE, politics 

is a high price. 

 

The authors of our textbook quite John Gardner on a high note – “What we have before us are some 

breath-taking opportunities disguised as insoluble problems.”  

 

Well, if analysis was the answer, such optimism might be merited. 

 

ANALYSIS MUST INCORPORATE POLITICS as a set of constraints on what is possible. I am not saying that 

politics has no value. Politics and save us from some horrific scenarios. (Depending upon the electorate, 

politics may also be the origins of some horrific scenarios.) 

 

But there is a scientific and evidence-based way to approach both the creation of policies and the design 

of programs intended to solve problems. PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION needs to become more a DESIGN 

SCIENCE. The discipline of history is about the past. The field of public administration is about the future. 

We can INTERPRET the past. We should strive to help DESIGN THE FUTURE. In this sense, I believe public 

administration is a noble cause and a mission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


