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INTRODUCTION 

Three objectives have been sought in the preparation 
of the present book: (I) to attempt to see public person
nel administration as a whole; (2) to view it primarily, 
although by no means exclusively, from the standpoint 
of an operating officer immediately responsible for get
ting a certain specific task done or for rendering a specific 
governmental service; and (3) to deal with the subject 
as simply and as realistically as possible, making free use 
of illustrative cases. Each of these objectives deserves. 
some introdu~tory comment. 

PUBLIC PERSONNEL ADMINISTRATION DEFINED 

If public personnel administration is to be viewed as 
a whole it must be broadly and inclusively defined to 
include all the relationships between the government as 
an employer and its employees. For the purposes of defi
nition this broad field may be divided into three main 
branches: (I) operating personnel administration; ( 2.) . 
control personnel administration; (3) developmental 
personnel administration. 

Operating personnel administration is that part of 
personnel administration whic4 has not been separated, 
and perhaps cannot be separated from the rest of day-to
day management of an operating agency and thus re
mains in the hands of the responsible operating officers. 

Control personnel administration is that part of per
sonnel administration which has been separated out and 
centralized in a special personnel agency that exercises 
control over the regular operating officers with respect 
to these personnel matters. The United States Civil Serv
ice Commission is such an agency, controlling adrninis-

1 



4 PUBLIC PERSONNEL PROBLEMS 

trative officers with respect to initial appointments to posi
tions within the classified civil service and with respect to 
salaries in agencies that are under the Classification Act 
of 1923 as amended. 

Developmental personnel administration is that part 
of personnel administration which is educational and 
promotional in character and designed to discover better 
practices and procedures and to encourage their adoption. 
This type of work may be found anywhere in the admin
istrative structure or entirely outside it. Associations or 
unions of government employees, agencies such as the 
National Civil Service Reform League, governmental 
research agenci~s, the Civil Service Assembly of the 
United States and Canada, professional organizations 
such as the American Association of Social Workers, and 
individual university teachers and research workers may 
play an important part in it. At times legislative bodies 
such as the United States Congress may make material 
contributions in this field through their investigations 
preparatory to the adoption or amendment of personnel 
laws, as in the case of the Congressional Joint Commis
sion on Reclassification of Salaries. 

Operating personnel administration that has not been 
separated and perhaps cannot be separated from the rest 
of the day-to-day management of an operating agency 
is, in turn, divisible into two broad categories: (I) func
tionalized operating personnel administration; ( 2 ~ non
functionalized operating personnel administration. 

Functionalized operating personnel administration is 
carried on by a specialized personnel division or special
ized personnel officers within the operating unit. Such 
divisions in the national government conduct relation
ships with the Civil Service Commission, a~ply certain 
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personnel techniques such as classification of positions ac
cording to duties and responsibilities, and efficiency rating, 
maintain the necessary personnel records, deal with indi
vidual personnel cases, and often engage extensively in 
developmental personnel administration. 

Non-functionalized operating personnel administra
tion includes the day-to-day and possibly even minute
to-minute relationships between an employee and his im
mediate supervisor. The personnel duties of the imme
diate supervisor are in the main inseparable from his 
other duties. He may or may not have had any special 
training in personnel administration. This type of· per
sonnel administration is of course the oldest. Much has 
been written regarding its defects, and these defects have 
given rise to control personnel administration and to 
functionalized operating personnel administration. In 
private personnel administration the importance of this 
branch is receiving increasing attention because experience 
has demonstrated that foremen have to be educated to 
handle well those matters of personnel administration 
that are inseparably intertwined with their other duties. · 
In this connection it should be pointed out that the num
ber of positions in the control personnel field is rather 
limited; the number in the functionalized operating per
sonnel field will doubtless be materially larger but none 
the less limited. The number of supervisory positions in 
the non-functionalized operating personnel field, from 
the lowest supervisor to the highest administrator, is 
large. This part of personnel administration therefore 
deserves special consideration, especially by those who 
do not expect to become, or perhaps even desire to be
come, personnel technicians but expect to do some other 
kind of work or practice some other profession. 
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niB STANDPOINT OF niB OPERATING OFFICER 

The attempt to view public personnel administration 
primarily from the standpoint of an operating officer is 
something of a departure from the historical approach. 
Because the spoils system and rotation in office were intro
duced into the national government of the United States 
in the Jackson administration and ultimately became a 
sort of cancer of the body politic, many writers on pub
lic personnel administration have taken up the subject 
from the standpoint of the merit system and a central 
controlling personnel agency, usually called a civil serv
ice commission, as these were the devices introduced to 
eradicate the disease of the spoils system. In recent years 
techniques and procedures in the application of the merit 

· system and the administration of central controlling per
sonnel agencies have been given increasing attention. 
They .are frequently spoken of as the positive aspects of 
civil service administration, as distinguished from the 
older activities for the elimination of the spoils system, 
which are called the negative aspects. Yet in the literature 
most of the discussion of even the newer positive tech
niques and procedures is still written from the standpoint 

· of the central controlling personnel agency. 
Anyone who has himself been an operating officer in a 

federal agency which comes under the Civil Service Act 
. of 18 8 3 is keenly aware of the fact that only a relatively 

small part of the real personnel work of his office falls 
within the jurisdiction of the United States Civil Service 
Commission. The bulk of the real personnel administra
tion, which determines the efficiency of his office as a 
going concern, remains his own responsibility, and rami
fies down through the entire hierarchy of his organiza-

• I 

non. 
Under the civil service rules in effect prior to the 
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President's executive order of June 24, 1938, the United 
States Civil Service Commission came into the adminis
trator's field mainly at two points: (I) when new ap
pointments were to be made from outside the service; 
and ( 2) when his salary classifications for positions in the 
District of Columbia had to be approved by the Civil 
Service Commission under the Classification Act of 
1923/ 

'Under the old rules, when an administrative officer in the national 
civil service proposed to promote a classified employee to a position of a 
higher class, the recommendation was referred to the Civil Service Com
mission. If the position to which the employee was to be promoted lay 
within the normal line of advancement from the competitive gate through 
which the employee entered the service, the Commission customarily ap
proved the recommendation. It only exercised its control if the admin
istrative officer proposed to move the employee into another line for . 
which he had never demonstrated his qualifications before the Commis· 
sion. Then it might refuse its approval, or order a non-competitive ex
amination requiring the employee to demonstrate his qualifications. Since 
most promotions are in the normal line of advancement, the reference of 
the case to the Civil Service Commission was ordinarily routine pro
cedure, done by transmitting the necessary forms. So far as the writer's 
knowledge and experience go, it would be a mistake to include this pro
motion procedure as a major contact between the Civil Service Commis
sion and the operating officers, because it was important only when the . 
administrator proposed an unusual, or one might even say an irregular, 
transaction. So long as the administrator kept within normal lines, the 
Commission allowed him practically complete freedom. 

While the writer was in the classified civil service, dealing with 
personnel as an operating man, he had in several years only one case in 
which the Commission did not approve promotion papers as a matter of 
routine. In that case the employee had been covered into the classified 
service when the Bureau of the Census was made permanent and she was 
carried on the civil service records as a clerk. When it was proposed 
to transfer the employee to a position as special agent or field investigator 
in the Children's Bureau, the Commission very properly investigated. 
The Commission's representative was satisfied that the employee's suc
cessful experience as a field worker in social investigation had been 
demonstrated and had proved her capacity for original field investigation, 
but he felt that the capacity to organize and present the results of the 
investigations should be demonstrated by written tests. The bureau offi
cers wen: pleased rather than put out by the Commission's ruling. They 
knew that the candidate could easily pass the eminently fair but searching 
tests proposed by the Commission, and they saw that the procedure would 
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The new rules promulgated by the order of June 
24, 1938, to become effective February I, 1939, are pre
sented in Appendix A. Under these rules the control of 
the Commission will probably be somewhat extended. 

In some of the states and municipalities that have a 
general merit system law the civil service commission has 
greater power and authority, but even under the most 
far-reaching merit system statutes most of the responsi
bility for real personnel administration remains in the 
operating officers. In federal agencies which are not under 
the Civil Service Act of I 8 8 3 and in governments which 
have not adopted a general merit system, practically all 
personnel administration remains in the operating officers. 

A distinct difference in point of view often emerges in 
conversations, conferences, and committee hearings be
tween the operating officers on the one hand and the rep
resentatives of the central controlling personnel officers 
on the other. When a merit system law is first introduced 
and the problem is to stamp out the evils of the spoils 
system, civil service commissions and the champions of 
the merit system generally and properly feel that politi
cally selected appointing officers are not to be trusted; 
they are the very ones to be curbed and controlled. Thus 
may· creep into the habits of mind of the staff of the cen
tral personnel agency a distrust of all operating officers. 
After a merit system has been in effect for some years, the 
upper positions in many of the operating units may be 
occupied by career men and women who are just as inter
ested as are any representatives of the civil service com
mission in developing and maintaining high personnel 
standards. The equals of representatives of the civil serv-

help block certain requests for undesirable transfers that were being 
pressed in behalf of civil service employees with more political influence 
than ability for the work in h:1nd. 
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ice commission in ideals and objectives, these career men 
may be superior to them in knowledge of the concrete 
problems faced by the operating agencies. If these agen
cies have scientific, professional, or specialized technical 
duties, the career men in the operating agencies are gen
erally superior with respect to scientific, professional, and 
technical knowledge; familiarity with the colleges, uni
versities, and professional schools where such knowledge 
may be obtained; and familiarity with other agencies and 
p~ofessional organizations dealing with similar problems. 
They' are as a rule specialists in their particular fields, 
whereas the representatives of the central personnel agen
cies are often at best excellent general men with a spe
cialized knowledge of civil service techniques. 

Good recruiting for entrance positions in such circum
stances calls for cooperation between the career men from 
the operating departments and the representatives of the 
civil service commission skilled in the specialized tech
niques of examining. Not infrequently the fixed idea of 
the representatives of the civil service commission that. 
no operating officer is to be trusted arises to prevent that 
cooperation. Civil service commissions may go ahead by 
themselves and later present to the resp~nsible operating 
officers lists of eligibles for appointment that the operat
ing officers regard as eminently unsatisfactory fot reasons 
that they are perfectly willing to expound with some 
heat and often with no little light. Some of them may 
even go so far as to maintain that the civil service system 
as it is actually administered does them more harm than 
good, though in making such statements they may fail 
to appreciate that it was the civil service system that made 
permanency of tenure and something of a career service 
an actuality. Were it not for the civil service law, able 
scientific, technical, and professional workers might not 
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have replaced the spoilsmen in the controlling positions 
and they themselves would not be concerned with high 
standards of agency operation. 

In view of the fact that so much of the existing litera
ture on public personnel has been written mainly from the 
standpoint of the central personnel agency, that even in 
jurisdictions having a strong central personnel agency 
most of the real personnel work remains the responsi
bility of the operating officers, and that there is frequent
ly a distinct difference in point of view between repre
sentatives of the central personnel agency and the 
operating officers, the decision has been reached here to 
approach the entire subject mainly from the standpoint 
of the operating officers. That does not mean that the 
central personnel agency will be ignored, but merely 
that it will be brought in from time to time just as it 
comes into the personnel work of the operating officers. 
The main thing that· will be omitted is the history of 
the spoils system and the rise of the civil service system. 
That history is readily available in many other books. 

Another reason has prompted the approach to public 
personnel administration from the standpoint of oper
ating officers. Many colleges and universities are now 
giving courses in public administration and are training 

_for the public service. Persons who are familiar with the 
public service know that the number of positions in oper
ating agencies vastly exceeds the number in the central 
staff agencies. Hence more college graduates who enter 
the public service find themselves in operating units than 
in central staff agencies. Some complaints have been heard 
from operating officers that students from the universi
ties trained in public administration know a lot about 
the overhead controls and the staff agencies but they do 
not know much about the work in hand. Conceivably this 
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difficulty might in part be overcome if more books on 
public administration were written not about staff agencies 
and overhead controls but about work in the operating 
units. In a sense, therefore, the present book will be an 
experiment to test the practical utility of a different ap
proach. 

THE ATTEMPT TO SECURE SIMPLICITY AND REALISM 

The decision to deal with the subject as simply and as 
realistically as possible was arrived at in conferences with 
the late Arnold Bennett Hall while he was the director 
of the Institute for Government Research of the Brook
ings Institution. It was agreed that the book should be 
written more on the basis of personal observation and 
experience than on the basis of a study of the literature, 
and that it should not attempt any detailed discussion of 
personnel techniques. It should not be designed to make, 
or to attempt to make, personnel technicians but rather to 
promote better understanding of the broad problems of 
personnel in American governments. The effort has 
therefore been made not to carry discussions of tech-· 
niques and technical problems further than is necessary 
to give that general understanding. 

Since simplicity and realism were objectives an effort 
has been made to avoid academic and abstract language 
and to give preference to the more colloquial words in 
common use in government offices. In some of the illus
trations and in the cases, words actually used are repro
duced to the best of recollection, although the dictionary 
may mark them colloquial, if indeed it includes them at 
all. 

The use of illustrative cases demands some explana
tion. In actual administration, personnel matters gener
ally arise as particular cases or special problems. In fact 
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most of ~he worth-while efforts to arrive at principles of 
public administration are attempts to generalize from 
specific cases. On entering the public service those who 
have learned principles from books thus have to reverse 
the normal administrative process and attempt to apply 
the principle to the specific case or problem. Teachers of 
public administration' would be materially helped if more 
case material were readily available so that the students 
could at least see the application of the principle in a con
crete situation if not deduce the principles for themselves 
from a study of cases. Unfortunately case material is not 
readily available, as it is in the legal field; and practical 
administrators are ·often too busy to reduce cases to writ
ing. Some of the most illuminating cases are, moreover, 
so highly confidential that they are skeletons in the official 
closet and the administrator must be close-mouthed about 
them. In the present book an effort will be made, some
times in the main text but perhaps more often in the foot
notes, to supply some illustrative cases. Of necessity these 
cases will in the main be drawn from the writer's personal 
experience, because such material from other sources is 
not readily available. 

The presentation of actual cases, particularly in foot
notes, has raised a rather interesting question regarding 
form of presentation. Should the statement of the case be 

-strictly confined to the points that are germane to the 
main text to which the footnote is subordinate, or should 
the case be presented more or less as a whole, including 
material which may be fairly remote from the subject 
being discussed in the main text, although within the 
scope of the book as a whole? Despite the fact that the 
inclusion of collateral material in a case presented in a 
footnote may distract attention from the main point in 
the text, the decision has been reached to put it in, so 
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that the case is reasonably complete in itself. Actual cases 
often are not focused sharply on a single point: they 
may involve several other points. Sometime students of 
public administration may be able to study real cases and 
get from them not a single principle distilled in some 
writer's mind but an understanding of the complex of 
factors that are ordinarily involved in actual administra
tion. Then they may get the idea that they are dealing not 
so much with fixed major principles but with significant 
factors the weight of which varies in different situations. 
Something is to be said in favor of the inclusion of much 
that is irrelevant and beside the point, because in an actual 
personnel case much that is irrelevant and beside the 
point is frequently presented, and the administrator has 
to separate the wheat from the chaff. 

Since the writer's experience and contacts have been 
mainly in the national service, what he has written on the 
basis of personal observation and the cases he has pre
sented relate mainly to that service. Only on a few occa
sions has he worked in a state or a municipal government
and been close enough to it to know what was really going 
on. He has, of course, read about personnel administra
tion in those areas and discussed problems with others 
who have worked mainly in such governments. Far from 
agreeing with those who contend that the principles are 
the same regardless of the level of government, he be
lieves that very real differences explain the wide vari
ations in opinion between persons whose experience has 
been with different levels of government. In fact, experi
ence has led him away from the idea that there are prin
ciples of public administration everywhere applicable and 
toward the view that at most there are common factors in 
public administration. Although the factors may be much 
the same in the several levels of government, their weight 
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is generally different. Such factors as size, geographic dis
tribution, nature of activities, degree of specialization and 
professionalization, extent of division of labor, and the 
extent of improper political interference with adminis
tration play a vital part. Thus, because of differences in 
the weight of the several factors, the equations differ and 
necessarily the answers differ. 

The writer subscribes to the ideal that research workers 
in the field of public administration should strive for 
scientific objectivity, yet he rarely feels any confidence in 
having achieved it. In the present undertaking he has 
been acutely aware of the fact that when one writes in 
part on the basis of experience and observation, one has 
extreme difficulty in being objective. Although one may 
have had a fair amount of actual experience and a reason
ably good opportunity to observe and to discuss prob
lems with persons who have had long service, an es
sential element remains fairly constant: one's own point 
of view. The leopard cannot change his spots. One can
not escape certain personal convictions or, perhaps, preju
dices. 
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