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Challenges of (Dis) Connectedness in the “Big
Questions” Methodologies in Public Administration

The “big questions” articles previously published in Public Administration Review found a widely
divergent set of questions rather than a shared research agenda. This article applies the concept of
layers of society to analyzing the author’s starting points and developing questions that link the
organizational and institutional levels. Connecting these levels offers the potential to overcome the
limitations of problem solving on only one level. In addition, this framework explains the diversity
of research in public administration as potentially productive and connected, rather than frag-
mented and in intellectual disarray. This article offers four researchable questions that connect the
organizational and institutional levels. The proposed questions build on existing research and
address practical problems in public administration. This framework provides a typology that
expects diverse research questions and can productively connect researchers with each other and

with the complex challenges of democracy.

A series of Public Administration Review articles pro-
posed big questions of public management and public ad-
ministration. In a thoughtful approach to the value of de-
veloping shared research agendas, Robert Behn (1995)
borrowed from physics to invite debate about the big ques-
tions of public management. The subsequent exchange
(Kirlin 1996a; Neumann 1996) offered alternative perspec-
tives on disciplined inquiry. However, the invitation to de-
bate the big questions has not yet produced a shared re-
search focus like that found in physics. The PAR discussion
has yielded a total of 13 divergent big questions.

These authors’ starting points account for the divergence.
In asking the big questions, Behn begins at the organiza-
tional level, while Kirlin starts at the institutional level.
The resulting differences present at least two alternatives
for advancing the debate: One option is to slug it out, ar-
guing for primacy of institutional or organizational ques-
tions in shaping research and noting the insufficiency of
problem solving at only one level, whether organizational
or institutional. A second option is to build on the discus-
sions of Behn and Kirlin, to analyze their approaches, and
to develop questions that link divergent starting points.

Developing questions that connect these levels offers
the potential to overcome the limitations of problem solv-
ing on only one level. It is useful to build on the strengths
of both big-question methodologies and on the specific

questions developed by Behn and Kirlin. Valuing both lev-
els simultaneously rejects the primacy of organizational
or institutional research as sufficient to respond to chal-
lenges of connectedness and cooperation in public affairs.
These challenges in public administration include facilita-
tion of constitutional democracy, responsible market econo-
mies, and social self-governance. Understanding varied
levels of problems is essential to such endeavors.

Formulation of questions for inquiry need not subordi-
nate either level of research. Rather, an integrative approach
suggests the importance of extending each level of research
to explore connections between organizations and institu-
tions. For example, linkages are suggested in both Behn’s
concern for facilitating trust among elected officials and
appointed public managers and Kirlin’s concern for pro-
moting societal learning.

Questions that connect organizational and institutional
levels of analysis explore a territory that might be more
theoretical than empirical at this point. This is perhaps
analogous to physicists predicting a feature of the universe
that experimental physics has not fully captured, but which
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is suggested by theoretical and empirical work to date.

Questions linking organizations and institutions include the

following four, which are analyzed in this article:

1. What links institutions and public organizations to
facilitate cooperation needed for collective problem
solving?

2. What are the linkages between organizational and in-
stitutional levels that promote democratic self-gover-
nance and constitutionally empowered and limited
government?

3. What features of public management facilitate public
trust in public organizations and institutions?

4. What promotes institutional adaptation through orga-
nizational learning in the public sector?

Behn notes that physicists investigate big questions both
theoretically and experimentally. This suggests that the big
questions in public administration should incorporate theo-
retical and empirical findings on organizations and insti-
tutions. The need to understand organizational and institu-
tional performance in relation to each other must be
acknowledged. Theoretical and empirical research by mul-
tiple disciplines, using a variety of analytical tools at dif-
ferent levels and in different modes of inquiry, can draw
together research characteristic of public administration.
Linking varied research interests may address long-stand-
ing critiques of public administration as fragmented, irrel-
evant, and sometimes in crisis. The diverse array of re-
search in public administration places a premium on shared
research questions.

This analysis first applies the concept of layers of soci-
ety to analyze divergent starting points in the big-ques-
tions debate. The second section argues that framing the
big questions in terms of linking different levels connects
research in a way that addresses critiques of public admin-
istration research. The third section relates each of the pro-
posed big questions to contemporary research and prac-
tice challenges.

Layers of Society

In looking at organizational theory, Dwight Waldo
(1969) offers a map of human society. Waldo sees society
as layered and uses the following designations: “individu-
als, primary groups, organizations, institutions, society or
social systems” (11). As Waldo notes, this approach devel-
ops from Herbert Simon’s discussion of the unit in the con-
text of organizations: “In such a nest of Chinese blocks the
smallest multi-person units are primary groups; the largest
are institutions (e.g., ‘the economic system,” ‘the state’)
and whole societies” (1952, 1130). Simon defines organi-
zations in terms of size—that is, larger than primary groups
and smaller than institutions, with organizations necessary
because of the limits inherent in individuals (1134).
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In the map outlined by Waldo and Simon, the institu-
tional level is larger than the organizational. Institutions can
be defined informally as “the rules of the game in a soci-
ety,” or more formally as the “humanly devised constraints
that shape human interaction” (North 1990, 1). Organiza-
tions are distinct from institutions, occurring within the
context provided by institutions and taking advantage of
opportunities created by them (North 1990, 4-7).

Using this map of human society, Behn’s (1995) start-
ing point can be located at the organizational level. The
choice of public management as a field of inquiry focuses
on organizational concerns. Behn’s first question of
micromanagement asks how to remove the distrust that
inhibits organizational performance (416). His second ques-
tion relates to the improvement of organizations in terms
of individual motivation to achieve better organizational
performance and improved outcomes through different ap-
proaches to motivation (319). Behn’s third question seeks
to improve measurements of organizational performance,
attempting to assign responsibility as a means to improve
organizational achievement (321). His starting point for
each of these questions is best located on the organiza-
tional level.

This map of a layered society provides a framework for
contrasting Kirlin (1996a) with Behn (1995). The differ-
ence is not simply in the questions asked; it stems from
Kirlin’s starting the questions and criteria for evaluating
them at the institutional level. He writes: “Primary atten-
tion is focused on the important questions for public ad-
ministration in a democracy, particularly the United States™
(417). Kirlin’s criteria for evaluating the big questions of
public administration are defined in terms of democratic
polity, societal-level values, and learning, democratically
addressing the complexity of instruments of collective ac-
tion (417-9).

Kirlin’s discussion does not imply a lack of concern
for organizational function and location in some ques-
tions. However, on balance, the approach offered by
Kirlin starts with a focus on public administration’s big
questions at the institutional level. Or, to place this in
the terms suggested by North (1990), Kirlin’s questions
might be seen as writing of the “rules of the game” that
shape organizations.

Connecting the Layers

New questions are not novel or unique challenges to the
field of public administration. Abraham Lincoln referred
to the big question of democratic governance as “ The Per-
petuation of our Political Institutions” (1837). More than
150 years ago, Alexis de Tocqueville found American poli-
tics to be changing, with new remedies needed for new
disorders (135, 312). Contemporary researchers benefit as
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much from framing the questions as they do from the data
that is collected (Thompson 1999). The explanatory power
gained by shifting the conceptual lens or frame for research
questions can be seen in research on decision-making
models (Allison 1971), understanding organizational meta-
phors (Morgan 1986), management (Bolman and Deal
1991) and public-sector leadership metaphors (Terry 1997).

In science, the failure of existing explanations is con-
sidered a prelude to the search for new theory, with “new
sorts of questions” causing better understanding to emerge
(Kuhn 1970, 3). Science writer James Gleick notes that
Galileo’s advantage over the ancient Greeks in observing
and explaining the movement of a pendulum was not that
Galileo had better data, but that he had a theory with pow-
erful explanatory capability (1987, 40).

Fundamental differences about the study of public ad-
ministration are not limited to contemporary divergence
in debating the big questions. A brief survey shows a litany
of long-standing, perceived shortcomings as a noticeable
feature in discussions about the field. Some perceptions
include: lacking qualities of a science (Dahl 1947, 11);
conceptually confused (La Porte 1971); intellectually in
crisis (V. Ostrom 1974); appearing to observers as irrel-
evant (Brown 1989); fragmented (Lan and Rosenbloom
1992, 535); in an identity crisis (Riggs 1994, 470); not
asking, “intellectually interesting questions” (Wilson 1994,
667); isolated from current research in organizations and
democratic theory (March 1997, 692); retreating from the
research that initially energized the field (Radin 1999); not
respected as a discipline (Kettl 1999); and suffering “from
the idea that its representatives are not able to gather all
research and theory together in a coherent and unified body
of knowledge” (Raadschelders 1999, 284).

Recognizing the multiple layers in public administra-
tion research and practice addresses some of the field’s
perceived limitations. Ambiguity and speaking past each
other can be avoided by explicitly understanding varied
levels of analysis and the big questions that link them. Frus-
tration with limits at one level invites big questions that
“climb a ladder of abstraction” (Sartori 1970, 1041) to
extend knowledge in public administration. Furthermore,
explicit identification of the levels of analysis helps to pre-
vent stumbling into problems of misplacement of theories
(Ramos 1984, 61).

Research of Connectedness

The proposed big questions that link organizational and
institutional performance address contemporary challenges
in research and practice. Considering examples suggests
ways the questions can develop into research agendas to
link findings from a variety of disciplines. Considering
actual problems in the practice of public administration

suggests connections that advance problem solving by
public administrators.

1. What links institutions and public organizations
to facilitate cooperation needed for collective problem
solving?

A challenge for public administration as a field has been
research and practice of an inherently difficult proposition:
cooperation in a democracy. Cooperation among individu-
als, groups, and organizations fundamentally challenges
public administration each day. Some examples of the is-
sues involved are the concerns of social science with how
people get along (Wilson 1993); of elected officials seek-
ing a “willingness to treat another person of any race with
the respect you show for a brother or a sister” (Bradley
1992), and of public managers in “‘creating public value”
(Moore 1995).

At the organizational level, cooperation is important in
an institutional arrangement predicated upon “a multiplic-
ity of interests” (Madison 1789, 324). Competing inter-
ests, varied agendas, and differing goals have led to a situ-
ation in which the “search for coordination has long been
the Holy Grail of public management” (Kettl and Milward
1996, 1). Public management attempts to deal with the
multiplicity of interests from the starting point of the
“power of persuasion” (Lynn 1996). A research focus on
the linkages between public management and institutional
levels of analysis addresses Lynn’s thoughtful critique of
public management research on the need to move from
storytelling to theory building. Another set of linkages be-
tween institutions and public management is developed in
terms of understanding cooperation in designing public
organizations and raising questions of whether public agen-
cies are designed to fail (T. Moe 1990, 230). Study of the
institutional arrangements that promote cooperation sug-
gests a variety of roles for public agencies, such as facili-
tating the administrative and legal frameworks needed to
allow parties to come to agreement (E. Ostrom 1990, 134),
fact finding of resource levels (Blomquist 1992), and com-
prehensive responsibility for protection of resources
(Gibson 1999).

The frustration with the politics—administrative di-
chotomy can be understood as the public manager not sim-
ply addressing organizational-level concerns. Public-ser-
vice frustration, often under the guise of realism or
cynicism, may reflect an inability to effectuate change at
an institutional level. In reinterpreting the politics—admin-
istration dichotomy, Montjoy and Watson (1995) convine-
ingly show that city managers approach public manage-
ment by employing an organizational perspective in
avoiding particularism and an institutional perspective in
promoting accepted professional norms of action. More
recent empirical research on city managers and elected
officials demonstrates that appointed officials are not con-
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strained to only administrative matters (Svara 1998) and
elected officials’ interests extend into administration (for
example, Lee 1999). Institutional failure becomes the foun-
dation of the public manager’s organizational responsibil-
ity to lead (Behn 1998).

2. What are the linkages between organizational and
institutional levels that promote democratic self-governance
and constitutionally empowered and limited government?

Issues raised in terms of institutional path dependence
(North 1990) and the strong correlation between civicness
and perceptions of effective government (Putnam 1993)
link organizational performance to institutional features of
democratic government. Institutional aspects of governance
are implicit in the ideas of creating the value of place (Kirlin
1996b) and in the concept that public managers create pub-
lic value by managing outward and upward (Moore 1995).
Similarly, the World Bank has shifted its funding toward
projects that enhance social capital, seeking to facilitate
civil society, responsible markets (Hirschler 1996, 11), and
transparency in governmental actions as conditions of suc-
cessful governance (World Bank 1997).

The organizational focus encouraged in the choice of
big questions by Behn and Neumnann might also be seen as
disarming public administration when confronted by the
challenges or criticisms of efforts such as Vice President
Gore’s (1993) National Performance Review (NPR). The
emphasis on performance and measurement encouraged
by Behn'’s big questions appears consistent with the initial
analysis of the NPR. However, an institutional-level cri-
tique of the NPR argues there is a long intellectual tradi-
tion in public administration of protecting rights and free-
doms through the use of public law (Moe and Gilmour
1995, 135). Abandoning the institutional level leaves pub-
lic administration without “the principles [that] not only
protect the citizenry from an overbearing, arbitrary and
capricious use of government power but also permit sub-
stantial public involvement in the process of developing
rules and regulations” (143). This argument is consistent
with a perspective in public administration that looks not
only to protect the democratic process but also to enhance
equity (for example, Frederickson 1997).

In the context of the big questions, the NPR can be seen
as attempting to answer the big questions, but at a limited
level. A result of this misplacement can be found in a Gen-
eral Accounting Office (1993) report that concludes from
reviews of agencies for the past decade that the processes,
systems, and staffs have not been in place to support the
types of improvements suggested by the NPR. The nar-
row, disconnected focus on the organizational level has
ignored reductions in resources resulting from institutional-
level political choices.

An example from a local government that contrasts the
empbhasis on the organizational with the institutional level

496 Public Administration Review ® July/August 2001, Vol. 61, No. 4

is the ongoing difficulties of one of America’s poorest cit-
ies, Camden, New Jersey, characterized by The Economist
as “a bedraggled place with only 87,000 people ... [with
an] electorate so unworldly and apathetic that the city’s
controversies are barely known to them”™ (1996, 23).
Camden is described in the New Jersey state treasurer’s
report as the fifth-poorest city in the nation, with a per
capita income of $7,276 (1996, 1). Against this backdrop,
city government operates with numerous allegations of
“contract award improprieties, the disappearance of city
funds received by staff, vendor payments to political op-
eratives in exchange for government work™ (1-2).

If the big questions of public administration are ques-
tions of management and measurement, then the State of
New Jersey’s response to the plight of Camden should
work. The state’s report exclusively focuses on reforming
the city’s bureaucracy, with recommendations like verifi-
cation of receipt of items purchased, better payment docu-
mentation, and improved contracting procedures (4). How-
ever, applying the concept of linking organizations and
self-governance to institutions suggests that an organiza-
tional focus does little to improve the situation in Camden,
either from the perspective of the residents or in terms of
developing the social capital needed to sustain effective
governance.

The shortfall of organizational-level big questions in
situations such as Camden’s presents public administra-
tion with the options of either abdicating an important role
or searching for better answers by asking more pertinent
questions. Formulating the big questions of public admin-
istration should provide answers to issues raised in local,
state, national, and international arenas. Locating the big
questions strictly on the organizational or the institutional
level fails to provide insights applicable to the more press-
ing problems of public administration.

3. What features of public management facilitate pub-
lic trust in public organizations and institutions?

One feature of current research that links trust with gov-
ernment agencies and institutional design is transparency
of action. In its search for models of effective governance
for developing nations, the World Bank (1997) emphasizes
the role of transparent government actions as a means of
reducing incompetent, or other inappropriate rent-seeking
behaviors, and as a means for improving the participation
needed for more inclusive governance.

Related to an open process of government, facilitating
trust in the administration of public goods, services, and
choices is an important role for public administrators. Trust
in government is ultimately important because the absence
of trust leaves “countries unable to accomplish some vital
ends” (Nye, Zelikow, and King 1997, 280). Elected offi-
cials are increasingly distanced from governance and are
“impelled to crowd their schedules with their own
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fundraising, to run errands for (and listen to) contributors,
and to invest substantial staff time in constituency services.
Legislating necessarily comes last” (Neustadt 1997, 185).
The public’s skepticism of the political process and elected
officials’ reluctance to continue to run for congressional
office suggests that “‘failed trust runs in two directions”
(Newland 1997).

Related to trust in government agencies and institutions
is research on facilitating authentic participation in the
democratic processes (for example, King, Feltey, and Susel
1998; Frederickson 1997). Understanding the political ori-
gins of public organizations (T. Moe 1990) helps research-
ers focus on the mechanisms, incentives, structures, and
symbols that link performance on the organizational level
with the goals of political institutions. Public trust in orga-
nizations and political institutions is particularly impor-
tant as public administration faces increasing political cor-
ruption: “Corruption is not just a fact of life, it is also a
worldwide phenomenon. In recent years it has reached
unprecedented levels” (Ofosu-Amaah et al. 1999, vi).
Abundant evidence shows that corruption is not diminish-
ing (Heyword 1997, 417). Widespread corruption—with
its implications not only for ineffective democratic gover-
nance, but also for the movement toward totalitarianism—
heightens the importance of transparency and trust. This
question addresses the importance of open deliberation in
linking public management and institutions with transpar-
ency of governmental actions as an important feature.

4. What promotes institutional adaptation through or-
ganizational learning in the public sector?

Public management can be viewed as facilitating soci-
etal learning. At the most basic level, future public adminis-
trators can provide the institutional memory that can serve
as a countervailing force to the self-deception that Barbara
Tuchman describes as the “wooden-headedness ... that plays
aremarkably large role in government” (1984, 7). An ongo-
ing role in the dialogue of democratic government for pub-
lic administration can be seen as filling the challenge in
democratic government of framing the questions. The for-
mulation of the right questions and ways of understanding
the evaluation of complex policies and organizations will
constitute an important part of the future of public adminis-
tration, providing reflective systems that facilitate the op-
portunity to learn from experience (Kaufmann 1986, 24)
and a process of inquiry central to sustaining a self-directed
society (Lindblom 1990). This role does not place public
administration in the position of elites providing answers,
but as providing the institutional frameworks and organiza-
tional learning that facilitate dialogue, provide relevant re-
search, and contribute to societal learning.

Devaluation of government in the United States has
led to a need to relearn the fact that cultures and institu-
tions martter in the redesign of state systems in the emerg-

ing democracies of Central and Eastern Europe (Newland
1996, 385). Civil society is an important partner in learn-
ing. In addition, the values of democratic governance re-
quire a forum for expression that can translate into ac-
tion. In many ways, this can be seen not only as respecting
the democratic process, but also facilitating the delibera-
tive processes essential for coming to public judgment
(Yankelovich 1991).

Conclusion

Finding variety in research currently advancing the big
questions of public administration is not surprising. The
big-questions methodology in such a broad field must ex-
plicitly start with the strengths and limits of existing re-
search to frame the subsequent series of questions. Like
the proof of Fermi’s last theorem, the big questions of public
administration should link current research to solve long-
standing unknowns. Robert Behn significantly contributes
to a framework that looks for shared questions. Kirlin ad-
vances that contribution by shifting the starting point from
organizational-level concerns to institutional-level starting
points for questions. Building on their work and begin-
ning with a recognition of the complex layers of society
inherently involved in democratic governance, big ques-
tions are suggested that link organizational and institutional
research. These sorts of questions can connect research and
practice in public administration. This framework provides
a typology that expects diverse research questions, but
which can productively connect researchers with each other
and with the complex challenges of democracy.
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