
Chapter 15

The Bureaucracy

Figure 15.1 This 1885 cartoon reflects the disappointment of office seekers who were turned away from
bureaucratic positions they believed their political commitments had earned them. It was published just as the U.S.
bureaucracy was being transformed from the spoils system to the merit system primarily in use today.
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Introduction
What does the word “bureaucracy” conjure in your mind? For many, it evokes inefficiency, corruption,
red tape, and government overreach (Figure 15.1). For others, it triggers very different images—of
professionalism, helpful and responsive service, and government management. Your experience with
bureaucrats and the administration of government probably informs your response to the term. The ability
of bureaucracy to inspire both revulsion and admiration is one of several features that make it a fascinating
object of study.

More than that, the many arms of the federal bureaucracy, often considered the fourth branch of
government, are valuable components of the federal system. Without this administrative structure, staffed
by nonelected workers who possess particular expertise to carry out their jobs, government could not
function the way citizens need it to. That does not mean, however, that bureaucracies are perfect.

What roles do professional government employees carry out? Who are they, and how and why do they
acquire their jobs? How do they run the programs of government enacted by elected leaders? Who makes
the rules of a bureaucracy? This chapter uncovers the answers to these questions and many more.
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15.1 Bureaucracy and the Evolution of Public Administration

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Define bureaucracy and bureaucrat
• Describe the evolution and growth of public administration in the United States
• Identify the reasons people undertake civil service

Throughout history, both small and large nations have elevated certain types of nonelected workers to
positions of relative power within the governmental structure. Collectively, these essential workers are
called the bureaucracy. A bureaucracy is an administrative group of nonelected officials charged with
carrying out functions connected to a series of policies and programs. In the United States, the bureaucracy
began as a very small collection of individuals. Over time, however, it grew to be a major force in
political affairs. Indeed, it grew so large that politicians in modern times have ridiculed it to great political
advantage. However, the country’s many bureaucrats or civil servants, the individuals who work in
the bureaucracy, fill necessary and even instrumental roles in every area of government: from high-level
positions in foreign affairs and intelligence collection agencies to clerks and staff in the smallest regulatory
agencies. They are hired, or sometimes appointed, for their expertise in carrying out the functions and
programs of the government.

WHAT DOES A BUREAUCRACY DO?
Modern society relies on the effective functioning of government to provide public goods, enhance quality
of life, and stimulate economic growth. The activities by which government achieves these functions
include—but are not limited to—taxation, homeland security, immigration, foreign affairs, and education.
The more society grows and the need for government services expands, the more challenging bureaucratic
management and public administration becomes. Public administration is both the implementation of
public policy in government bureaucracies and the academic study that prepares civil servants for work in
those organizations.

The classic version of a bureaucracy is hierarchical and can be described by an organizational chart that
outlines the separation of tasks and worker specialization while also establishing a clear unity of command
by assigning each employee to only one boss. Moreover, the classic bureaucracy employs a division of
labor under which work is separated into smaller tasks assigned to different people or groups. Given
this definition, bureaucracy is not unique to government but is also found in the private and nonprofit
sectors. That is, almost all organizations are bureaucratic regardless of their scope and size; although
public and private organizations differ in some important ways. For example, while private organizations
are responsible to a superior authority such as an owner, board of directors, or shareholders, federal
governmental organizations answer equally to the president, Congress, the courts, and ultimately the
public. The underlying goals of private and public organizations also differ. While private organizations
seek to survive by controlling costs, increasing market share, and realizing a profit, public organizations
find it more difficult to measure the elusive goal of operating with efficiency and effectiveness.

To learn more about the practice of public administration and opportunities to get involved in your local
community, explore the American Society for Public Administration (https://openstax.org/l/
29AmSoPbAd) website.

Link to Learning
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Bureaucracy may seem like a modern invention, but bureaucrats have served in governments for nearly
as long as governments have existed. Archaeologists and historians point to the sometimes elaborate
bureaucratic systems of the ancient world, from the Egyptian scribes who recorded inventories to the
biblical tax collectors who kept the wheels of government well greased.1 In Europe, government
bureaucracy and its study emerged before democracies did. In contrast, in the United States, a democracy
and the Constitution came first, followed by the development of national governmental organizations as
needed, and then finally the study of U.S. government bureaucracies and public administration emerged.2

In fact, the long pedigree of bureaucracy is an enduring testament to the necessity of administrative
organization. More recently, modern bureaucratic management emerged in the eighteenth century from
Scottish economist Adam Smith’s support for the efficiency of the division of labor and from Welsh
reformer Robert Owen’s belief that employees are vital instruments in the functioning of an organization.
However, it was not until the mid-1800s that the German scholar Lorenz von Stein argued for public
administration as both a theory and a practice since its knowledge is generated and evaluated through
the process of gathering evidence. For example, a public administration scholar might gather data to
see whether the timing of tax collection during a particular season might lead to higher compliance or
returns. Credited with being the father of the science of public administration, von Stein opened the path
of administrative enlightenment for other scholars in industrialized nations.

THE ORIGINS OF THE U.S. BUREAUCRACY
In the early U.S. republic, the bureaucracy was quite small. This is understandable since the American
Revolution was largely a revolt against executive power and the British imperial administrative order.
Nevertheless, while neither the word “bureaucracy” nor its synonyms appear in the text of the
Constitution, the document does establish a few broad channels through which the emerging government
could develop the necessary bureaucratic administration.

For example, Article II, Section 2, provides the president the power to appoint officers and department
heads. In the following section, the president is further empowered to see that the laws are “faithfully
executed.” More specifically, Article I, Section 8, empowers Congress to establish a post office, build roads,
regulate commerce, coin money, and regulate the value of money. Granting the president and Congress
such responsibilities appears to anticipate a bureaucracy of some size. Yet the design of the bureaucracy
is not described, and it does not occupy its own section of the Constitution as bureaucracy often does in
other countries’ governing documents; the design and form were left to be established in practice.

Under President George Washington, the bureaucracy remained small enough to accomplish only the
necessary tasks at hand.3 Washington’s tenure saw the creation of the Department of State to oversee
international issues, the Department of the Treasury to control coinage, and the Department of War to
administer the armed forces. The employees within these three departments, in addition to the growing
postal service, constituted the major portion of the federal bureaucracy for the first three decades of the
republic (Figure 15.2). Two developments, however, contributed to the growth of the bureaucracy well
beyond these humble beginnings.
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Figure 15.2 The cabinet of President George Washington (far left) consisted of only four individuals: the secretary of
war (Henry Knox, left), the secretary of the treasury (Alexander Hamilton, center), the secretary of state (Thomas
Jefferson, right), and the attorney general (Edmund Randolph, far right). The small size of this group reflected the
small size of the U.S. government in the late eighteenth century. (credit: modification of work by the Library of
Congress)

The first development was the rise of centralized party politics in the 1820s. Under President Andrew
Jackson, many thousands of party loyalists filled the ranks of the bureaucratic offices around the country.
This was the beginning of the spoils system, in which political appointments were transformed into
political patronage doled out by the president on the basis of party loyalty.4 Political patronage is the use
of state resources to reward individuals for their political support. The term “spoils” here refers to paid
positions in the U.S. government. As the saying goes, “to the victor,” in this case the incoming president,
“go the spoils.” It was assumed that government would work far more efficiently if the key federal posts
were occupied by those already supportive of the president and his policies. This system served to enforce
party loyalty by tying the livelihoods of the party faithful to the success or failure of the party. The
number of federal posts the president sought to use as appropriate rewards for supporters swelled over
the following decades.

The second development was industrialization, which in the late nineteenth century significantly
increased both the population and economic size of the United States. These changes in turn brought
about urban growth in a number of places across the East and Midwest. Railroads and telegraph lines
drew the country together and increased the potential for federal centralization. The government and its
bureaucracy were closely involved in creating concessions for and providing land to the western railways
stretching across the plains and beyond the Rocky Mountains. These changes set the groundwork for the
regulatory framework that emerged in the early twentieth century.

THE FALL OF POLITICAL PATRONAGE
Patronage had the advantage of putting political loyalty to work by making the government quite
responsive to the electorate and keeping election turnout robust because so much was at stake. However,
the spoils system also had a number of obvious disadvantages. It was a reciprocal system. Clients who
wanted positions in the civil service pledged their political loyalty to a particular patron who then
provided them with their desired positions. These arrangements directed the power and resources of
government toward perpetuating the reward system. They replaced the system that early presidents like
Thomas Jefferson had fostered, in which the country’s intellectual and economic elite rose to the highest
levels of the federal bureaucracy based on their relative merit.5 Criticism of the spoils system grew,
especially in the mid-1870s, after numerous scandals rocked the administration of President Ulysses S.
Grant (Figure 15.3).
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Figure 15.3 Caption: It was under President Ulysses S. Grant, shown in this engraving being sworn in by Chief
Justice Samuel P. Chase at his inauguration in 1873 (a), that the inefficiencies and opportunities for corruption
embedded in the spoils system reached their height. Grant was famously loyal to his supporters, a characteristic
that—combined with postwar opportunities for corruption—created scandal in his administration. This political cartoon
from 1877 (b), nearly half a century after Andrew Jackson was elected president, ridicules the spoils system that was
one of his legacies. In it he is shown riding a pig, which is walking over “fraud,” “bribery,” and “spoils” and feeding on
“plunder.” (credit a, b: modification of work by the Library of Congress)

As the negative aspects of political patronage continued to infect bureaucracy in the late nineteenth
century, calls for civil service reform grew louder. Those supporting the patronage system held that their
positions were well earned; those who condemned it argued that federal legislation was needed to ensure
jobs were awarded on the basis of merit. Eventually, after President James Garfield had been assassinated
by a disappointed office seeker (Figure 15.4), Congress responded to cries for reform with the Pendleton
Act, also called the Civil Service Reform Act of 1883. The act established the Civil Service Commission,
a centralized agency charged with ensuring that the federal government’s selection, retention, and
promotion practices were based on open, competitive examinations in a merit system.6 The passage of this
law sparked a period of social activism and political reform that continued well into the twentieth century.
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Figure 15.4 In 1881, after the election of James Garfield, a disgruntled former supporter of his, the failed lawyer
Charles J. Guiteau, shot him in the back. Guiteau (pictured in this cartoon of the time) had convinced himself he was
due an ambassadorship for his work in electing the president. The assassination awakened the nation to the need for
civil service reform. (credit: modification of work by the Library of Congress)

As an active member and leader of the Progressive movement, President Woodrow Wilson is often
considered the father of U.S. public administration. Born in Virginia and educated in history and political
science at Johns Hopkins University, Wilson became a respected intellectual in his fields with an interest
in public service and a profound sense of moralism. He was named president of Princeton University,
became president of the American Political Science Association, was elected governor of New Jersey, and
finally was elected the twenty-eighth president of the United States in 1912.

It was through his educational training and vocational experiences that Wilson began to identify the need
for a public administration discipline. He felt it was getting harder to run a constitutional government
than to actually frame one. His stance was that “It is the object of administrative study to discover, first,
what government can properly and successfully do, and, secondly, how it can do these proper things with
the utmost efficiency. . .”7 Wilson declared that while politics does set tasks for administration, public
administration should be built on a science of management, and political science should be concerned with
the way governments are administered. Therefore, administrative activities should be devoid of political
manipulations.8

Wilson advocated separating politics from administration by three key means: making comparative
analyses of public and private organizations, improving efficiency with business-like practices, and
increasing effectiveness through management and training. Wilson’s point was that while politics should
be kept separate from administration, administration should not be insensitive to public opinion. Rather,
the bureaucracy should act with a sense of vigor to understand and appreciate public opinion. Still, Wilson
acknowledged that the separation of politics from administration was an ideal and not necessarily an
achievable reality.

THE BUREAUCRACY COMES OF AGE
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a time of great bureaucratic growth in the United
States: The Interstate Commerce Commission was established in 1887, the Federal Reserve Board in 1913,
the Federal Trade Commission in 1914, and the Federal Power Commission in 1920.

With the onset of the Great Depression in 1929, the United States faced record levels of unemployment and
the associated fall into poverty, food shortages, and general desperation. When the Republican president
and Congress were not seen as moving aggressively enough to fix the situation, the Democrats won the
1932 election in overwhelming fashion. President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the U.S. Congress rapidly
reorganized the government’s problem-solving efforts into a series of programs designed to revive the
economy, stimulate economic development, and generate employment opportunities. In the 1930s, the
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federal bureaucracy grew with the addition of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation to protect
and regulate U.S. banking, the National Labor Relations Board to regulate the way companies could
treat their workers, the Securities and Exchange Commission to regulate the stock market, and the Civil
Aeronautics Board to regulate air travel. Additional programs and institutions emerged with the Social
Security Administration in 1935 and then, during World War II, various wartime boards and agencies. By
1940, approximately 700,000 U.S. workers were employed in the federal bureaucracy.9

Under President Lyndon B. Johnson in the 1960s, that number reached 2.2 million, and the federal budget
increased to $332 billion.10 This growth came as a result of what Johnson called his Great Society program,
intended to use the power of government to relieve suffering and accomplish social good. The Economic
Opportunity Act of 1964 was designed to help end poverty by creating a Job Corps and a Neighborhood
Youth Corps. Volunteers in Service to America was a type of domestic Peace Corps intended to relieve the
effects of poverty. Johnson also directed more funding to public education, created Medicare as a national
insurance program for the elderly, and raised standards for consumer products.

All of these new programs required bureaucrats to run them, and the national bureaucracy naturally
ballooned. Its size became a rallying cry for conservatives, who eventually elected Ronald Reagan
president for the express purpose of reducing the bureaucracy. While Reagan was able to work with
Congress to reduce some aspects of the federal bureaucracy, he contributed to its expansion in other ways,
particularly in his efforts to fight the Cold War.11 For example, Reagan and Congress increased the defense
budget dramatically over the course of the 1980s.12
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“The Nine Most Terrifying Words in the English Language”

The two periods of increased bureaucratic growth in the United States, the 1930s and the 1960s, accomplished
far more than expanding the size of government. They transformed politics in ways that continue to shape
political debate today. While the bureaucracies created in these two periods served important purposes, many
at that time and even now argue that the expansion came with unacceptable costs, particularly economic costs.
The common argument that bureaucratic regulation smothers capitalist innovation was especially powerful in
the Cold War environment of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s. But as long as voters felt they were benefiting from the
bureaucratic expansion, as they typically did, the political winds supported continued growth.

In the 1970s, however, Germany and Japan were thriving economies in positions to compete with U.S. industry.
This competition, combined with technological advances and the beginnings of computerization, began to eat
away at American prosperity. Factories began to close, wages began to stagnate, inflation climbed, and the
future seemed a little less bright. In this environment, tax-paying workers were less likely to support generous
welfare programs designed to end poverty. They felt these bureaucratic programs were adding to their misery
in order to support unknown others.

In his first and unsuccessful presidential bid in 1976, Ronald Reagan, a skilled politician and governor
of California, stoked working-class anxieties by directing voters’ discontent at the bureaucratic dragon he
proposed to slay. When he ran again four years later, his criticism of bureaucratic waste in Washington carried
him to a landslide victory. While it is debatable whether Reagan actually reduced the size of government, he
continued to wield rhetoric about bureaucratic waste to great political advantage. Even as late as 1986, he
continued to rail against the Washington bureaucracy (Figure 15.5), once declaring famously that “the nine
most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.”

Figure 15.5 As seen in this 1976 photograph, President Ronald Reagan frequently and intentionally dressed
in casual clothing to symbolize his distance from the government machinery he loved to criticize. (credit:
Ronald Reagan Library)

Why might people be more sympathetic to bureaucratic growth during periods of prosperity? In what way
do modern politicians continue to stir up popular animosity against bureaucracy to political advantage? Is it
effective? Why or why not?

Milestone
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15.2 Toward a Merit-Based Civil Service

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain how the creation of the Civil Service Commission transformed the spoils system of the

nineteenth century into a merit-based system of civil service
• Understand how carefully regulated hiring and pay practices helps to maintain a merit-based civil

service

While the federal bureaucracy grew by leaps and bounds during the twentieth century, it also underwent
a very different evolution. Beginning with the Pendleton Act in the 1880s, the bureaucracy shifted away
from the spoils system toward a merit system. The distinction between these two forms of bureaucracy is
crucial. The evolution toward a civil service in the United States had important functional consequences.
Today the United States has a civil service that carefully regulates hiring practices and pay to create an
environment in which, it is hoped, the best people to fulfill each civil service responsibility are the same
people hired to fill those positions.

THE CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSION
The Pendleton Act of 1883 was not merely an important piece of reform legislation; it also established
the foundations for the merit-based system that emerged in the decades that followed. It accomplished
this through a number of important changes, although three elements stand out as especially significant.
First, the law attempted to reduce the impact of politics on the civil service sector by making it illegal
to fire or otherwise punish government workers for strictly political reasons. Second, the law raised the
qualifications for employment in civil service positions by requiring applicants to pass exams designed to
test their competence in a number of important skill and knowledge areas. Third, it allowed for the creation
of the United States Civil Service Commission (CSC), which was charged with enforcing the elements of
the law.13

The CSC, as created by the Pendleton Act, was to be made up of three commissioners, only two of whom
could be from the same political party. These commissioners were given the responsibility of developing
and applying the competitive examinations for civil service positions, ensuring that the civil service
appointments were apportioned among the several states based on population, and seeing to it that no
person in the public service is obligated to contribute to any political cause. The CSC was also charged
with ensuring that all civil servants wait for a probationary period before being appointed and that no
appointee uses his or her official authority to affect political changes either through coercion or influence.
Both Congress and the president oversaw the CSC by requiring the commission to supply an annual report
on its activities first to the president and then to Congress.

In 1883, civil servants under the control of the commission amounted to about 10 percent of the entire
government workforce. However, over the next few decades, this percentage increased dramatically.
The effects on the government itself of both the law and the increase in the size of the civil service
were huge. Presidents and representatives were no longer spending their days doling out or terminating
appointments. Consequently, the many members of the civil service could no longer count on their
political patrons for job security. Of course, job security was never guaranteed before the Pendleton Act
because all positions were subject to the rise and fall of political parties. However, with civil service
appointments no longer tied to partisan success, bureaucrats began to look to each other in order to create
the job security the previous system had lacked. One of the most important ways they did this was by
creating civil service organizations such as the National Association of All Civil Service Employees, formed
in 1896. This organization worked to further civil service reform, especially in the area most important to
civil service professionals: ensuring greater job security and maintaining the distance between themselves
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and the political parties that once controlled them.14

Over the next few decades, civil servants gravitated to labor unions in much the same way that employees
in the private sector did. Through the power of their collective voices amplified by their union
representatives, they were able to achieve political influence. The growth of federal labor unions
accelerated after the Lloyd–La Follette Act of 1912, which removed many of the penalties civil servants
faced when joining a union. As the size of the federal government and its bureaucracy grew following
the Great Depression and the Roosevelt reforms, many became increasingly concerned that the Pendleton
Act prohibitions on political activities by civil servants were no longer strong enough. As a result of these
mounting concerns, Congress passed the Hatch Act of 1939—or the Political Activities Act. The main
provision of this legislation prohibits bureaucrats from actively engaging in political campaigns and from
using their federal authority via bureaucratic rank to influence the outcomes of nominations and elections.

Despite the efforts throughout the 1930s to build stronger walls of separation between the civil service
bureaucrats and the political system that surrounds them, many citizens continued to grow skeptical of the
growing bureaucracy. These concerns reached a high point in the late 1970s as the Vietnam War and the
Watergate scandal prompted the public to a fever pitch of skepticism about government itself. Congress
and the president responded with the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978, which abolished the Civil Service
Commission. In its place, the law created two new federal agencies: the Office of Personnel Management
(OPM) and the Merit Systems Protection Board (MSPB). The OPM has responsibility for recruiting,
interviewing, and testing potential government employees in order to choose those who should be hired.
The MSPB is responsible for investigating charges of agency wrongdoing and hearing appeals when
corrective actions are ordered. Together these new federal agencies were intended to correct perceived and
real problems with the merit system, protect employees from managerial abuse, and generally make the
bureaucracy more efficient.15

MERIT-BASED SELECTION
The general trend from the 1880s to today has been toward a civil service system that is increasingly based
on merit (Figure 15.6). In this system, the large majority of jobs in individual bureaucracies are tied to
the needs of the organization rather than to the political needs of the party bosses or political leaders.
This purpose is reflected in the way civil service positions are advertised. A general civil service position
announcement will describe the government agency or office seeking an employee, an explanation of what
the agency or office does, an explanation of what the position requires, and a list of the knowledge, skills,
and abilities, commonly referred to as KSAs, deemed especially important for fulfilling the role. A budget
analyst position, for example, would include KSAs such as experience with automated financial systems,
knowledge of budgetary regulations and policies, the ability to communicate orally, and demonstrated
skills in budget administration, planning, and formulation. The merit system requires that a person be
evaluated based on his or her ability to demonstrate KSAs that match those described or better. The
individual who is hired should have better KSAs than the other applicants.
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Figure 15.6 Historically, African Americans have gravitated to the civil service in large numbers, although it was only
in 2009 that an African American, Eric Holder (pictured here), rose to the position of U.S. attorney general. In 2014,
African Americans represented 18 percent of the civil service, a number disproportionately larger than their share of
the population, (about 13 percent). While there are many reasons for this, a prominent one is that the merit-based
nature of the civil service offered African Americans far more opportunities for advancement than the private sector,
where racial discrimination played a large role.

Many years ago, the merit system would have required all applicants to also test well on a civil service
exam, as was stipulated by the Pendleton Act. This mandatory testing has since been abandoned, and
now approximately eighty-five percent of all federal government jobs are filled through an examination
of the applicant’s education, background, knowledge, skills, and abilities.16 That would suggest that some
20 percent are filled through appointment and patronage. Among the first group, those hired based on
merit, a small percentage still require that applicants take one of the several civil service exams. These are
sometimes positions that require applicants to demonstrate broad critical thinking skills, such as foreign
service jobs. More often these exams are required for positions demanding specific or technical knowledge,
such as customs officials, air traffic controllers, and federal law enforcement officers. Additionally, new
online tests are increasingly being used to screen the ever-growing pool of applicants.17

Civil service exams currently test for skills applicable to clerical workers, postal service workers, military
personnel, health and social workers, and accounting and engineering employees among others.
Applicants with the highest scores on these tests are most likely to be hired for the desired position. Like all
organizations, bureaucracies must make thoughtful investments in human capital. And even after hiring
people, they must continue to train and develop them to reap the investment they make during the hiring
process.
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A Career in Government: Competitive Service, Excepted Service, Senior Executive Service

One of the significant advantages of the enormous modern U.S. bureaucracy is that many citizens find
employment there to be an important source of income and meaning in their lives. Job opportunities exist in a
number of different fields, from foreign service with the State Department to information and record clerking at
all levels. Each position requires specific background, education, experience, and skills.

There are three general categories of work in the federal government: competitive service, excepted service,
and senior executive service. Competitive service positions are closely regulated by Congress through the
Office of Personnel Management to ensure they are filled in a fair way and the best applicant gets the job
(Figure 15.7). Qualifications for these jobs include work history, education, and grades on civil service exams.
Federal jobs in the excepted service category are exempt from these hiring restrictions. Either these jobs
require a far more rigorous hiring process, such as is the case at the Central Intelligence Agency, or they call
for very specific skills, such as in the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Excepted service jobs allow employers
to set their own pay rates and requirements. Finally, senior executive service positions are filled by men and
women who are able to demonstrate their experience in executive positions. These are leadership positions,
and applicants must demonstrate certain executive core qualifications (ECQs). These qualifications are leading
change, being results-driven, demonstrating business acumen, and building better coalitions.

Figure 15.7 The U.S. Office of Personnel Management regulates hiring practices in the U.S. Civil Service.

What might be the practical consequences of having these different job categories? Can you think of some
specific positions you are familiar with and the categories they might be in?

Where once federal jobs would have been posted in post offices and newspapers, they are now posted
online. The most common place aspiring civil servants look for jobs is on USAjobs.gov, a web-based
platform offered by the Office of Personnel Management for agencies to find the right employees. Visit
their website to see the types of jobs (https://openstax.org/l/29USAjbgov) currently available in the
U.S. bureaucracy.

Civil servants receive pay based on the U.S. Federal General Schedule. A pay schedule is a chart that

Get Connected!
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shows salary ranges for different levels (grades) of positions vertically and for different ranks (steps) of
seniority horizontally. The Pendleton Act of 1883 allowed for this type of pay schedule, but the modern
version of the schedule emerged in the 1940s and was refined in the 1990s. The modern General Schedule
includes fifteen grades, each with ten steps (Figure 15.8). The grades reflect the different required
competencies, education standards, skills, and experiences for the various civil service positions. Grades
GS-1 and GS-2 require very little education, experience, and skills and pay little. Grades GS-3 through
GS-7 and GS-8 through GS-12 require ascending levels of education and pay increasingly more. Grades
GS-13 through GS-15 require specific, specialized experience and education, and these job levels pay the
most. When hired into a position at a specific grade, employees are typically paid at the first step of that
grade, the lowest allowable pay. Over time, assuming they receive satisfactory assessment ratings, they
will progress through the various levels. Many careers allow for the civil servants to ascend through the
grades of the specific career as well.18

Figure 15.8 The modern General Schedule is the predominant pay scale within the United States civil service and
includes fifteen grades, each with ten steps. Each higher grade typically requires a higher level of education: GS-1
has no qualifying amount, GS-2 requires a high school diploma or equivalent, GS-5 requires four years of education
beyond high school or a bachelor’s degree, GS-9 requires a master’s or equivalent graduate degree, and so on. At
GS-13 and above, appropriate specialized experience is required for all positions.

The intention behind these hiring practices and structured pay systems is to create an environment
in which those most likely to succeed are in fact those who are ultimately appointed. The systems
almost naturally result in organizations composed of experts who dedicate their lives to their work
and their agency. Equally important, however, are the drawbacks. The primary one is that permanent
employees can become too independent of the elected leaders. While a degree of separation is intentional
and desired, too much can result in bureaucracies that are insufficiently responsive to political change.
Another downside is that the accepted expertise of individual bureaucrats can sometimes hide their
own chauvinistic impulses. The merit system encouraged bureaucrats to turn to each other and their
bureaucracies for support and stability. Severing the political ties common in the spoils system creates the
potential for bureaucrats to steer actions toward their own preferences even if these contradict the designs
of elected leaders.

Chapter 15 | The Bureaucracy 569



15.3 Understanding Bureaucracies and their Types

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain the three different models sociologists and others use to understand bureaucracies
• Identify the different types of federal bureaucracies and their functional differences

Turning a spoils system bureaucracy into a merit-based civil service, while desirable, comes with a number
of different consequences. The patronage system tied the livelihoods of civil service workers to their party
loyalty and discipline. Severing these ties, as has occurred in the United States over the last century and
a half, has transformed the way bureaucracies operate. Without the patronage network, bureaucracies
form their own motivations. These motivations, sociologists have discovered, are designed to benefit and
perpetuate the bureaucracies themselves.

MODELS OF BUREAUCRACY
Bureaucracies are complex institutions designed to accomplish specific tasks. This complexity, and the fact
that they are organizations composed of human beings, can make it challenging for us to understand how
bureaucracies work. Sociologists, however, have developed a number of models for understanding the
process. Each model highlights specific traits that help explain the organizational behavior of governing
bodies and associated functions.

The Weberian Model
The classic model of bureaucracy is typically called the ideal Weberian model, and it was developed
by Max Weber, an early German sociologist. Weber argued that the increasing complexity of life would
simultaneously increase the demands of citizens for government services. Therefore, the ideal type of
bureaucracy, the Weberian model, was one in which agencies are apolitical, hierarchically organized,
and governed by formal procedures. Furthermore, specialized bureaucrats would be better able to solve
problems through logical reasoning. Such efforts would eliminate entrenched patronage, stop problematic
decision-making by those in charge, provide a system for managing and performing repetitive tasks that
required little or no discretion, impose order and efficiency, create a clear understanding of the service
provided, reduce arbitrariness, ensure accountability, and limit discretion.19

The Acquisitive Model
For Weber, as his ideal type suggests, the bureaucracy was not only necessary but also a positive human
development. Later sociologists have not always looked so favorably upon bureaucracies, and they have
developed alternate models to explain how and why bureaucracies function. One such model is called
the acquisitive model of bureaucracy. The acquisitive model proposes that bureaucracies are naturally
competitive and power-hungry. This means bureaucrats, especially at the highest levels, recognize that
limited resources are available to feed bureaucracies, so they will work to enhance the status of their own
bureaucracy to the detriment of others.

This effort can sometimes take the form of merely emphasizing to Congress the value of their bureaucratic
task, but it also means the bureaucracy will attempt to maximize its budget by depleting all its allotted
resources each year. This ploy makes it more difficult for legislators to cut the bureaucracy’s future budget,
a strategy that succeeds at the expense of thrift. In this way, the bureaucracy will eventually grow far
beyond what is necessary and create bureaucratic waste that would otherwise be spent more efficiently
among the other bureaucracies.
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The Monopolistic Model
Other theorists have come to the conclusion that the extent to which bureaucracies compete for scarce
resources is not what provides the greatest insight into how a bureaucracy functions. Rather, it is the
absence of competition. The model that emerged from this observation is the monopolistic model.

Proponents of the monopolistic model recognize the similarities between a bureaucracy like the Internal
Revenue Service (IRS) and a private monopoly like a regional power company or internet service provider
that has no competitors. Such organizations are frequently criticized for waste, poor service, and a low
level of client responsiveness. Consider, for example, the Bureau of Consular Affairs (BCA), the federal
bureaucracy charged with issuing passports to citizens. There is no other organization from which a U.S.
citizen can legitimately request and receive a passport, a process that normally takes several weeks. Thus
there is no reason for the BCA to become more efficient or more responsive or to issue passports any faster.

There are rare bureaucratic exceptions that typically compete for presidential favor, most notably
organizations such as the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, and the intelligence
agencies in the Department of Defense. Apart from these, bureaucracies have little reason to become
more efficient or responsive, nor are they often penalized for chronic inefficiency or ineffectiveness.
Therefore, there is little reason for them to adopt cost-saving or performance measurement systems. While
some economists argue that the problems of government could be easily solved if certain functions are
privatized to reduce this prevailing incompetence, bureaucrats are not as easily swayed.

TYPES OF BUREAUCRATIC ORGANIZATIONS
A bureaucracy is a particular government unit established to accomplish a specific set of goals and
objectives as authorized by a legislative body. In the United States, the federal bureaucracy enjoys a great
degree of autonomy compared to those of other countries. This is in part due to the sheer size of the federal
budget, approximately $3.5 trillion as of 2015.20 And because many of its agencies do not have clearly
defined lines of authority—roles and responsibilities established by means of a chain of command—they
also are able to operate with a high degree of autonomy. However, many agency actions are subject to
judicial review. In Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United States (1935), the Supreme Court found that agency
authority seemed limitless.21 Yet, not all bureaucracies are alike. In the U.S. government, there are four
general types: cabinet departments, independent executive agencies, regulatory agencies, and government
corporations.

Cabinet Departments
There are currently fifteen cabinet departments in the federal government. Cabinet departments are major
executive offices that are directly accountable to the president. They include the Departments of State,
Defense, Education, Treasury, and several others. Occasionally, a department will be eliminated when
government officials decide its tasks no longer need direct presidential and congressional oversight, such
as happened to the Post Office Department in 1970.

Each cabinet department has a head called a secretary, appointed by the president and confirmed by the
Senate. These secretaries report directly to the president, and they oversee a huge network of offices and
agencies that make up the department. They also work in different capacities to achieve each department’s
mission-oriented functions. Within these large bureaucratic networks are a number of undersecretaries,
assistant secretaries, deputy secretaries, and many others. The Department of Justice is the one department
that is structured somewhat differently. Rather than a secretary and undersecretaries, it has an attorney
general, an associate attorney general, and a host of different bureau and division heads (Table 15.1).

Chapter 15 | The Bureaucracy 571



Members of the Cabinet

Department Year
Created

Secretary as
of January
2019

Purpose

State 1789 Mike Pompeo Oversees matters related to foreign policy and international
issues relevant to the country

Treasury 1789 Steven
Mnuchin

Oversees the printing of U.S. currency, collects taxes, and
manages government debt

Justice 1870

Matthew
Whitaker
(acting
attorney
general)

Oversees the enforcement of U.S. laws, matters related to
public safety, and crime prevention

Interior 1849
David
Bernhardt
(acting)

Oversees the conservation and management of U.S. lands,
water, wildlife, and energy resources

Agriculture 1862 Sonny Perdue Oversees the U.S. farming industry, provides agricultural
subsidies, and conducts food inspections

Commerce 1903 Wilbur Ross Oversees the promotion of economic growth, job creation, and
the issuing of patents

Labor 1913 Alex Acosta Oversees issues related to wages, unemployment insurance,
and occupational safety

Defense 1947
Patrick M.
Shanahan
(acting)

Oversees the many elements of the U.S. armed forces,
including the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force

Health and
Human
Services

1953 Alex Azar
Oversees the promotion of public health by providing
essential human services and enforcing food and drug laws

Housing and
Urban
Development

1965 Ben Carson
Oversees matters related to U.S. housing needs, works to
increase homeownership, and increases access to affordable
housing

Transportation 1966 Elaine Chao Oversees the country’s many networks of national
transportation

Energy 1977 Rick Perry Oversees matters related to the country’s energy needs,
including energy security and technological innovation

Education 1980 Betsy DeVos Oversees public education, education policy, and relevant
education research

Veterans
Affairs 1989 Robert Wilkie Oversees the services provided to U.S. veterans, including

health care services and benefits programs

Homeland
Security 2002 Kirstjen

Nielsen
Oversees agencies charged with protecting the territory of the
United States from natural and human threats

Table 15.1 This table outlines all the current cabinet departments, along with the year they were created,
their current top administrator, and other special details related to their purpose and functions.

Individual cabinet departments are composed of numerous levels of bureaucracy. These levels descend
from the department head in a mostly hierarchical pattern and consist of essential staff, smaller offices,
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and bureaus. Their tiered, hierarchical structure allows large bureaucracies to address many different
issues by deploying dedicated and specialized officers. For example, below the secretary of state are
a number of undersecretaries. These include undersecretaries for political affairs, for management, for
economic growth, energy, and the environment, and many others. Each controls a number of bureaus
and offices. Each bureau and office in turn oversees a more focused aspect of the undersecretary’s field
of specialization (Figure 15.9). For example, below the undersecretary for public diplomacy and public
affairs are three bureaus: educational and cultural affairs, public affairs, and international information
programs. Frequently, these bureaus have even more specialized departments under them. Under the
bureau of educational and cultural affairs are the spokesperson for the Department of State and his or her
staff, the Office of the Historian, and the United States Diplomacy Center.22

Figure 15.9 The multiple levels of the Department of State each work in a focused capacity to help the entire
department fulfill its larger goals. (credit: modification of work by the U. S. Department of State)

Created in 1939 by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to help manage the growing responsibilities of the
White House, the Executive Office of the President (https://openstax.org/l/29ExOfPres) still works
today to “provide the President with the support that he or she needs to govern effectively.”

Link to Learning
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Independent Executive Agencies and Regulatory Agencies
Like cabinet departments, independent executive agencies report directly to the president, with heads
appointed by the president. Unlike the larger cabinet departments, however, independent agencies are
assigned far more focused tasks. These agencies are considered independent because they are not subject
to the regulatory authority of any specific department. They perform vital functions and are a major part
of the bureaucratic landscape of the United States. Some prominent independent agencies are the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), which collects and manages intelligence vital to national interests, the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), charged with developing technological innovation for the
purposes of space exploration (Figure 15.10), and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), which
enforces laws aimed at protecting environmental sustainability.

Figure 15.10 While the category “independent executive agency” may seem very ordinary, the actions of some of
these agencies, like NASA, are anything but. (credit: NASA)

An important subset of the independent agency category is the regulatory agency. Regulatory agencies
emerged in the late nineteenth century as a product of the progressive push to control the benefits and
costs of industrialization. The first regulatory agency was the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC),
charged with regulating that most identifiable and prominent symbol of nineteenth-century industrialism,
the railroad. Other regulatory agencies, such as the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, which
regulates U.S. financial markets and the Federal Communications Commission, which regulates radio
and television, have largely been created in the image of the ICC. These independent regulatory agencies
cannot be influenced as readily by partisan politics as typical agencies and can therefore develop a good
deal of power and authority. The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) illustrates well the potential
power of such agencies. The SEC’s mission has expanded significantly in the digital era beyond mere
regulation of stock floor trading.

Government Corporations
Agencies formed by the federal government to administer a quasi-business enterprise are called
government corporations. They exist because the services they provide are partly subject to market forces
and tend to generate enough profit to be self-sustaining, but they also fulfill a vital service the government
has an interest in maintaining. Unlike a private corporation, a government corporation does not have
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stockholders. Instead, it has a board of directors and managers. This distinction is important because
whereas a private corporation’s profits are distributed as dividends, a government corporation’s profits
are dedicated to perpetuating the enterprise. Unlike private businesses, which pay taxes to the federal
government on their profits, government corporations are exempt from taxes.

The most widely used government corporation is the U.S. Postal Service. Once a cabinet department, it
was transformed into a government corporation in the early 1970s. Another widely used government
corporation is the National Railroad Passenger Corporation, which uses the trade name Amtrak (Figure
15.11). Amtrak was the government’s response to the decline in passenger rail travel in the 1950s and
1960s as the automobile came to dominate. Recognizing the need to maintain a passenger rail service
despite dwindling profits, the government consolidated the remaining lines and created Amtrak.23

Figure 15.11 Had the U.S. government not created Amtrak in the 1970s, passenger rail service might have ceased
to exist in the United States. (credit: the Library of Congress)

THE FACE OF DEMOCRACY
Those who work for the public bureaucracy are nearly always citizens, much like those they serve. As
such they typically seek similar long-term goals from their employment, namely to be able to pay their
bills and save for retirement. However, unlike those who seek employment in the private sector, public
bureaucrats tend to have an additional motivator, the desire to accomplish something worthwhile on
behalf of their country. In general, individuals attracted to public service display higher levels of public
service motivation (PSM). This is a desire most people possess in varying degrees that drives us to seek
fulfillment through doing good and contributing in an altruistic manner.24
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Dogs and Fireplugs

In Caught between the Dog and the Fireplug, or How to Survive Public Service (2001), author Kenneth
Ashworth provides practical advice for individuals pursuing a career in civil service.25 Through a series of
letters, Ashworth shares his personal experience and professional expertise on a variety of issues with a
relative named Kim who is about to embark upon an occupation in the public sector. By discussing what life
is like in the civil service, Ashworth provides an “in the trenches” vantage point on public affairs. He goes
on to discuss hot topics centering on bureaucratic behaviors, such as (1) having sound etiquette, ethics, and
risk aversion when working with press, politicians, and unpleasant people; (2) being a subordinate while also
delegating; (3) managing relationships, pressures, and influence; (4) becoming a functional leader; and (5)
taking a multidimensional approach to addressing or solving complex problems.

Ashworth says that politicians and civil servants differ in their missions, needs, and motivations, which will
eventually reveal differences in their respective characters and, consequently, present a variety of challenges.
He maintains that a good civil servant must realize he or she will need to be in the thick of things to provide
preeminent service without actually being seen as merely a bureaucrat. Put differently, a bureaucrat walks a
fine line between standing up for elected officials and their respective policies—the dog—and at the same time
acting in the best interest of the public—the fireplug.

In what ways is the problem identified by author Kenneth Ashworth a consequence of the merit-based civil
service?

Bureaucrats must implement and administer a wide range of policies and programs as established by
congressional acts or presidential orders. Depending upon the agency’s mission, a bureaucrat’s roles
and responsibilities vary greatly, from regulating corporate business and protecting the environment to
printing money and purchasing office supplies. Bureaucrats are government officials subject to legislative
regulations and procedural guidelines. Because they play a vital role in modern society, they hold
managerial and functional positions in government; they form the core of most administrative agencies.
Although many top administrators are far removed from the masses, many interact with citizens on a
regular basis.

Given the power bureaucrats have to adopt and enforce public policy, they must follow several legislative
regulations and procedural guidelines. A regulation is a rule that permits government to restrict or prohibit
certain behaviors among individuals and corporations. Bureaucratic rulemaking is a complex process
that will be covered in more detail in the following section, but the rulemaking process typically creates
procedural guidelines, or more formally, standard operating procedures. These are the rules that lower-level
bureaucrats must abide by regardless of the situations they face.

Elected officials are regularly frustrated when bureaucrats seem not follow the path they intended. As a
result, the bureaucratic process becomes inundated with red tape. This is the name for the procedures
and rules that must be followed to get something done. Citizens frequently criticize the seemingly endless
networks of red tape they must navigate in order to effectively utilize bureaucratic services, although these
devices are really meant to ensure the bureaucracies function as intended.

Insider Perspective
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15.4 Controlling the Bureaucracy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain the way Congress, the president, bureaucrats, and citizens provide meaningful oversight

over the bureaucracies
• Identify the ways in which privatization has made bureaucracies both more and less efficient

As our earlier description of the State Department demonstrates, bureaucracies are incredibly complicated.
Understandably, then, the processes of rulemaking and bureaucratic oversight are equally complex.
Historically, at least since the end of the spoils system, elected leaders have struggled to maintain control
over their bureaucracies. This challenge arises partly due to the fact that elected leaders tend to have
partisan motivations, while bureaucracies are designed to avoid partisanship. While that is not the only
explanation, elected leaders and citizens have developed laws and institutions to help rein in bureaucracies
that become either too independent, corrupt, or both.

BUREAUCRATIC RULEMAKING
Once the particulars of implementation have been spelled out in the legislation authorizing a new
program, bureaucracies move to enact it. When they encounter grey areas, many follow the federal
negotiated rulemaking process to propose a solution, that is, detailing how particular new federal polices,
regulations, and/or programs will be implemented in the agencies. Congress cannot possibly legislate on
that level of detail, so the experts in the bureaucracy do so.

Negotiated rulemaking is a relatively recently developed bureaucratic device that emerged from the
criticisms of bureaucratic inefficiencies in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.26 Before it was adopted,
bureaucracies used a procedure called notice-and-comment rulemaking. This practice required that agencies
attempting to adopt rules publish their proposal in the Federal Register, the official publication for all
federal rules and proposed rules. By publishing the proposal, the bureaucracy was fulfilling its obligation
to allow the public time to comment. But rather than encouraging the productive interchange of ideas,
the comment period had the effect of creating an adversarial environment in which different groups
tended to make extreme arguments for rules that would support their interests. As a result, administrative
rulemaking became too lengthy, too contentious, and too likely to provoke litigation in the courts.

The Federal Register was once available only in print. Now, however, it is available online and is far
easier to navigate and use. Have a look (https://openstax.org/l/29FedRegis) at all the important
information the government’s journal posts online.

Reformers argued that these inefficiencies needed to be corrected. They proposed the negotiated rulemaking
process, often referred to as regulatory negotiation, or “reg-neg” for short. This process was codified in
the Negotiated Rulemaking Acts of 1990 and 1996, which encouraged agencies to employ negotiated
rulemaking procedures. While negotiated rulemaking is required in only a handful of agencies and plenty
still use the traditional process, others have recognized the potential of the new process and have adopted
it.

In negotiated rulemaking, neutral advisors known as convenors put together a committee of those who
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have vested interests in the proposed rules. The convenors then set about devising procedures for reaching
a consensus on the proposed rules. The committee uses these procedures to govern the process through
which the committee members discuss the various merits and demerits of the proposals. With the help of
neutral mediators, the committee eventually reaches a general consensus on the rules.

GOVERNMENT BUREAUCRATIC OVERSIGHT
The ability for bureaucracies to develop their own rules and in many ways control their own budgets
has often been a matter of great concern for elected leaders. As a result, elected leaders have employed a
number of strategies and devices to control public administrators in the bureaucracy.

Congress is particularly empowered to apply oversight of the federal bureaucracy because of its power to
control funding and approve presidential appointments. The various bureaucratic agencies submit annual
summaries of their activities and budgets for the following year, and committees and subcommittees in
both chambers regularly hold hearings to question the leaders of the various bureaucracies. These hearings
are often tame, practical, fact-finding missions. Occasionally, however, when a particular bureaucracy has
committed or contributed to a blunder of some magnitude, the hearings can become quite animated and
testy.

This occurred in 2013 following the realization by Congress that the IRS had selected for extra scrutiny
certain groups that had applied for tax-exempt status. While the error could have been a mere mistake
or have resulted from any number of reasons, many in Congress became enraged at the thought that the
IRS might purposely use its power to inconvenience citizens and their groups.27 The House directed its
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform to launch an investigation into the IRS, during which
time it interviewed and publicly scrutinized a number of high-ranking civil servants (Figure 15.12).

Figure 15.12 In this photograph, Lois Lerner, the former director of the Internal Revenue Service’s Exempt
Organizations Unit, sits before an oversight committee in Congress following a 2013 investigation. On the advice of
her attorney, Lerner invoked her Fifth Amendment right not to incriminate herself and refused to answer questions.

578 Chapter 15 | The Bureaucracy

This OpenStax book is available for free at http://cnx.org/content/col26739/1.4



The mission of the U.S. House Oversight Committee is to “ensure the efficiency, effectiveness, and
accountability of the federal government and all its agencies.” The committee is an important
congressional check on the power of the bureaucracy. Visit the website (https://openstax.org/l/
29USOvCom) for more information about the U.S. House Oversight Committee.

Perhaps Congress’s most powerful oversight tool is the Government Accountability Office (GAO).28 The
GAO is an agency that provides Congress, its committees, and the heads of the executive agencies with
auditing, evaluation, and investigative services. It is designed to operate in a fact-based and nonpartisan
manner to deliver important oversight information where and when it is needed. The GAO’s role is
to produce reports, mostly at the insistence of Congress. In the approximately nine hundred reports it
completes per year, the GAO sends Congress information about budgetary issues for everything from
education, health care, and housing to defense, homeland security, and natural resource management.29

Since it is an office within the federal bureaucracy, the GAO also supplies Congress with its own annual
performance and accountability report. This report details the achievements and remaining weaknesses in
the actions of the GAO for any given year.

Apart from Congress, the president also executes oversight over the extensive federal bureaucracy through
a number of different avenues. Most directly, the president controls the bureaucracies by appointing the
heads of the fifteen cabinet departments and of many independent executive agencies, such as the CIA,
the EPA, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. These cabinet and agency appointments go through the
Senate for confirmation.

The other important channel through which the office of the president conducts oversight over the federal
bureaucracy is the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).30 The primary responsibility of the OMB is
to produce the president’s annual budget for the country. With this huge responsibility, however, comes
a number of other responsibilities. These include reporting to the president on the actions of the various
executive departments and agencies in the federal government, overseeing the performance levels of the
bureaucracies, coordinating and reviewing federal regulations for the president, and delivering executive
orders and presidential directives to the various agency heads.

Link to Learning
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Controversy and the CFPB: Overseeing a Bureau Whose Job Is Oversight

During the 1990s, the two political parties in the United States had largely come together over the issue of the
federal bureaucracy. While differences remained, a great number of bipartisan attempts to roll back the size
of government took place during the Clinton administration. This shared effort began to fall apart during the
presidency of Republican George W. Bush, who made repeated attempts to use contracting and privatization
to reduce the size of the federal bureaucracy more than Democrats were willing to accept.

This growing division was further compounded by Great Recession that began in 2007. For many on the left
side of the political spectrum, the onset of the recession reflected a failure of weakened federal bureaucracies
to properly regulate the financial markets. To those on the right, it merely reinforced the belief that government
bureaucracies are inherently inefficient. Over the next few years, as the government attempted to grapple with
the consequences of the recession, these divisions only grew.

The debate over one particular bureaucratic response to the recession provides important insight into these
divisions. The bureau in question is the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB), an agency created in
2011 specifically to oversee certain financial industries that had proven themselves to be especially prone to
abusive practices, such as sub-prime mortgage lenders and payday lenders. To many in the Republican Party,
this new bureau was merely another instance of growing the federal bureaucracy to take care of problems
caused by an inefficient government. To many in the Democratic Party, the new agency was an important cop
on a notably chaotic street.

Divisions over this agency were so bitter that Republicans refused for a time to allow the Senate to consider
confirming anyone to head the new bureau (Figure 15.13). Many wanted the bureau either scrapped or
headed by a committee that would have to generate consensus in order to act. They attempted to cut the
bureau’s budget and erected mountains of red tape designed to slow the CFPB’s achievement of its goals.
During the height of the recession, many Democrats saw these tactics as a particularly destructive form of
obstruction while the country reeled from the financial collapse.

Figure 15.13 In this photograph, Elizabeth Warren, then a law school professor who proposed the CFPB,
stands with President Obama and Richard Cordray, the president’s pick to serve as director of the new
agency. Warren is currently a U.S. senator from Massachusetts.

As the recession recedes into the past, however, the political heat the CFPB once generated has steadily
declined. Republicans still push to reduce the power of the bureau and Democrats in general still support
it, but lack of urgency has pushed these differences into the background. Indeed, there may be a growing
consensus between the two parties that the bureau should be more tightly controlled. In the spring of 2016,
as the agency was announcing new rules to help further restrict the predatory practices of payday lenders, a
handful of Democratic members of Congress, including the party chair, joined Republicans to draft legislation
to prevent the CFPB from further regulating lenders. This trajectory has continued in the Trump Administration
where there have been significant efforts made to slow the agency down dramatically.31

Finding a Middle Ground
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What do these divisions suggest about the way Congress exercises oversight over the federal bureaucracy?
Do you think this oversight is an effective way to control a bureaucracy as large and complex as the U.S.
federal bureaucracy? Why or why not?

CITIZEN BUREAUCRATIC OVERSIGHT
A number of laws passed in the decades between the end of the Second World War and the late 1970s
have created a framework through which citizens can exercise their own bureaucratic oversight. The two
most important laws are the Freedom of Information Act of 1966 and the Government in Sunshine Act of
1976.32 Like many of the modern bureaucratic reforms in the United States, both emerged during a period
of heightened skepticism about government activities.

The first, the Freedom of Information Act of 1966 (FOIA), emerged in the early years of the Johnson
presidency as the United States was conducting secret Cold War missions around the world, the U.S.
military was becoming increasingly mired in the conflict in Vietnam, and questions were still swirling
around the Kennedy assassination. FOIA provides journalists and the general public the right to request
records from various federal agencies. These agencies are required by law to release that information
unless it qualifies for one of nine exemptions. These exceptions cite sensitive issues related to national
security or foreign policy, internal personnel rules, trade secrets, violations of personnel privacy rights,
law enforcement information, and oil well data (Figure 15.14). FOIA also compels agencies to post some
types of information for the public regularly without being requested.

Figure 15.14 As this CIA document shows, even information released under FOIA can be greatly restricted by the
agencies releasing it. The black marks cover information the CIA deemed particularly sensitive.
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In fiscal year 2015, the government received 713,168 FOIA requests, with just three departments—Defense,
Homeland Security, and Justice—accounting for more than half those queries.33 The Center for Effective
Government analyzed the fifteen federal agencies that receive the most FOIA requests and concluded that
they generally struggle to implement public disclosure rules. In its latest report, published in 2015 and
using 2012 and 2013 data (the most recent available), ten of the fifteen did not earn satisfactory overall
grades, scoring less than seventy of a possible one hundred points.34

The Government in Sunshine Act of 1976 is different from FOIA in that it requires all multi-headed federal
agencies to hold their meetings in a public forum on a regular basis. The name “Sunshine Act” is derived
from the old adage that “sunlight is the best disinfectant”—the implication being that governmental and
bureaucratic corruption thrive in secrecy but shrink when exposed to the light of public scrutiny. The act
defines a meeting as any gathering of agency members in person or by phone, whether in a formal or
informal manner.

Like FOIA, the Sunshine Act allows for exceptions. These include meetings where classified information
is discussed, proprietary data has been submitted for review, employee privacy matters are discussed,
criminal matters are brought up, and information would prove financially harmful to companies were
it released. Citizens and citizen groups can also follow rulemaking and testify at hearings held around
the country on proposed rules. The rulemaking process and the efforts by federal agencies to keep open
records and solicit public input on important changes are examples of responsive bureaucracy.

GOVERNMENT PRIVATIZATION
A more extreme, and in many instances, more controversial solution to the perceived and real
inefficiencies in the bureaucracy is privatization. In the United States, largely because it was born during
the Enlightenment and has a long history of championing free-market principles, the urge to privatize
government services has never been as strong as it is in many other countries. There are simply far
fewer government-run services. Nevertheless, the federal government has used forms of privatization and
contracting throughout its history. But following the growth of bureaucracy and government services
during President Johnson’s Great Society in the mid-1960s, a particularly vocal movement began calling
for a rollback of government services.

This movement grew stronger in the 1970s and 1980s as politicians, particularly on the right, declared
that air needed to be let out of the bloated federal government. In the 1990s, as President Bill Clinton and
especially his vice president, Al Gore, worked to aggressively shrink the federal bureaucracy, privatization
came to be embraced across the political spectrum.35 The rhetoric of privatization—that market
competition would stimulate innovation and efficiency—sounded like the proper remedy to many people
and still does. But to many others, talk of privatization is worrying. They contend that certain government
functions are simply not possible to replicate in a private context.

When those in government speak of privatization, they are often referring to one of a host of different
models that incorporate the market forces of the private sector into the function of government to varying
degrees.36 These include using contractors to supply goods and/or services, distributing government
vouchers with which citizens can purchase formerly government-controlled services on the private
market, supplying government grants to private organizations to administer government programs,
collaborating with a private entity to finance a government program, and even fully divesting the
government of a function and directly giving it to the private sector (Figure 15.15). We will look at three
of these types of privatization shortly.
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Figure 15.15 Following his reelection in 2004, President George W. Bush attempted to push a proposal to partially
privatize Social Security. The proposal did not make it to either the House or Senate floor for a vote.

Divestiture, or full privatization, occurs when government services are transferred, usually through sale,
from government bureaucratic control into an entirely market-based, private environment. At the federal
level this form of privatization is very rare, although it does occur. Consider the Student Loan Marketing
Association, often referred to by its nickname, Sallie Mae. When it was created in 1973, it was designed to
be a government entity for processing federal student education loans. Over time, however, it gradually
moved further from its original purpose and became increasingly private. Sallie Mae reached full
privatization in 2004.37 Another example is the U.S. Investigations Services, Inc., which was once the
investigative branch of the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) until it was privatized in the 1990s.
At the state level, however, the privatization of roads, public utilities, bridges, schools, and even prisons
has become increasingly common as state and municipal authorities look for ways to reduce the cost of
government.

Possibly the best-known form of privatization is the process of issuing government contracts to private
companies in order for them to provide necessary services. This process grew to prominence during
President Bill Clinton’s National Partnership for Reinventing Government initiative, intended to
streamline the government bureaucracy. Under President George W. Bush, the use of contracting out
federal services reached new heights. During the Iraq War, for example, large corporations like Kellogg
Brown & Root, owned by Haliburton at the time, signed government contracts to perform a number of
services once done by the military, such as military base construction, food preparation, and even laundry
services. By 2006, reliance on contracting to run the war was so great that contractors outnumbered
soldiers. Such contracting has faced quite a bit of criticism for both its high cost and its potential for
corruption and inefficiencies.38 However, it has become so routine that it is unlikely to slow any time soon.

Third-party financing is a far more complex form of privatization than divestiture or contracting. Here
the federal government signs an agreement with a private entity so the two can form a special-purpose
vehicle to take ownership of the object being financed. The special-purpose vehicle is empowered to reach
out to private financial markets to borrow money. This type of privatization is typically used to finance
government office space, military base housing, and other large infrastructure projects. Departments
like the Congressional Budget Office have frequently criticized this form of privatization as particularly
inefficient and costly for the government.

One the most the most important forms of bureaucratic oversight comes from inside the bureaucracy itself.
Those within are in the best position to recognize and report on misconduct. But bureaucracies tend to
jealously guard their reputations and are generally resistant to criticism from without and from within.
This can create quite a problem for insiders who recognize and want to report mismanagement and even
criminal behavior. The personal cost of doing the right thing can be prohibitive.39 For a typical bureaucrat
faced with the option of reporting corruption and risking possible termination or turning the other way
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and continuing to earn a living, the choice is sometimes easy.

Under heightened skepticism due to government inefficiency and outright corruption in the 1970s,
government officials began looking for solutions. When Congress drafted the Civil Service Reform Act of
1978, it specifically included rights for federal whistleblowers, those who publicize misdeeds committed
within a bureaucracy or other organization, and set up protection from reprisals. The act’s Merit Systems
Protection Board is a quasi-juridical institutional board headed by three members appointed by the
president and confirmed by the Senate that hears complaints, conducts investigations into possible abuses,
and institutes protections for bureaucrats who speak out.40 Over time, Congress and the president have
strengthened these protections with additional acts. These include the Whistleblower Protection Act
of 1989 and the Whistleblower Protection Enhancement Act of 2012, which further compelled federal
agencies to protect whistleblowers who reasonably perceive that an institution or the people in the
institution are acting inappropriately (Figure 15.16).

Figure 15.16 In 2013, Edward Snowden, an unknown computer professional working under contract within the
National Security Agency, copied and released to the press classified information that revealed an expansive and
largely illegal secret surveillance network the government was operating within the United States. Fearing reprisals,
Snowden fled to Hong Kong and then Moscow. Some argue that his actions were irresponsible and he should be
prosecuted. Others champion his actions and hold that without them, the illegal spying would have continued.
Regardless, the Snowden case reveals important weaknesses in whistleblower protections in the United States.
(credit: modification of work by Bruno Sanchez-Andrade Nuño)
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bureaucracy

bureaucrats

civil servants

government corporation

merit system

negotiated rulemaking

patronage

pay schedule

privatization

public administration

red tape

spoils system

whistleblower

Key Terms

an administrative group of nonelected officials charged with carrying out functions
connected to a series of policies and programs

the civil servants or political appointees who fill nonelected positions in government and
make up the bureaucracy

the individuals who fill nonelected positions in government and make up the bureaucracy;
also known as bureaucrats

a corporation that fulfills an important public interest and is therefore overseen
by government authorities to a much larger degree than private businesses

a system of filling civil service positions by using competitive examinations to value
experience and competence over political loyalties

a rulemaking process in which neutral advisors convene a committee of those
who have vested interests in the proposed rules and help the committee reach a consensus on them

the use of government positions to reward individuals for their political support

a chart that shows salary ranges for different levels of positions vertically and for different
ranks of seniority horizontally

measures that incorporate the market forces of the private sector into the function of
government to varying degrees

the implementation of public policy as well as the academic study that prepares
civil servants to work in government

the mechanisms, procedures, and rules that must be followed to get something done

a system that rewards political loyalties or party support during elections with
bureaucratic appointments after victory

a person who publicizes misdeeds committed within a bureaucracy or other organization

Summary

15.1 Bureaucracy and the Evolution of Public Administration
During the post-Jacksonian era of the nineteenth century, the common charge against the bureaucracy was
that it was overly political and corrupt. This changed in the 1880s as the United States began to create
a modern civil service. The civil service grew once again in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration as he
expanded government programs to combat the effects of the Great Depression. The most recent criticisms
of the federal bureaucracy, notably under Ronald Reagan, emerged following the second great expansion
of the federal government under Lyndon B Johnson in the 1960s.

15.2 Toward a Merit-Based Civil Service
The merit-based system of filling jobs in the government bureaucracy elevates ability and accountability
over political loyalties. Unfortunately, this system also has its downsides. The most common complaint
is that the bureaucrats are no longer as responsive to elected public officials as they once had been. This,
however, may be a necessary tradeoff for the level of efficiency and specialization necessary in the modern
world.

Chapter 15 | The Bureaucracy 585



15.3 Understanding Bureaucracies and their Types
To understand why some bureaucracies act the way they do, sociologists have developed a handful
of models. With the exception of the ideal bureaucracy described by Max Weber, these models see
bureaucracies as self-serving. Harnessing self-serving instincts to make the bureaucracy work the way
it was intended is a constant task for elected officials. One of the ways elected officials have tried to
grapple with this problem is by designing different types of bureaucracies with different functions. These
types include cabinet departments, independent regulatory agencies, independent executive agencies, and
government corporations.

15.4 Controlling the Bureaucracy
To reduce the intra-institutional disagreements the traditional rulemaking process seemed to bring, the
negotiated rulemaking process was designed to encourage consensus. Both Congress and the president
exercise direct oversight over the bureaucracy by holding hearings, making appointments, and setting
budget allowances. Citizens exercise their oversight powers through their use of the Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA) and by voting. Finally, bureaucrats also exercise oversight over their own
institutions by using the channels carved out for whistleblowers to call attention to bureaucratic abuses.

Review Questions

1. During George Washington’s administration,
there were ________ cabinet positions.

a. four
b. five
c. six
d. seven

2. The “spoils system” allocated political
appointments on the basis of ________.

a. merit
b. background
c. party loyalty
d. specialized education

3. Two recent periods of large-scale bureaucratic
expansion were ________.

a. the 1930s and the 1960s
b. the 1920s and the 1980s
c. the 1910s and the 1990s
d. the 1930s and the 1950s

4. Briefly explain the underlying reason for the
emergence of the spoils system.

5. The Civil Service Commission was created by
the ________.

a. Pendleton Act of 1883
b. Lloyd–La Follette Act of 1912
c. Hatch Act of 1939
d. Political Activities Act of 1939

6. The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 created
the Office of Personnel Management and the
________.

a. Civil Service Commission
b. Merit Systems Protection Board
c. “spoils system”
d. General Schedule

7. Briefly explain the benefits and drawbacks of a
merit system.

8. Which describes the ideal bureaucracy
according to Max Weber?

a. an apolitical, hierarchically organized
agency

b. an organization that competes with other
bureaucracies for funding

c. a wasteful, poorly organized agency
d. an agency that shows clear electoral

responsiveness

9. Which of the following models of bureaucracy
best accounts for the way bureaucracies tend to
push Congress for more funding each year?

a. the Weberian model
b. the acquisitive model
c. the monopolistic model
d. the ideal model
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10. An example of a government corporation is
________.

a. NASA
b. the State Department
c. Amtrak
d. the CIA

11. Briefly explain why government might create
a government corporation.

12. The Freedom of Information Act of 1966 helps
citizens exercise oversight over the bureaucracy by
________.

a. empowering Congress
b. opening government records to citizen

scrutiny
c. requiring annual evaluations by the

president
d. forcing agencies to hold public meetings

13. When reformers speak of bureaucratic
privatization, they mean all the following
processes except ________.

a. divestiture
b. government grants
c. whistleblowing
d. third-party financing

14. Briefly explain the advantages of negotiated
rulemaking.

Critical Thinking Questions

15. What concerns might arise when Congress delegates decision-making authority to unelected leaders,
sometimes called the fourth branch of government?

16. In what ways might the patronage system be made more efficient?

17. Does the use of bureaucratic oversight staff by Congress and by the OMB constitute unnecessary
duplication? Why or why not?

18. Which model of bureaucracy best explains the way the government currently operates? Why?

19. Do you think Congress and the president have done enough to protect bureaucratic whistleblowers?
Why or why not?
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Chapter 16

Domestic Policy

Figure 16.1 Minnesota Tea Party members protest in 2011, demanding repeal of the recently enacted Patient
Protection and Affordable Care Act. Protests against expanding the federal government’s role in the economy often
use “socialism” as a negative label, even when defending existing examples of government-run programs such as
Medicare. (credit: modification of work by “Fibonacci Blue”/Flickr)

Chapter Outline
16.1 What Is Public Policy?
16.2 Categorizing Public Policy
16.3 Policy Arenas
16.4 Policymakers
16.5 Budgeting and Tax Policy

Introduction
On March 25, 2010, both chambers of Congress passed the Health Care and Education Reconciliation
Act (HCERA).1 The story of the HCERA, which expanded and improved some provisions of the Patient
Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), also known as Obamacare, is a complicated tale of insider
politics in which the Democratic Party was able to enact sweeping health care and higher education
reforms over fierce Republican opposition (Figure 16.1). Some people laud the HCERA as an example of
getting things done in the face of partisan gridlock in Congress; others see it a case of government power
run amok. Regardless of your view, the HCERA vividly demonstrates public policymaking in action.

Each of the individual actors and institutions in the U.S. political system, such as the president, Congress,
the courts, interest groups, and the media, gives us an idea of the component parts of the system and their
functions. But in the study of public policy, we look at the larger picture and see all the parts working
together to make laws, like the HCERA, that ultimately affect citizens and their communities.

What is public policy? How do different areas of policy differ, and what roles do policy analysts and
advocates play? What programs does the national government currently provide? And how do budgetary
policy and politics operate? This chapter answers these questions and more.
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16.1 What Is Public Policy?

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain the concept of public policy
• Discuss examples of public policy in action

It is easy to imagine that when designers engineer a product, like a car, they do so with the intent of
satisfying the consumer. But the design of any complicated product must take into account the needs
of regulators, transporters, assembly line workers, parts suppliers, and myriad other participants in the
manufacture and shipment process. And manufacturers must also be aware that consumer tastes are fickle:
A gas-guzzling sports car may appeal to an unmarried twenty-something with no children; but what
happens to product satisfaction when gas prices fluctuate, or the individual gets married and has children?

In many ways, the process of designing domestic policy isn’t that much different. The government, just like
auto companies, needs to ensure that its citizen-consumers have access to an array of goods and services.
And just as in auto companies, a wide range of actors is engaged in figuring out how to do it. Sometimes,
this process effectively provides policies that benefit citizens. But just as often, the process of policymaking
is muddied by the demands of competing interests with different opinions about society’s needs or the
role that government should play in meeting them. To understand why, we begin by thinking about what
we mean by the term “public policy.”

PUBLIC POLICY DEFINED
One approach to thinking about public policy is to see it as the broad strategy government uses to do its
job. More formally, it is the relatively stable set of purposive governmental actions that address matters
of concern to some part of society.2 This description is useful in that it helps to explain both what public
policy is and what it isn’t. First, public policy is a guide to legislative action that is more or less fixed
for long periods of time, not just short-term fixes or single legislative acts. Policy also doesn’t happen by
accident, and it is rarely formed simply as the result of the campaign promises of a single elected official,
even the president. While elected officials are often important in shaping policy, most policy outcomes are
the result of considerable debate, compromise, and refinement that happen over years and are finalized
only after input from multiple institutions within government as well as from interest groups and the
public.

Consider the example of health care expansion. A follower of politics in the news media may come
away thinking the reforms implemented in 2010 were as sudden as they were sweeping, having been
developed in the final weeks before they were enacted. The reality is that expanding health care access had
actually been a priority of the Democratic Party for several decades. What may have seemed like a policy
developed over a period of months was in fact formed after years of analysis, reflection upon existing
policy, and even trial implementation of similar types of programs at the state level. Even before passage
of the ACA (2010), which expanded health care coverage to millions, and of the HCERA (2010), more
than 50 percent of all health care expenditures in the United States already came from federal government
programs such as Medicare and Medicaid. Several House and Senate members from both parties along
with First Lady Hillary Clinton had proposed significant expansions in federal health care policy during
the Democratic administration of Bill Clinton, providing a number of different options for any eventual
health care overhaul.3 Much of what became the ACA was drawn from proposals originally developed at
the state level, by none other than Obama’s 2012 Republican presidential opponent Mitt Romney when he
was governor of Massachusetts.4

In addition to being thoughtful and generally stable, public policy deals with issues of concern to some
large segment of society, as opposed to matters of interest only to individuals or a small group of people.
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Governments frequently interact with individual actors like citizens, corporations, or other countries.
They may even pass highly specialized pieces of legislation, known as private bills, which confer specific
privileges on individual entities. But public policy covers only those issues that are of interest to larger
segments of society or that directly or indirectly affect society as a whole. Paying off the loans of a specific
individual would not be public policy, but creating a process for loan forgiveness available to certain types
of borrowers (such as those who provide a public service by becoming teachers) would certainly rise to the
level of public policy.

A final important characteristic of public policy is that it is more than just the actions of government; it
also includes the behaviors or outcomes that government action creates. Policy can even be made when
government refuses to act in ways that would change the status quo when circumstances or public opinion
begin to shift.5 For example, much of the debate over gun safety policy in the United States has centered
on the unwillingness of Congress to act, even in the face of public opinion that supports some changes to
gun policy. In fact, one of the last major changes occurred in 2004, when lawmakers’ inaction resulted in
the expiration of a piece of legislation known as the Federal Assault Weapons Ban (1994).6

PUBLIC POLICY AS OUTCOMES
Governments rarely want to keep their policies a secret. Elected officials want to be able to take credit for
the things they have done to help their constituents, and their opponents are all too willing to cast blame
when policy initiatives fail. We can therefore think of policy as the formal expression of what elected or
appointed officials are trying to accomplish. In passing the HCERA (2010), Congress declared its policy
through an act that directed how it would appropriate money. The president can also implement or change
policy through an executive order, which offers instructions about how to implement law under his or her
discretion (Figure 16.2). Finally, policy changes can come as a result of court actions or opinions, such as
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), which formally ended school segregation in the United States.7

Figure 16.2 President Obama signs a 2009 executive order to accelerate the federal government’s recruitment and
hiring of returning veterans. Executive orders are an expression of public policy undertaken at the discretion of the
president.

Typically, elected and even high-ranking appointed officials lack either the specific expertise or tools
needed to successfully create and implement public policy on their own. They turn instead to the vast
government bureaucracy to provide policy guidance. For example, when Congress passed the Clean Water
Act (1972), it dictated that steps should be taken to improve water quality throughout the country. But
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it ultimately left it to the bureaucracy to figure out exactly how ‘clean’ water needed to be. In doing so,
Congress provided the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) with discretion to determine how much
pollution is allowed in U.S. waterways.

There is one more way of thinking about policy outcomes: in terms of winners and losers. Almost by
definition, public policy promotes certain types of behavior while punishing others. So, the individuals
or corporations that a policy favors are most likely to benefit, or win, whereas those the policy ignores
or punishes are likely to lose. Even the best-intended policies can have unintended consequences and
may even ultimately harm someone, if only those who must pay for the policy through higher taxes. A
policy designed to encourage students to go to liberal arts colleges may cause trade school enrollment to
decline. Strategies to promote diversity in higher education may make it more difficult for qualified white
or male applicants to get accepted into competitive programs. Efforts to clean up drinking water supplies
may make companies less competitive and cost employees their livelihood. Even something that seems to
help everyone, such as promoting charitable giving through tax incentives, runs the risk of lowering tax
revenues from the rich (who contribute a greater share of their income to charity) and shifting tax burdens
to the poor (who must spend a higher share of their income to achieve a desired standard of living).
And while policy pronouncements and bureaucratic actions are certainly meant to rationalize policy, it is
whether a given policy helps or hurts constituents (or is perceived to do so) that ultimately determines
how voters will react toward the government in future elections.
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The Social Safety Net

During the Great Depression of the 1930s, the United States created a set of policies and programs that
constituted a social safety net for the millions who had lost their jobs, their homes, and their savings (Figure
16.3). Under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the federal government began programs like the Work
Progress Administration and Civilian Conservation Corps to combat unemployment and the Home Owners’
Loan Corporation to refinance Depression-related mortgage debts. As the effects of the Depression eased, the
government phased out many of these programs. Other programs, like Social Security or the minimum wage,
remain an important part of the way the government takes care of the vulnerable members of its population.
The federal government has also added further social support programs, like Medicaid, Medicare, and the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, to ensure a baseline or minimal
standard of living for all, even in the direst of times.

Figure 16.3 In 1937, during the Great Depression, families in Calipatria, California, waited in line for relief
checks, part of the federal government’s newly introduced social safety net. (credit: modification of work by
the Library of Congress)

In recent decades, however, some have criticized these safety net programs for inefficiency and for
incentivizing welfare dependence. They deride “government leeches” who use food stamps to buy lobster or
other seemingly inappropriate items. Critics deeply resent the use of taxpayer money to relieve social problems
like unemployment and poverty; workers who may themselves be struggling to put food on the table or pay the
mortgage feel their hard-earned money should not support other families. “If I can get by without government
support,” the reasoning goes, “those welfare families can do the same. Their poverty is not my problem.”

So where should the government draw the line? While there have been some instances of welfare fraud, the
welfare reforms of the 1990s have made long-term dependence on the federal government less likely as the
welfare safety net was pushed to the states. And with the income gap between the richest and the poorest at
its highest level in history, this topic is likely to continue to receive much discussion in the coming years.

Finding a Middle Ground
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Where is the middle ground in the public policy argument over the social safety net? How can the government
protect its most vulnerable citizens without placing an undue burden on others?

Explore historical data on United States budgets and spending (https://openstax.org/l/29WH1940)
from 1940 to the present from the Office of Management and Budget.

16.2 Categorizing Public Policy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Describe the different types of goods in a society
• Identify key public policy domains in the United States
• Compare the different forms of policy and the way they transfer goods within a society

The idea of public policy is by its very nature a politically contentious one. Among the differences
between American liberals and conservatives are the policy preferences prevalent in each group. Modern
liberals tend to feel very comfortable with the idea of the government shepherding progressive social and
economic reforms, believing that these will lead to outcomes more equitable and fair for all members of
society. Conservatives, on the other hand, often find government involvement onerous and overreaching.
They feel society would function more efficiently if oversight of most “public” matters were returned to
the private sphere. Before digging too deeply into a discussion of the nature of public policy in the United
States, let us look first at why so many aspects of society come under the umbrella of public policy to begin
with.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF GOODS
Think for a minute about what it takes to make people happy and satisfied. As we live our daily lives, we
experience a range of physical, psychological, and social needs that must be met in order for us to be happy
and productive. At the very least, we require food, water, and shelter. In very basic subsistence societies,
people acquire these through farming crops, digging wells, and creating shelter from local materials (see
Figure 16.4). People also need social interaction with others and the ability to secure goods they acquire,
lest someone else try to take them. As their tastes become more complex, they may find it advantageous
to exchange their items for others; this requires not only a mechanism for barter but also a system of
transportation. The more complex these systems are, the greater the range of items people can access to
keep them alive and make them happy. However, this increase in possessions also creates a stronger need
to secure what they have acquired.

Link to Learning
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Figure 16.4 This Library of Congress photo shows an early nineteenth-century subsistence farm in West Virginia,
which once included crops, livestock, and an orchard. (credit: modification of work by the Library of Congress)

Economists use the term goods to describe the range of commodities, services, and systems that help us
satisfy our wants or needs. This term can certainly apply to the food you eat or the home you live in, but it
can also describe the systems of transportation or public safety used to protect them. Most of the goods you
interact with in your daily life are private goods, which means that they can be owned by a particular person
or group of people, and are excluded from use by others, typically by means of a price. For example, your
home or apartment is a private good reserved for your own use because you pay rent or make mortgage
payments for the privilege of living there. Further, private goods are finite and can run out if overused,
even if only in the short term. The fact that private goods are excludable and finite makes them tradable. A
farmer who grows corn, for instance, owns that corn, and since only a finite amount of corn exists, others
may want to trade their goods for it if their own food supplies begin to dwindle.

Proponents of free-market economics believe that the market forces of supply and demand, working
without any government involvement, are the most effective way for markets to operate. One of the basic
principles of free-market economics is that for just about any good that can be privatized, the most efficient
means for exchange is the marketplace. A well-functioning market will allow producers of goods to come
together with consumers of goods to negotiate a trade. People facilitate trade by creating a currency—a
common unit of exchange—so they do not need to carry around everything they may want to trade at
all times. As long as there are several providers or sellers of the same good, consumers can negotiate
with them to find a price they are willing to pay. As long as there are several buyers for a seller’s goods,
providers can negotiate with them to find a price buyers are willing to accept. And, the logic goes, if prices
begin to rise too much, other sellers will enter the marketplace, offering lower prices.

A second basic principle of free-market economics is that it is largely unnecessary for the government to
protect the value of private goods. Farmers who own land used for growing food have a vested interest in
protecting their land to ensure its continued production. Business owners must protect the reputation of
their business or no one will buy from them. And, to the degree that producers need to ensure the quality
of their product or industry, they can accomplish that by creating a group or association that operates
outside government control. In short, industries have an interest in self-regulating to protect their own
value. According to free-market economics, as long as everything we could ever want or need is a private
good, and so long as every member of society has some ability to provide for themselves and their families,
public policy regulating the exchange of goods and services is really unnecessary.

Some people in the United States argue that the self-monitoring and self-regulating incentives provided
by the existence of private goods mean that sound public policy requires very little government action.
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Known as libertarians, these individuals believe government almost always operates less efficiently than
the private sector (the segment of the economy run for profit and not under government control), and that
government actions should therefore be kept to a minimum.

Even as many in the United States recognize the benefits provided by private goods, we have increasingly
come to recognize problems with the idea that all social problems can be solved by exclusively private
ownership. First, not all goods can be classified as strictly private. Can you really consider the air you
breathe to be private? Air is a difficult good to privatize because it is not excludable—everyone can get
access to it at all times—and no matter how much of it you breathe, there is still plenty to go around.
Geographic regions like forests have environmental, social, recreational, and aesthetic value that cannot
easily be reserved for private ownership. Resources like migrating birds or schools of fish may have value
if hunted or fished, but they cannot be owned due to their migratory nature. Finally, national security
provided by the armed forces protects all citizens and cannot reasonably be reserved for only a few.

These are all examples of what economists call public goods, sometimes referred to as collective goods.
Unlike private property, they are not excludable and are essentially infinite. Forests, water, and fisheries,
however, are a type of public good called common goods, which are not excludable but may be finite. The
problem with both public and common goods is that since no one owns them, no one has a financial
interest in protecting their long-term or future value. Without government regulation, a factory owner can
feel free to pollute the air or water, since he or she will have no responsibility for the pollution once the
winds or waves carry it somewhere else (see Figure 16.5). Without government regulation, someone can
hunt all the migratory birds or deplete a fishery by taking all the fish, eliminating future breeding stocks
that would maintain the population. The situation in which individuals exhaust a common resource by
acting in their own immediate self-interest is called the tragedy of the commons.

Figure 16.5 Air pollution billows from a power plant before the installation of emission control equipment for the
removal of sulfur dioxide and particulate matter. Can you see why uncontrolled pollution is an example of the “tragedy
of the commons”?

A second problem with strict adherence to free-market economics is that some goods are too large, or too
expensive, for individuals to provide them for themselves. Consider the need for a marketplace: Where
does the marketplace come from? How do we get the goods to market? Who provides the roads and
bridges? Who patrols the waterways? Who provides security? Who ensures the regulation of the currency?
No individual buyer or seller could accomplish this. The very nature of the exchange of private goods
requires a system that has some of the openness of public or common goods, but is maintained by either
groups of individuals or entire societies.

Economists consider goods like cable TV, cellphone service, and private schools to be toll goods. Toll goods
are similar to public goods in that they are open to all and theoretically infinite if maintained, but they are
paid for or provided by some outside (nongovernment) entity. Many people can make use of them, but
only if they can pay the price. The name “toll goods” comes from the fact that, early on, many toll roads
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were in fact privately owned commodities. Even today, states from Virginia to California have allowed
private companies to build public roads in exchange for the right to profit by charging tolls.8

So long as land was plentiful, and most people in the United States lived a largely rural subsistence
lifestyle, the difference between private, public, common, and toll goods was mostly academic. But as
public lands increasingly became private through sale and settlement, and as industrialization and the
rise of mass production allowed monopolies and oligopolies to become more influential, support for
public policies regulating private entities grew. By the beginning of the twentieth century, led by the
Progressives, the United States had begun to search for ways to govern large businesses that had managed
to distort market forces by monopolizing the supply of goods. And, largely as a result of the Great
Depression, people wanted ways of developing and protecting public goods that were fairer and more
equitable than had existed before. These forces and events led to the increased regulation of public and
common goods, and a move for the public sector—the government—to take over of the provision of many
toll goods.

CLASSIC TYPES OF POLICY
Public policy, then, ultimately boils down to determining the distribution, allocation, and enjoyment
of public, common, and toll goods within a society. While the specifics of policy often depend on the
circumstances, two broad questions all policymakers must consider are a) who pays the costs of creating
and maintaining the goods, and b) who receives the benefits of the goods? When private goods are bought
and sold in a market place, the costs and benefits go to the participants in the transaction. Your landlord
benefits from receipt of the rent you pay, and you benefit by having a place to live. But non-private goods
like roads, waterways, and national parks are controlled and regulated by someone other than the owners,
allowing policymakers to make decisions about who pays and who benefits.

In 1964, Theodore Lowi argued that it was possible to categorize policy based upon the degree to which
costs and benefits were concentrated on the few or diffused across the many. One policy category, known
as distributive policy, tends to collect payments or resources from many but concentrates direct benefits
on relatively few. Highways are often developed through distributive policy. Distributive policy is also
common when society feels there is a social benefit to individuals obtaining private goods such as higher
education that offer long-term benefits, but the upfront cost may be too high for the average citizen.

One example of the way distributive policy works is the story of the Transcontinental Railroad. In the
1860s, the U.S. government began to recognize the value of building a robust railroad system to move
passengers and freight around the country. A particular goal was connecting California and the other
western territories acquired during the 1840s war with Mexico to the rest of the country. The problem
was that constructing a nationwide railroad system was a costly and risky proposition. To build and
support continuous rail lines, private investors would need to gain access to tens of thousands of miles
of land, some of which might be owned by private citizens. The solution was to charter two private
corporations—the Central Pacific and Union Pacific Railroads—and provide them with resources and land
grants to facilitate the construction of the railroads (see Figure 16.6).9 Through these grants, publicly
owned land was distributed to private citizens, who could then use it for their own gain. However,
a broader public gain was simultaneously being provided in the form of a nationwide transportation
network.
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Figure 16.6 In an example of distributive policy, the Union Pacific Railroad was given land and resources to help
build a national railroad system. Here, its workers construct the Devil’s Gate Bridge in Utah in 1869.

The same process operates in the agricultural sector, where various federal programs help farmers and
food producers through price supports and crop insurance, among other forms of assistance. These
programs help individual farmers and agriculture companies stay afloat and realize consistent profits.
They also achieve the broader goal of providing plenty of sustenance for the people of the United States,
so that few of us have to “live off the land.”
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The Hoover Dam: The Federal Effort to Domesticate the Colorado River

As westward expansion led to development of the American Southwest, settlers increasingly realized that
they needed a way to control the frequent floods and droughts that made agriculture difficult in the region.
As early as 1890, land speculators had tried diverting the Colorado River for this purpose, but it wasn’t until
1922 that the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (then called the Reclamation Service) chose the Black Canyon
as a good location for a dam to divert the river. Since it would affect seven states (as well as Mexico),
the federal government took the lead on the project, which eventually cost $49 million and more than one
hundred lives. The dam faced significant opposition from members of other states, who felt its massive price
tag (almost $670 million in today’s dollars10) benefitted only a small group, not the whole nation. However, in
1928, Senator Hiram Johnson and Representative Phil Swing, both Republicans from California, won the day.
Congress passed the Boulder Canyon Project Act, authorizing the construction of one of the most ambitious
engineering feats in U.S. history. The Hoover Dam (Figure 16.7), completed in 1935, served the dual purposed
of generating hydroelectric power and irrigating two million acres of land from the resulting reservoir (Lake
Mead).

Figure 16.7 Workers construct the Hoover Dam, a distributive policy project, in Nevada in 1932.

Was the construction of the Hoover Dam an effective expression of public policy? Why or why not?

Visit this site (https://openstax.org/l/29HoovDam) to see how the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (USBR)
presented the construction of the Hoover Dam. How would you describe the bureau’s perspective?

American Rivers is an advocacy group whose goal is to protect and restore rivers, including the Colorado
River. How does this group’s view of the Hoover Dam (https://openstax.org/l/29Amerivs) differ from
that of the USBR?

Other examples of distributive policy support citizens’ efforts to achieve “the American Dream.” American
society recognizes the benefits of having citizens who are financially invested in the country’s future.

Milestone

Link to Learning
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Among the best ways to encourage this investment are to ensure that citizens are highly educated and
have the ability to acquire high-cost private goods such as homes and businesses. However, very few
people have the savings necessary to pay upfront for a college education, a first home purchase, or the
start-up costs of a business. To help out, the government has created a range of incentives that everyone
in the country pays for through taxes but that directly benefit only the recipients. Examples include grants
(such as Pell grants), tax credits and deductions, and subsidized or federally guaranteed loans. Each of
these programs aims to achieve a policy outcome. Pell grants exist to help students graduate from college,
whereas Federal Housing Administration mortgage loans lead to home ownership.

While distributive policy, according to Lowi, has diffuse costs and concentrated benefits, regulatory
policy features the opposite arrangement, with concentrated costs and diffuse benefits. A relatively small
number of groups or individuals bear the costs of regulatory policy, but its benefits are expected to
be distributed broadly across society. As you might imagine, regulatory policy is most effective for
controlling or protecting public or common resources. Among the best-known examples are policies
designed to protect public health and safety, and the environment. These regulatory policies prevent
manufacturers or businesses from maximizing their profits by excessively polluting the air or water,
selling products they know to be harmful, or compromising the health of their employees during
production.

In the United States, nationwide calls for a more robust regulatory policy first grew loud around the turn
of the twentieth century and the dawn of the Industrial Age. Investigative journalists—called muckrakers
by politicians and business leaders who were the focus of their investigations—began to expose many of
the ways in which manufacturers were abusing the public trust. Although various forms of corruption
topped the list of abuses, among the most famous muckraker exposés was The Jungle, a 1906 novel by
Upton Sinclair that focused on unsanitary working conditions and unsavory business practices in the
meat-packing industry.11 This work and others like it helped to spur the passage of the Pure Food and
Drug Act (1906) and ultimately led to the creation of government agencies such as the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration (FDA).12 The nation’s experiences during the depression of 1896 and the Great Depression
of the 1930s also led to more robust regulatory policies designed to improve the transparency of financial
markets and prevent monopolies from forming.

A final type of policy is redistributive policy, so named because it redistributes resources in society from
one group to another. That is, according to Lowi, the costs are concentrated and so are the benefits, but
different groups bear the costs and enjoy the benefits. Most redistributive policies are intended to have a
sort of “Robin Hood” effect; their goal is to transfer income and wealth from one group to another such
that everyone enjoys at least a minimal standard of living. Typically, the wealthy and middle class pay
into the federal tax base, which then funds need-based programs that support low-income individuals
and families. A few examples of redistributive policies are Head Start (education), Medicaid (health
care), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF, income support), and food programs like the
Supplementary Nutritional Aid Program (SNAP). The government also uses redistribution to incentivize
specific behaviors or aid small groups of people. Pell grants to encourage college attendance and tax credits
to encourage home ownership are other examples of redistribution.

16.3 Policy Arenas

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify the key domestic arenas of public policy
• Describe the major social safety net programs
• List the key agencies responsible for promoting and regulating U.S. business and industry
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In practice, public policy consists of specific programs that provide resources to members of society, create
regulations that protect U.S. citizens, and attempt to equitably fund the government. We can broadly
categorize most policies based on their goals or the sector of society they affect, although many, such as
food stamps, serve multiple purposes. Implementing these policies costs hundreds of billions of dollars
each year, and understanding the goals of this spending and where the money goes is of vital importance
to citizens and students of politics alike.

SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY
The U.S. government began developing a social welfare policy during the Great Depression of the 1930s.
By the 1960s, social welfare had become a major function of the federal government—one to which most
public policy funds are devoted—and had developed to serve several overlapping functions. First, social
welfare policy is designed to ensure some level of equity in a democratic political system based on
competitive, free-market economics. During the Great Depression, many politicians came to fear that the
high unemployment and low-income levels plaguing society could threaten the stability of democracy,
as was happening in European countries like Germany and Italy. The assumption in this thinking is that
democratic systems work best when poverty is minimized. In societies operating in survival mode, in
contrast, people tend to focus more on short-term problem-solving than on long-term planning. Second,
social welfare policy creates an automatic stimulus for a society by building a safety net that can catch
members of society who are suffering economic hardship through no fault of their own. For an individual
family, this safety net makes the difference between eating and starving; for an entire economy, it could
prevent an economic recession from sliding into a broader and more damaging depression.

One of the oldest and largest pieces of social welfare policy is Social Security, which cost the United States
about $845 billion in 2014 alone.13 These costs are offset by a 12.4 percent payroll tax on all wages up to
$118,500; employers and workers who are not self-employed split the bill for each worker, whereas the
self-employed pay their entire share.14 Social Security was conceived as a solution to several problems
inherent to the Industrial Era economy. First, by the 1920s and 1930s, an increasing number of workers
were earning their living through manual or day-wage labor that depended on their ability to engage in
physical activity (Figure 16.8). As their bodies weakened with age or if they were injured, their ability
to provide for themselves and their families was compromised. Second, and of particular concern, were
urban widows. During their working years, most American women stayed home to raise children and
maintain the household while their husbands provided income. Should their husbands die or become
injured, these women had no wage-earning skills with which to support themselves or their families.
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Figure 16.8 In 1930, when this Ford automotive plant opened in Long Beach, California, American workers had few
economic protections to rely on if they were injured or could not maintain such physical activity as they aged.

Social Security addresses these concerns with three important tools. First and best known is the retirement
benefit. After completing a minimum number of years of work, American workers may claim a form
of pension upon reaching retirement age. It is often called an entitlement program since it guarantees
benefits to a particular group, and virtually everyone will eventually qualify for the plan given the
relatively low requirements for enrollment. The amount of money a worker receives is based loosely on his
or her lifetime earnings. Full retirement age was originally set at sixty-five, although changes in legislation
have increased it to sixty-seven for workers born after 1959.15 A valuable added benefit is that, under
certain circumstances, this income may also be claimed by the survivors of qualifying workers, such as
spouses and minor children, even if they themselves did not have a wage income.

A second Social Security benefit is a disability payout, which the government distributes to workers who
become unable to work due to physical or mental disability. To qualify, workers must demonstrate that the
injury or incapacitation will last at least twelve months. A third and final benefit is Supplemental Security
Income, which provides supplemental income to adults or children with considerable disability or to the
elderly who fall below an income threshold.

During the George W. Bush administration, Social Security became a highly politicized topic as the
Republican Party sought to find a way of preventing what experts predicted would be the impending
collapse of the Social Security system (Figure 16.9). In 1950, the ratio of workers paying into the program
to beneficiaries receiving payments was 16.5 to 1. By 2013, that number was 2.8 to 1 and falling. Most
predictions in fact suggest that, due to continuing demographic changes including slower population
growth and an aging population, by 2033, the amount of revenue generated from payroll taxes will no
longer be sufficient to cover costs. The Bush administration proposed avoiding this by privatizing the
program, in effect, taking it out of the government’s hands and making individuals’ benefits variable
instead of defined. The effort ultimately failed, and Social Security’s long-term viability continues to
remain uncertain. Numerous other plans for saving the program have been proposed, including raising
the retirement age, increasing payroll taxes (especially on the wealthy) by removing the $118,500 income
cap, and reducing payouts for wealthier retirees. None of these proposals have been able to gain traction,
however.
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Figure 16.9 President George W. Bush discusses Social Security in Florida at the outset of his second term in 2005.

While Social Security was designed to provide cash payments to sustain the aged and disabled, Medicare
and Medicaid were intended to ensure that vulnerable populations have access to health care. Medicare,
like Social Security, is an entitlement program funded through payroll taxes. Its purpose is to make sure
that senior citizens and retirees have access to low-cost health care they might not otherwise have, because
most U.S. citizens get their health insurance through their employers. Medicare provides three major forms
of coverage: a guaranteed insurance benefit that helps cover major hospitalization, fee-based supplemental
coverage that retirees can use to lower costs for doctor visits and other health expenses, and a prescription
drug benefit. Medicare faces many of the same long-term challenges as Social Security, due to the same
demographic shifts. Medicare also faces the problem that health care costs are rising significantly faster
than inflation. In 2014, Medicare cost the federal government almost $597 billion.16

Medicaid is a formula-based, health insurance program, which means beneficiaries must demonstrate
they fall within a particular income category. Individuals in the Medicaid program receive a fairly
comprehensive set of health benefits, although access to health care may be limited because fewer
providers accept payments from the program (it pays them less for services than does Medicare). Medicaid
differs dramatically from Medicare in that it is partially funded by states, many of which have reduced
access to the program by setting the income threshold so low that few people qualify. The ACA (2010)
sought to change that by providing more federal money to the states if they agreed to raise minimum
income requirements. Many states have refused, which has helped to keep the overall costs of Medicaid
lower, even though it has also left many people without health coverage they might receive if they lived
elsewhere. Total costs for Medicaid in 2014 were about $492 billion, about $305 billion of which was paid
by the federal government.17

Collectively, Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid make up the lion’s share of total federal government
spending, almost 50 percent in 2014 and more than 50 percent in 2015. Several other smaller programs also
provide income support to families. Most of these are formula-based, or means-tested, requiring citizens
to meet certain maximum income requirements in order to qualify. A few examples are TANF, SNAP (also
called food stamps), the unemployment insurance program, and various housing assistance programs.
Collectively, these programs add up to a little over $480 billion.

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND EDUCATION
After World War II ended, the United States quickly realized that it had to address two problems to
secure its fiscal and national security future. The first was that more than ten million servicemen and
women needed to be reintegrated into the workforce, and many lacked appreciable work skills. The second
problem was that the United States’ success in its new conflict with the Soviet Union depended on the
rapid development of a new, highly technical military-industrial complex. To confront these challenges,
the U.S. government passed several important pieces of legislation to provide education assistance to
workers and research dollars to industry. As the needs of American workers and industry have changed,
many of these programs have evolved from their original purposes, but they still remain important pieces
of the public policy debate.
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Much of the nation’s science and technology policy benefits its military, for instance, in the form of
research and development funding for a range of defense projects. The federal government still promotes
research for civilian uses, mostly through the National Science Foundation, the National Institutes of
Health, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), and the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration. Recent debate over these agencies has focused on whether government
funding is necessary or if private entities would be better suited. For example, although NASA continues
to develop a replacement for the now-defunct U.S. space shuttle program (Figure 16.10), much of its
workload is currently being performed by private companies working to develop their own space launch,
resupply, and tourism programs.

Figure 16.10 NASA launches the space shuttle Discovery from the Kennedy Space Center in 2007. Should the
private sector fund space exploration programs rather than the government? (credit: NASA)

The problem of trying to direct and fund the education of a modern U.S. workforce is familiar to many
students of American government. Historically, education has largely been the job of the states. While they
have provided a very robust K–12 public education system, the national government has never moved to
create an equivalent system of national higher education academies or universities as many other countries
have done. As the need to keep the nation competitive with others became more pressing, however, the
U.S. government did step in to direct its education dollars toward creating greater equity and ease of access
to the existing public and private systems.

The overwhelming portion of the government’s education money is spent on student loans, grants, and
work-study programs. Resources are set aside to cover job-retraining programs for individuals who lack
private-sector skills or who need to be retrained to meet changes in the economy’s demands for the
labor force. National policy toward elementary and secondary education programs has typically focused
on increasing resources available to school districts for nontraditional programs (such as preschool and
special needs), or helping poorer schools stay competitive with wealthier institutions.

BUSINESS STIMULUS AND REGULATION
A final key aspect of domestic policy is the growth and regulation of business. The size and strength of
the economy is very important to politicians whose jobs depend on citizens’ believing in their own future
prosperity. At the same time, people in the United States want to live in a world where they feel safe
from unfair or environmentally damaging business practices. These desires have forced the government to
perform a delicate balancing act between programs that help grow the economy by providing benefits to
the business sector and those that protect consumers, often by curtailing or regulating the business sector.

Two of the largest recipients of government aid to business are agriculture and energy. Both are multi-
billion dollar industries concentrated in rural and/or electorally influential states. Because voters are
affected by the health of these sectors every time they pay their grocery or utility bill, the U.S. government
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has chosen to provide significant agriculture and energy subsidies to cover the risks inherent in the
unpredictability of the weather and oil exploration. Government subsidies also protect these industries’
profitability. These two purposes have even overlapped in the government’s controversial decision to
subsidize the production of ethanol, a fuel source similar to gasoline but generated from corn.

When it comes to regulation, the federal government has created several agencies responsible for
providing for everything from worker safety (OSHA, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration),
to food safety (FDA), to consumer protection, where the recently created Bureau of Consumer Protection
ensures that businesses do not mislead consumers with deceptive or manipulative practices. Another
prominent federal agency, the EPA, is charged with ensuring that businesses do not excessively pollute the
nation’s air or waterways. A complex array of additional regulatory agencies governs specific industries
such as banking and finance, which are detailed later in this chapter.

The policy areas we’ve described so far fall far short of forming an exhaustive list. This site
(https://openstax.org/l/29PoliAgen) contains the major topic categories of substantive policy in U.S.
government, according to the Policy Agendas Project. View subcategories by clicking on the major topic
categories.

16.4 Policymakers

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Identify types of policymakers in different issue areas
• Describe the public policy process

Many Americans were concerned when Congress began debating the ACA. As the program took shape,
some people felt the changes it proposed were being debated too hastily, would be implemented too
quickly, or would summarily give the government control over an important piece of the U.S.
economy—the health care industry. Ironically, the government had been heavily engaged in providing
health care for decades. More than 50 percent of all health care dollars spent were being spent by the
U.S. government well before the ACA was enacted. As you have already learned, Medicare was created
decades earlier. Despite protesters’ resistance to government involvement in health care, there is no
keeping government out of Medicare; the government IS Medicare.

What many did not realize is that few if any of the proposals that eventually became part of the ACA were
original. While the country was worried about problems like terrorism, the economy, and conflicts over
gay rights, armies of individuals were debating the best ways to fix the nation’s health care delivery. Two
important but overlapping groups defended their preferred policy changes: policy advocates and policy
analysts.

POLICY ADVOCATES
Take a minute to think of a policy change you believe would improve some condition in the United States.
Now ask yourself this: “Why do I want to change this policy?” Are you motivated by a desire for justice?
Do you feel the policy change would improve your life or that of members of your community? Is your
sense of morality motivating you to change the status quo? Would your profession be helped? Do you feel
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that changing the policy might raise your status?

Most people have some policy position or issue they would like to see altered (see Figure 16.11). One
of the reasons the news media are so enduring is that citizens have a range of opinions on public policy,
and they are very interested in debating how a given change would improve their lives or the country’s.
But despite their interests, most people do little more than vote or occasionally contribute to a political
campaign. A few people, however, become policy advocates by actively working to propose or maintain
public policy.

Figure 16.11 In 2010, members of PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) demonstrate against a local
zoo. As policy advocates, PETA’s members often publicize their position on how animals should be treated.

One way to think about policy advocates is to recognize that they hold a normative position on an issue,
that is, they have a conviction about what should or ought to be done. The best public policy, in their
view, is one that accomplishes a specific goal or outcome. For this reason, advocates often begin with an
objective and then try to shape or create proposals that help them accomplish that goal. Facts, evidence,
and analysis are important tools for convincing policymakers or the general public of the benefits of their
proposals. Private citizens often find themselves in advocacy positions, particularly if they are required to
take on leadership roles in their private lives or in their organizations. The most effective advocates are
usually hired professionals who form lobbying groups or think tanks to promote their agenda.

A lobbying group that frequently takes on advocacy roles is AARP (formerly the American Association
of Retired Persons) (Figure 16.12). AARP’s primary job is to convince the government to provide more
public resources and services to senior citizens, often through regulatory or redistributive politics. Chief
among its goals are lower health care costs and the safety of Social Security pension payments. These aims
put AARP in the Democratic Party’s electoral coalition, since Democrats have historically been stronger
advocates for Medicare’s creation and expansion. In 2002, for instance, Democrats and Republicans were
debating a major change to Medicare. The Democratic Party supported expanding Medicare to include
free or low-cost prescription drugs, while the Republicans preferred a plan that would require seniors
to purchase drug insurance through a private insurer. The government would subsidize costs, but many
seniors would still have substantial out-of-pocket expenses. To the surprise of many, AARP supported the
Republican proposal.

606 Chapter 16 | Domestic Policy

This OpenStax book is available for free at http://cnx.org/content/col26739/1.4



Figure 16.12 First Lady Michelle Obama shows her AARP membership card on her fiftieth birthday in January 2014.
AARP is a major policy advocate for older people and retirees.

While Democrats argued that their position would have provided a better deal for individuals, AARP
reasoned that the Republican plan had a much better chance of passing. The Republicans controlled the
House and looked likely to reclaim control of the Senate in the upcoming election. Then-president George
W. Bush was a Republican and would almost certainly have vetoed the Democratic approach. AARP’s
support for the legislation helped shore up support for Republicans in the 2002 midterm election and also
help convince a number of moderate Democrats to support the bill (with some changes), which passed
despite apparent public disapproval. AARP had done its job as an advocate for seniors by creating a new
benefit it hoped could later be expanded, rather than fighting for an extreme position that would have left
it with nothing.18

Not all policy advocates are as willing to compromise their positions. It is much easier for a group
like AARP to compromise over the amount of money seniors will receive, for instance, than it is for an
evangelical religious group to compromise over issues like abortion, or for civil rights groups to accept
something less than equality. Nor are women’s rights groups likely to accept pay inequality as it currently
exists. It is easier to compromise over financial issues than over our individual views of morality or social
justice.

POLICY ANALYSTS
A second approach to creating public policy is a bit more objective. Rather than starting with what ought
to happen and seeking ways to make it so, policy analysts try to identify all the possible choices available
to a decision maker and then gauge their impacts if implemented. The goal of the analyst isn’t really to
encourage the implementation of any of the options; rather, it is to make sure decision makers are fully
informed about the implications of the decisions they do make.

Understanding the financial and other costs and benefits of policy choices requires analysts to make
strategic guesses about how the public and governmental actors will respond. For example, when
policymakers are considering changes to health care policy, one very important question is how many
people will participate. If very few people had chosen to take advantage of the new health care plans
available under the ACA marketplace, it would have been significantly cheaper than advocates proposed,
but it also would have failed to accomplish the key goal of increasing the number of insured. But if people
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who currently have insurance had dropped it to take advantage of ACA’s subsidies, the program’s costs
would have skyrocketed with very little real benefit to public health. Similarly, had all states chosen to
create their own marketplaces, the cost and complexity of ACA’s implementation would have been greatly
reduced.

Because advocates have an incentive to understate costs and overstate benefits, policy analysis tends to
be a highly politicized aspect of government. It is critical for policymakers and voters that policy analysts
provide the most accurate analysis possible. A number of independent or semi-independent think tanks
have sprung up in Washington, DC, to provide assessments of policy options. Most businesses or trade
organizations also employ their own policy-analysis wings to help them understand proposed changes
or even offer some of their own. Some of these try to be as impartial as possible. Most, however, have a
known bias toward policy advocacy. The Cato Institute, for example, is well known and highly respected
policy analysis group that both liberal and conservative politicians have turned to when considering
policy options. But the Cato Institute has a known libertarian bias; most of the problems it selects for
analysis have the potential for private sector solutions. This means its analysts tend to include the rosiest
assumptions of economic growth when considering tax cuts and to overestimate the costs of public sector
proposals.

The RAND Corporation (https://openstax.org/l/29RANDCorp) has conducted objective policy analysis
for corporate, nonprofit, and government clients since the mid-twentieth century. What are some of the
policy areas it has explored?

Both the Congress and the president have tried to reduce the bias in policy analysis by creating their
own theoretically nonpartisan policy branches. In Congress, the best known of these is the Congressional
Budget Office, or CBO. Authorized in the 1974 Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act, the
CBO was formally created in 1975 as a way of increasing Congress’s independence from the executive
branch. The CBO is responsible for scoring the spending or revenue impact of all proposed legislation to
assess its net effect on the budget. In recent years, it has been the CBO’s responsibility to provide Congress
with guidance on how to best balance the budget (see Figure 16.13). The formulas that the CBO uses in
scoring the budget have become an important part of the policy debate, even as the group has tried to
maintain its nonpartisan nature.

Link to Learning
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Figure 16.13 The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) is responsible for studying the impact of all proposed
legislation to assess its net effect on the budget and tracking federal debt. For example, this 2010 CBO chart shows
federal debt held by the public as a percentage of gross domestic product from 1790 through 2010 and projected to
2035.

In the executive branch, each individual department and agency is technically responsible for its own
policy analysis. The assumption is that experts in the Federal Communications Commission or the Federal
Elections Commission are best equipped to evaluate the impact of various proposals within their policy
domain. Law requires that most regulatory changes made by the federal government also include the
opportunity for public input so the government can both gauge public opinion and seek outside
perspectives.

Executive branch agencies are usually also charged with considering the economic impact of regulatory
action, although some agencies have been better at this than others. Critics have frequently singled out
the EPA and OSHA for failing to adequately consider the impact of new rules on business. Within the
White House itself, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) was created to “serve the President of
the United States in implementing his [or her] vision” of policy. Policy analysis is important to the OMB’s
function, but as you can imagine, it frequently compromises its objectivity during policy formulation.

How do the OMB (https://openstax.org/l/29WHgov) and the CBO (https://openstax.org/l/29CBOgov)
compare when it comes to impartiality?
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Preparing to Be a Policymaker

What is your passion? Is there an aspect of society you think should be changed? Become a public policy
advocate for it! One way to begin is by petitioning the Office of the President. In years past, citizens wrote
letters to express grievances or policy preferences. Today, you can visit We the People, the White House
online petitions platform (Figure 16.14). At this government site, you can search for petitions related to your
cause or post your own. If your petition gets enough signatures, the White House will issue a response. The
petitions range from serious to silly, but the process is an important way to speak out about the policies that
are important to you.

Figure 16.14 The White House petition website encourages citizens to participate in the democratic
process.

Follow-up activity: Choose an issue you are passionate about. Visit We the People (https://openstax.org/l/
29WHpet) to see if there is already a petition there concerning your chosen issue. If so, join the community
promoting your cause. If not, create your own petition and try to gather enough signatures to receive an official
response.

THE POLICY PROCESS
The policy process contains four sequential stages: (1) agenda setting, (2) policy enactment, (3) policy
implementation, and (4) evaluation. Given the sheer number of issues already processed by the
government, called the continuing agenda, and the large number of new proposals being pushed at any
one time, it is typically quite difficult to move a new policy all the way through the process.

Agenda setting is the crucial first stage of the public policy process. Agenda setting has two subphases:
problem identification and alternative specification. Problem identification identifies the issues that merit
discussion. Not all issues make it onto the governmental agenda because there is only so much attention
that government can pay. Thus, one of the more important tasks for a policy advocate is to frame his or her
issue in a compelling way that raises a persuasive dimension or critical need.19 For example, health care
reform has been attempted on many occasions over the years. One key to making the topic salient has been
to frame it in terms of health care access, highlighting the percentage of people who do not have health
insurance.

Alternative specification, the second subphase of agenda setting, considers solutions to fix the difficulty
raised in problem identification. For example, government officials may agree in the problem subphase
that the increase in childhood obesity presents a societal problem worthy of government attention.
However, the solution can be complex, and people who otherwise agree might come into conflict over
what the best answer is. Alternatives might range from reinvestment in school physical education
programs and health education classes, to taking soda and candy machines out of the schools and
requiring good nutrition in school lunches. Agenda setting ends when a given problem has been selected,
a solution has been paired with that problem, and the solution goes to the decision makers for a vote.
Acid rain provides another nice illustration of agenda setting and the problems and solutions subphases.
Acid rain is a widely recognized problem that did not make it on to the governmental policy agenda until
Congress passed the Air Quality Act of 1967, long after environmental groups started asking for laws to
regulate pollution.

Get Connected!
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In the second policy phase, enactment, the elected branches of government typically consider one specific
solution to a problem and decide whether to pass it. This stage is the most visible one and usually garners
the most press coverage. And yet it is somewhat anticlimatic. By the time a specific policy proposal (a
solution) comes out of agenda setting for a yes/no vote, it can be something of a foregone conclusion that
it will pass.

Once the policy has been enacted—usually by the legislative and/or executive branches of the
government, like Congress or the president at the national level or the legislature or governor of a
state—government agencies do the work of actually implementing it. On a national level, policy
implementation can be either top-down or bottom-up. In top-down implementation, the federal
government dictates the specifics of the policy, and each state implements it the same exact way. In
bottom-up implementation, the federal government allows local areas some flexibility to meet their
specific challenges and needs.20

Evaluation, the last stage of the process, should be tied directly to the policy’s desired outcomes.
Evaluation essentially asks, “How well did this policy do what we designed it to do?” The answers
can sometimes be surprising. In one hotly debated case, the United States funded abstinence-only sex
education for teens with the goal of reducing teen pregnancy. A 2011 study published in the journal
PLoS One, however, found that abstinence-only education actually increased teen pregnancy rates.21 The
information from the evaluation stage can feed back into the other stages, informing future decisions and
creating a public policy cycle.

16.5 Budgeting and Tax Policy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Discuss economic theories that shape U.S. economic policy
• Explain how the government uses fiscal policy tools to maintain a healthy economy
• Analyze the taxing and spending decisions made by Congress and the president
• Discuss the role of the Federal Reserve Board in monetary policy

A country spends, raises, and regulates money in accordance with its values. In all, the federal
government’s budget for 2016 was $3.8 trillion. This chapter has provided a brief overview of some of
the budget’s key areas of expenditure, and thus some insight into modern American values. But these
values are only part of the budgeting story. Policymakers make considerable effort to ensure that long-
term priorities are protected from the heat of the election cycle and short-term changes in public opinion.
The decision to put some policymaking functions out of the reach of Congress also reflects economic
philosophies about the best ways to grow, stimulate, and maintain the economy. The role of politics in
drafting the annual budget is indeed large (Figure 16.15), but we should not underestimate the challenges
elected officials face as a result of decisions made in the past.
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Figure 16.15 Strategists discuss the budget in the Roosevelt Room of the White House in 2009.

APPROACHES TO THE ECONOMY
Until the 1930s, most policy advocates argued that the best way for the government to interact with
the economy was through a hands-off approach formally known as laissez-faire economics. These
policymakers believed the key to economic growth and development was the government’s allowing
private markets to operate efficiently. Proponents of this school of thought believed private investors were
better equipped than governments to figure out which sectors of the economy were most likely to grow
and which new products were most likely to be successful. They also tended to oppose government efforts
to establish quality controls or health and safety standards, believing consumers themselves would punish
bad behavior by not trading with poor corporate citizens. Finally, laissez-faire proponents felt that keeping
government out of the business of business would create an automatic cycle of economic growth and
contraction. Contraction phases in which there is no economic growth for two consecutive quarters, called
recessions, would bring business failures and higher unemployment. But this condition, they believed,
would correct itself on its own if the government simply allowed the system to operate.

The Great Depression challenged the laissez-faire view, however. When President Franklin Roosevelt
came to office in 1933, the United States had already been in the depths of the Great Depression for
several years, since the stock market crash of 1929. Roosevelt sought to implement a new approach to
economic regulation known as Keynesianism. Named for its developer, the economist John Maynard
Keynes, Keynesian economics argues that it is possible for a recession to become so deep, and last for
so long, that the typical models of economic collapse and recovery may not work. Keynes suggested that
economic growth was closely tied to the ability of individuals to consume goods. It didn’t matter how or
where investors wanted to invest their money if no one could afford to buy the products they wanted to
make. And in periods of extremely high unemployment, wages for newly hired labor would be so low that
new workers would be unable to afford the products they produced.

Keynesianism counters this problem by increasing government spending in ways that improve
consumption. Some of the proposals Keynes suggested were payments or pension for the unemployed
and retired, as well as tax incentives to encourage consumption in the middle class. His reasoning was
that these individuals would be most likely to spend the money they received by purchasing more
goods, which in turn would encourage production and investment. Keynes argued that the wealthy
class of producers and employers had sufficient capital to meet the increased demand of consumers that
government incentives would stimulate. Once consumption had increased and capital was flowing again,
the government would reduce or eliminate its economic stimulus, and any money it had borrowed to
create it could be repaid from higher tax revenues.

Keynesianism dominated U.S. fiscal or spending policy from the 1930s to the 1970s. By the 1970s, however,
high inflation began to slow economic growth. There were a number of reasons, including higher oil
prices and the costs of fighting the Vietnam War. However, some economists, such as Arthur Laffer,
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began to argue that the social welfare and high tax policies created in the name of Keynesianism were
overstimulating the economy, creating a situation in which demand for products had outstripped
investors’ willingness to increase production.22 They called for an approach known as supply-side
economics, which argues that economic growth is largely a function of the productive capacity of a
country. Supply-siders have argued that increased regulation and higher taxes reduce the incentive to
invest new money into the economy, to the point where little growth can occur. They have advocated
reducing taxes and regulations to spur economic growth.

MANDATORY SPENDING VS. DISCRETIONARY SPENDING
The desire of Keynesians to create a minimal level of aggregate demand, coupled with a Depression-era
preference to promote social welfare policy, led the president and Congress to develop a federal budget
with spending divided into two broad categories: mandatory and discretionary (see Figure 16.16). Of
these, mandatory spending is the larger, consisting of about $2.5 trillion of the projected 2017 budget, or
roughly 59 percent of all federal expenditures.23

The overwhelming portion of mandatory spending is earmarked for entitlement programs guaranteed
to those who meet certain qualifications, usually based on age, income, or disability. These programs,
discussed above, include Medicare and Medicaid, Social Security, and major income security programs
such as unemployment insurance and SNAP. The costs of programs tied to age are relatively easy to
estimate and grow largely as a function of the aging of the population. Income and disability payments
are a bit more difficult to estimate. They tend to go down during periods of economic recovery and rise
when the economy begins to slow down, in precisely the way Keynes suggested. A comparatively small
piece of the mandatory spending pie, about 14 percent, is devoted to benefits designated for former federal
employees, including military retirement and many Veterans Administration programs.

Figure 16.16 This chart of U.S. federal spending for 2015 shows the proportions of mandatory and discretionary
spending, about 60 percent and 40 percent, respectively.

Congress is ultimately responsible for setting the formulas for mandatory payouts, but as we saw in the
earlier discussion regarding Social Security, major reforms to entitlement formulas are difficult to enact. As
a result, the size and growth of mandatory spending in future budgets are largely a function of previous
legislation that set the formulas up in the first place. So long as supporters of particular programs can block
changes to the formulas, funding will continue almost on autopilot. Keynesians support this mandatory
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spending, along with other elements of social welfare policy, because they help maintain a minimal level
of consumption that should, in theory, prevent recessions from turning into depressions, which are more
severe downturns.

Portions of the budget not devoted to mandatory spending are categorized as discretionary spending
because Congress must pass legislation to authorize money to be spent each year. About 50 percent
of the approximately $1.2 trillion set aside for discretionary spending each year pays for most of the
operations of government, including employee salaries and the maintenance of federal buildings. It also
covers science and technology spending, foreign affairs initiatives, education spending, federally provided
transportation costs, and many of the redistributive benefits most people in the United States have come
to take for granted.24 The other half of discretionary spending—and the second-largest component of
the total budget—is devoted to the military. (Only Social Security is larger.) Defense spending is used to
maintain the U.S. military presence at home and abroad, procure and develop new weapons, and cover
the cost of any wars or other military engagements in which the United States is currently engaged (Figure
16.17).

Figure 16.17 The war in Afghanistan, ongoing since 2001, has cost the United States billions of dollars in
discretionary military spending authorized by Congress every year.

In theory, the amount of revenue raised by the national government should be equal to these expenses,
but with the exception of a brief period from 1998 to 2000, that has not been the case. The economic
recovery from the 2007–2009 recession, and budget control efforts implemented since then, have managed
to cut the annual deficit—the amount by which expenditures are greater than revenues—by more than
half. However, the amount of money the U.S. government needed to borrow to pay its bills in 2016 was
still in excess of $400 billion25. This was in addition to the country’s almost $19 trillion of total debt—the
amount of money the government owes its creditors—at the end of 2015, according to the Department of
the Treasury.

Balancing the budget has been a major goal of both the Republican and Democratic parties for the past
several decades, although the parties tend to disagree on the best way to accomplish the task. One
frequently offered solution, particularly among supply-side advocates, is to simply cut spending. This has
proven to be much easier said than done. If Congress were to try to balance the budget only through
discretionary spending, it would need to cut about one-third of spending on programs like defense, higher
education, agriculture, police enforcement, transportation, and general government operations. Given the
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number and popularity of many of these programs, it is difficult to imagine this would be possible. To
use spending cuts alone as a way to control the deficit, Congress will almost certainly be required to
cut or control the costs of mandatory spending programs like Social Security and Medicare—a radically
unpopular step.

TAX POLICY
The other option available for balancing the budget is to increase revenue. All governments must raise
revenue in order to operate. The most common way is by applying some sort of tax on residents (or on their
behaviors) in exchange for the benefits the government provides (Figure 16.18). As necessary as taxes
are, however, they are not without potential downfalls. First, the more money the government collects
to cover its costs, the less residents are left with to spend and invest. Second, attempts to raise revenues
through taxation may alter the behavior of residents in ways that are counterproductive to the state and
the broader economy. Excessively taxing necessary and desirable behaviors like consumption (with a sales
tax) or investment (with a capital gains tax) will discourage citizens from engaging in them, potentially
slowing economic growth. The goal of tax policy, then, is to determine the most effective way of meeting
the nation’s revenue obligations without harming other public policy goals.

Figure 16.18 A U.S. marine fills out an income tax form. Income taxes in the United States are progressive taxes.

As you would expect, Keynesians and supply-siders disagree about which forms of tax policy are best.
Keynesians, with their concern about whether consumers can really stimulate demand, prefer progressive
taxes systems that increase the effective tax rate as the taxpayer’s income increases. This policy leaves those
most likely to spend their money with more money to spend. For example, in 2015, U.S. taxpayers paid
a 10 percent tax rate on the first $18,450 of income, but 15 percent on the next $56,450 (some income is
excluded).26 The rate continues to rise, to up to 39.6 percent on any taxable income over $464,850. These
brackets are somewhat distorted by the range of tax credits, deductions, and incentives the government
offers, but the net effect is that the top income earners pay a greater portion of the overall income tax
burden than do those at the lowest tax brackets. According to the Pew Research Center, based on tax
returns in 2014, 2.7 percent of filers made more than $250,000. Those 2.7 percent of filers paid 52 percent of
the income tax paid.27

Supply-siders, on the other hand, prefer regressive tax systems, which lower the overall rate as individuals
make more money. This does not automatically mean the wealthy pay less than the poor, simply that
the percentage of their income they pay in taxes will be lower. Consider, for example, the use of excise
taxes on specific goods or services as a source of revenue.28 Sometimes called “sin taxes” because they
tend to be applied to goods like alcohol, tobacco, and gasoline, excise taxes have a regressive quality,
since the amount of the good purchased by the consumer, and thus the tax paid, does not increase at the
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same rate as income. A person who makes $250,000 per year is likely to purchase more gasoline than a
person who makes $50,000 per year (Figure 16.19). But the higher earner is not likely to purchase five times
more gasoline, which means the proportion of his or her income paid out in gasoline taxes is less than the
proportion for a lower-earning individual.

Figure 16.19 A gas station shows fuel prices over $3.00 a gallon in 2005, shortly after Hurricane Katrina disrupted
gas production in the Gulf of Mexico. Taxes on gasoline that are based on the quantity purchased are regressive
taxes.

Another example of a regressive tax paid by most U.S. workers is the payroll tax that funds Social Security.
While workers contribute 7.65 percent of their income to pay for Social Security and their employers pay
a matching amount, in 2015, the payroll tax was applied to only the first $118,500 of income. Individuals
who earned more than that, or who made money from other sources like investments, saw their overall
tax rate fall as their income increased.

In 2015, the United States raised about $3.2 trillion in revenue. Income taxes ($1.54 trillion), payroll taxes
on Social Security and Medicare ($1.07 trillion), and excise taxes ($98 billion) make up three of the largest
sources of revenue for the federal government. When combined with corporate income taxes ($344 billion),
these four tax streams make up about 95 percent of total government revenue. The balance of revenue is
split nearly evenly between revenues from the Federal Reserve and a mix of revenues from import tariffs,
estate and gift taxes, and various fees or fines paid to the government (Figure 16.20). The Tax Cuts and
Jobs Act, which was passed in December 2017 by the Republican-controlled Congress and significantly
reduced the income tax rate paid by corporations, has led to a widening budget deficit. November 2018
featured the largest single-month deficit in the history of the country, with $411 billion in spending and
only $206 billion in receipts, and the annual budget shortfall is approaching $1 trillion.29
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Figure 16.20

THE FEDERAL RESERVE BOARD AND INTEREST RATES
Financial panics arise when too many people, worried about the solvency of their investments, try to
withdraw their money at the same time. Such panics plagued U.S. banks until 1913 (Figure 16.21), when
Congress enacted the Federal Reserve Act. The act established the Federal Reserve System, also known as
the Fed, as the central bank of the United States. The Fed’s three original goals to promote were maximum
employment, stable prices, and moderate long-term interest rates.30 All of these goals bring stability.
The Fed’s role is now broader and includes influencing monetary policy (the means by which the nation
controls the size and growth of the money supply), supervising and regulating banks, and providing them
with financial services like loans.
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Figure 16.21 Investors crowd Wall Street during the Bankers Panic of 1907.

The Federal Reserve System is overseen by a board of governors, known as the Federal Reserve Board.
The president of the United States appoints the seven governors, each of whom serves a fourteen-year
term (the terms are staggered). A chair and vice chair lead the board for terms of four years each. The
most important work of the board is participating in the Federal Open Market Committee to set monetary
policy, like interest rate levels and macroeconomic policy. The board also oversees a network of twelve
regional Federal Reserve Banks, each of which serves as a “banker’s bank” for the country’s financial
institutions.
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The Role of the Federal Reserve Chair

If you have read or watched the news for the past several years, perhaps you have heard the names Janet
Yellen, Ben Bernanke, or Alan Greenspan. Bernanke, Greenspan, and Yellen are all recent past chairs of the
board of governors of the Federal Reserve System; Jerome Powell is the current chair (Figure 16.22). The
role of the Fed chair is one of the most important in the country. By raising or lowering banks’ interest rates,
the chair has the ability reduce inflation or stimulate growth. The Fed’s dual mandate is to keep inflation low
(under 2 percent) and unemployment low (below 5 percent), but efforts to meet these goals can often lead to
contradictory monetary policies.

Figure 16.22 Economist Alan Greenspan (a) was chair of the board of governors of the Federal Reserve
System from 1987 to 2006, the second-longest tenure of any chair. Janet Yellen (b) succeeded Ben Bernanke
as chair in 2014, after serving as vice chair for four years. Prior to serving on the Federal Reserve Board,
Yellen was president and CEO of the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco. She was succeeded by
Jerome Powell in February 2018.

The Fed, and by extension its chair, have a tremendous responsibility. Many of the economic events of the past
five decades, both good and bad, are the results of Fed policies. In the 1970s, double-digit inflation brought
the economy almost to a halt, but when Paul Volcker became chair in 1979, he raised interest rates and
jump-started the economy. After the stock market crash of 1987, then-chair Alan Greenspan declared, “The
Federal Reserve, consistent with its responsibilities as the nation’s central bank, affirmed today its readiness
to…support the economic and financial system.”31 His lowering of interest rates led to an unprecedented
decade of economic growth through the 1990s. In the 2000s, consistently low interest rates and readily
available credit contributed to the sub-prime mortgage boom and subsequent bust, which led to a global
economic recession beginning in 2008.

Should the important tasks of the Fed continue to be pursued by unelected appointees like those profiled in
this box, or should elected leaders be given the job? Why?

Insider Perspective
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Do you think you have what it takes to be chair of the Federal Reserve Board? Play this game
(https://openstax.org/l/29ChrtheFed) and see how you fare!

Link to Learning
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bottom-up implementation

Congressional Budget Office

debt

deficit

discretionary spending

distributive policy

entitlement

excise taxes

free-market economics

Keynesian economics

laissez-faire

libertarians

mandatory spending

Medicaid

Medicare

policy advocates

policy analysts

progressive tax

public policy

recession

redistributive policy

Key Terms

a strategy in which the federal government allows local areas some
flexibility to meet their specific challenges and needs in implementing policy

the congressional office that scores the spending or revenue impact of all
proposed legislation to assess its net effect on the budget

the total amount the government owes across all years

the annual amount by which expenditures are greater than revenues

government spending that Congress must pass legislation to authorize each year

a policy that collect payments or resources broadly but concentrates direct benefits
on relatively few

a program that guarantees benefits to members of a specific group or segment of the
population

taxes applied to specific goods or services as a source of revenue

a school of thought that believes the forces of supply and demand, working
without any government intervention, are the most effective way for markets to operate

an economic policy based on the idea that economic growth is closely tied to the
ability of individuals to consume goods

an economic policy that assumes the key to economic growth and development is for the
government to allow private markets to operate efficiently without interference

people who believe that government almost always operates less efficiently than the private
sector and that its actions should be kept to a minimum

government spending earmarked for entitlement programs guaranteeing support
to those who meet certain qualifications

a health insurance program for low-income citizens

an entitlement health insurance program for older people and retirees who no longer get
health insurance through their work

people who actively work to propose or maintain public policy

people who identify all possible choices available to a decision maker and assess the
potential impact of each

a tax that tends to increase the effective tax rate as the wealth or income of the tax payer
increases

the broad strategy government uses to do its job; the relatively stable set of purposive
governmental behaviors that address matters of concern to some part of society

a temporary contraction of the economy in which there is no economic growth for two
consecutive quarters

a policy in which costs are born by a relatively small number of groups or
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regressive tax

regulatory policy

safety net

Social Security

supply-side economics

top-down implementation

individuals, but benefits are expected to be enjoyed by a different group in society

a tax applied at a lower overall rate as individuals’ income rises

a policy that regulates companies and organizations in a way that protects the public

a way to provide for members of society experiencing economic hardship

a social welfare policy for people who no longer receive an income from employment

an economic policy that assumes economic growth is largely a function of a
country’s productive capacity

a strategy in which the federal government dictates the specifics of public
policy and each state implements it the same exact way

Summary

16.1 What Is Public Policy?
Public policy is the broad strategy government uses to do its job, the relatively stable set of purposive
governmental behaviors that address matters of concern to some part of society. Most policy outcomes are
the result of considerable debate, compromise, and refinement that happen over years and are finalized
only after input from multiple institutions within government. Health care reform, for instance, was
developed after years of analysis, reflection on existing policy, and even trial implementation at the state
level.

People evaluate public policies based on their outcomes, that is, who benefits and who loses. Even the
best-intended policies can have unintended consequences and may even ultimately harm someone, if only
those who must pay for the policy through higher taxes.

16.2 Categorizing Public Policy
Goods are the commodities, services, and systems that satisfy people’s wants or needs. Private goods can
be owned by a particular person or group, and are excluded from use by others, typically by means of
a price. Free-market economists believe that the government has no role in regulating the exchange of
private goods because the market will regulate itself. Public goods, on the other hand, are goods like air,
water, wildlife, and forests that no one owns, so no one has responsibility for them. Most people agree the
government has some role to play in regulating public goods.

We categorize policy based upon the degree to which costs and benefits are concentrated on the few
or diffused across the many. Distributive policy collects from the many and benefits the few, whereas
regulatory policy focuses costs on one group while benefitting larger society. Redistributive policy shares
the wealth and income of some groups with others.

16.3 Policy Arenas
The three major domestic policy areas are social welfare; science, technology, and education; and business
stimulus and regulation. Social welfare programs like Social Security, Medicaid, and Medicare form a
safety net for vulnerable populations. Science, technology, and education policies have the goal of securing
the United States’ competitive advantages. Business stimulus and regulation policies have to balance
business’ needs for an economic edge with consumers’ need for protection from unfair or unsafe practices.
The United States spends billions of dollars on these programs.

16.4 Policymakers
The two groups most engaged in making policy are policy advocates and policy analysts. Policy advocates
are people who feel strongly enough about something to work toward changing public policy to fix it.
Policy analysts, on the other hand, aim for impartiality. Their role is to assess potential policies and predict
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their outcomes. Although they are in theory unbiased, their findings often reflect specific political leanings.

The public policy process has four major phases: identifying the problem, setting the agenda,
implementing the policy, and evaluating the results. The process is a cycle, because the evaluation stage
should feed back into the earlier stages, informing future decisions about the policy.

16.5 Budgeting and Tax Policy
Until the Great Depression of the 1930s, the U.S. government took a laissez-faire or hands-off approach to
economic policy, assuming that if left to itself, the economy would go through cycles of boom and bust, but
would remain healthy overall. Keynesian economic policies, with their emphasis on government spending
to increase consumer consumption, helped raise the country out of the Depression.

The goal of federal fiscal policy is to have a balanced budget, in which expenditures and revenues match
up. More frequently, the budget has a deficit, a gap between expenditures and revenues. It is very difficult
to reduce the budget, which consists of mandatory and discretionary spending, but no one really wants to
raise revenue by raising taxes. One way monetary policies can change the economy is through the level of
interest rates. The Federal Reserve Board sets these rates and thus guiding monetary policy in the United
States.

Review Questions

1. Which of the following is not an example of a
public policy outcome?

a. the creation of a program to combat drug
trafficking

b. the passage of the Affordable Care Act
(Obamacare)

c. the passage of tax cuts during the George
W. Bush administration

d. none of the above; all are public policy
outcomes

2. Public policy ________.
a. is more of a theory than a reality
b. is typically made by one branch of

government acting alone
c. requires multiple actors and branches to

carry out
d. focuses on only a few special individuals

3. What are some of the challenges to getting a
new public policy considered and passed as law?

4. Toll goods differ from public goods in that
________.

a. they provide special access to some and not
all

b. they require the payment of a fee up front
c. they provide a service for only the wealthy
d. they are free and available to all

5. Which type of policy directly benefits the most
citizens?

a. regulatory policy
b. distributive policy
c. redistributive policy
d. self-regulatory policy

6. Of the types of goods introduced in this
section, which do you feel is the most important to
the public generally and why? Which public
policies are most important and why?

7. Social Security and Medicare are notable for
their assistance to which group?

a. the poor
b. young families starting out
c. those in urban areas
d. the elderly

8. Setting aside Social Security and Medicare,
other entitlement programs in the U.S.
government ________.

a. constitute over half the budget
b. constitute well under one-quarter of the

budget
c. are paid for by the states with no cost to the

Federal government
d. none of the above

9. What societal ills are social welfare programs
designed to address?
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10. Which stage of the public policy process
includes identification of problems in need of
fixing?

a. agenda setting
b. enactment
c. implementation
d. evaluation

11. Policy analysts seek ________.
a. evidence
b. their chosen outputs
c. influence
d. money

12. In the implementation phase of the policy
process, is it better to use a top-down approach or
a bottom-up approach on Federal policies? Why?

13. A deficit is ________.
a. the overall amount owed by government

for past borrowing
b. the annual budget shortfall between

revenues and expenditures
c. the cancellation of an entitlement program
d. all the above

14. Entitlement (or mandatory) spending is
________.

a. formula-based spending that goes to
individual citizens

b. a program of contracts to aerospace
companies

c. focused on children
d. concentrated on education

15. When times are tough economically, what can
the government do to get the economy moving
again?

Critical Thinking Questions

16. What might indicate that a government is passing the policies the country needs?

17. If you had to define the poverty line, what would you expect people to be able to afford just above that
line? For those below that line, what programs should the government offer to improve quality of life?

18. What is the proper role of the government in regulating the private sector so people are protected
from unfair or dangerous business practices? Why?

19. Is it realistic to expect the U.S. government to balance its budget? Why or why not?

20. What in your view is the most important policy issue facing the United States? Why is it important
and which specific problems need to be solved?

21. What are some suggested solutions to the anticipated Social Security shortfall? Why haven’t these
solutions tended to gain support?

22. Whose role is more important in a democracy, the policy advocate’s or the policy analyst’s? Why?

23. Which stage of the policy progress is the most important and why?
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Chapter 17

Foreign Policy

Figure 17.1 U.S. president Donald Trump and Russian president Vladimir Putin shake hands for the cameras during
the APEC Summit on November 10, 2017 in Da Nang, Vietnam. (credit: President of the Russian Federation/
www.kremlin.ru)

Chapter Outline
17.1 Defining Foreign Policy
17.2 Foreign Policy Instruments
17.3 Institutional Relations in Foreign Policy
17.4 Approaches to Foreign Policy

Introduction
The U.S. government interacts with a large number of international actors, from other governments to
private organizations, to fight global problems like terrorism and human trafficking, and to meet many
other national foreign policy goals such as encouraging trade and protecting the environment. Sometimes
these goals are conflicting. Perhaps because of these realities, the president is in many ways the leader
of the foreign policy domain. When the United States wishes to discuss important issues with other
nations, the president (or a representative such as the secretary of state) typically does the talking, as when
President Donald Trump visited with Russian president Vladimir Putin in 2017 (Figure 17.1).

But don’t let this image mislead you. While the president is the country’s foreign policy leader, Congress
also has many foreign policy responsibilities, including approving treaties and agreements, allocating
funding, making war, and confirming ambassadors. These and various other activities constitute the
patchwork quilt that is U.S. foreign policy.

How are foreign and domestic policymaking different, and how are they linked? What are the main
foreign policy goals of the United States? How do the president and Congress interact in the foreign policy
realm? In what different ways might foreign policy be pursued? This chapter will delve into these and
other issues to present an overview U.S. foreign policy.
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17.1 Defining Foreign Policy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain what foreign policy is and how it differs from domestic policy
• Identify the objectives of U.S. foreign policy
• Describe the different types of foreign policy
• Identify the U.S. government’s main challenges in the foreign policy realm

When we consider policy as our chapter focus, we are looking broadly at the actions the U.S. government
carries out for particular purposes. In the case of foreign policy, that purpose is to manage its relationships
with other nations of the world. Another distinction is that policy results from a course of action or a
pattern of actions over time, rather than from a single action or decision. For example, U.S. foreign policy
with Russia has been forged by several presidents, as well as by cabinet secretaries, House and Senate
members, and foreign policy agency bureaucrats. Policy is also purposive, or intended to do something;
that is, policymaking is not random. When the United States enters into an international agreement with
other countries on aims such as free trade or nuclear disarmament, it does so for specific reasons. With that
general definition of policy established, we shall now dig deeper into the specific domain of U.S. foreign
policy.

FOREIGN POLICY BASICS
What is foreign policy? We can think of it on several levels, as “the goals that a state’s officials seek to
attain abroad, the values that give rise to those objectives, and the means or instruments used to pursue
them.”1 This definition highlights some of the key topics in U.S. foreign policy, such as national goals
abroad and the manner in which the United States tries to achieve them. Note too that we distinguish
foreign policy, which is externally focused, from domestic policy, which sets strategies internal to the
United States, though the two types of policies can become quite intertwined. So, for example, one might
talk about Latino politics as a domestic issue when considering educational policies designed to increase
the number of Hispanic Americans who attend and graduate from a U.S. college or university.2 However,
as demonstrated in the primary debates leading up to the 2016 election, Latino politics can quickly become
a foreign policy matter when considering topics such as immigration from and foreign trade with countries
in Central America and South America (Figure 17.2).3

Figure 17.2 Domestic issues can sometimes become international ones when it comes to such topics as foreign
trade. Here, President George W. Bush shakes hands with legislators and administration officials after signing the
Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) Implementation Act on August 2, 2005.
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What are the objectives of U.S. foreign policy? While the goals of a nation’s foreign policy are always open
to debate and revision, there are nonetheless four main goals to which we can attribute much of what
the U.S. government does in the foreign policy realm: (1) the protection of the U.S. and its citizens, (2)
the maintenance of access to key resources and markets, (3) the preservation of a balance of power in the
world, and (4) the protection of human rights and democracy.

The first goal is the protection of the United States and the lives of it citizens, both while they are in
the United States and when they travel abroad. Related to this security goal is the aim of protecting the
country’s allies, or countries with which the United States is friendly and mutually supportive. In the
international sphere, threats and dangers can take several forms, including military threats from other
nations or terrorist groups and economic threats from boycotts and high tariffs on trade.

In an economic boycott, the United States ceases trade with another country unless or until it changes a
policy to which the United States objects. Ceasing trade means U.S. goods cannot be sold in that country
and its goods cannot be sold in the United States. For example, in recent years the United States and other
countries implemented an economic boycott of Iran as it escalated the development of its nuclear energy
program. The recent Iran nuclear deal is a pact in which Iran agrees to halt nuclear development while
the United States and six other countries lift economic sanctions to again allow trade with Iran. Barriers
to trade also include tariffs, or fees charged for moving goods from one country to another. Protectionist
trade policies raise tariffs so that it becomes difficult for imported goods, now more expensive, to compete
on price with domestic goods. Free trade agreements seek to reduce these trade barriers.

The second main goal of U.S. foreign policy is to ensure the nation maintains access to key resources
and markets across the world. Resources include natural resources, such as oil, and economic resources,
including the infusion of foreign capital investment for U.S. domestic infrastructure projects like buildings,
bridges, and weapons systems. Of course, access to the international marketplace also means access
to goods that American consumers might want, such as Swiss chocolate and Australian wine. U.S.
foreign policy also seeks to advance the interests of U.S. business, to both sell domestic products in the
international marketplace and support general economic development around the globe (especially in
developing countries).

A third main goal is the preservation of a balance of power in the world. A balance of power means no
one nation or region is much more powerful militarily than are the countries of the rest of the world. The
achievement of a perfect balance of power is probably not possible, but general stability, or predictability
in the operation of governments, strong institutions, and the absence of violence within and between
nations may be. For much of U.S. history, leaders viewed world stability through the lens of Europe. If the
European continent was stable, so too was the world. During the Cold War era that followed World War II,
stability was achieved by the existence of dual superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, and
by the real fear of the nuclear annihilation of which both were capable. Until approximately 1989–1990,
advanced industrial democracies aligned themselves behind one of these two superpowers.

Today, in the post–Cold War era, many parts of Europe are politically more free than they were during the
years of the Soviet bloc, and there is less fear of nuclear war than when the United States and the Soviet
Union had missiles pointed at each other for four straight decades. However, despite the mostly stabilizing
presence of the European Union (EU), which now has twenty-eight member countries, several wars have
been fought in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Moreover, the EU itself faces some challenges,
including a vote in the United Kingdom to leave the EU, the ongoing controversy about how to resolve the
national debt of Greece, and the crisis in Europe created by thousands of refugees from the Middle East.

Carefully planned acts of terrorism in the United States, Asia, and Europe have introduced a new type of
enemy into the balance of power equation—nonstate or nongovernmental organizations, such as al-Qaeda
and ISIS (or ISIL), consisting of various terrorist cells located in many different countries and across all
continents (Figure 17.3).
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Figure 17.3 President Barack Obama, along with French president François Hollande and Paris mayor Anne
Hidalgo, place roses on the makeshift memorial in front of the Bataclan concert hall, one of the sites targeted in the
Paris terrorist attacks of November 13, 2015.

The fourth main goal of U.S. foreign policy is the protection of human rights and democracy. The payoff of
stability that comes from other U.S. foreign policy goals is peace and tranquility. While certainly looking
out for its own strategic interests in considering foreign policy strategy, the United States nonetheless
attempts to support international peace through many aspects of its foreign policy, such as foreign aid,
and through its support of and participation in international organizations such as the United Nations, the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the Organization of American States.

The United Nations (UN) is perhaps the foremost international organization in the world today. The
main institutional bodies of the UN are the General Assembly and the Security Council. The General
Assembly includes all member nations and admits new members and approves the UN budget by a two-
thirds majority. The Security Council includes fifteen countries, five of which are permanent members
(including the United States) and ten that are non-permanent and rotate on a five two-year-term basis.
The entire membership is bound by decisions of the Security Council, which makes all decisions related
to international peace and security. Two other important units of the UN are the International Court of
Justice in The Hague (Netherlands) and the UN Secretariat, which includes the Secretary-General of the
UN and the UN staff directors and employees.
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The Creation of the United Nations

One of the unique and challenging aspects of global affairs is the fact that no world-level authority exists to
mandate when and how the world’s nations interact. After the failed attempt by President Woodrow Wilson
and others to formalize a “League of Nations” in the wake of World War I in the 1920s, and on the heels of a
worldwide depression that began in 1929, came World War II, history’s deadliest military conflict. Now, in the
early decades of the twenty-first century, it is common to think of the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001 as
the big game-changer. Yet while 9/11 was hugely significant in the United States and abroad, World War II was
even more so. The December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor (Hawaii) was a comparable surprise-
style attack that plunged the United States into war.

The scope of the conflict, fought in Europe and the Pacific Ocean, and Hitler’s nearly successful attempt to
take over Europe entirely, struck fear in minds and hearts. The war brought about a sea change in international
relations and governance, from the Marshall Plan to rebuild Europe, to NATO that created a cross-national
military shield for Western Europe, to the creation of the UN in 1945, when the representatives of fifty countries
met and signed the Charter of the United Nations in San Francisco, California (Figure 17.4).

Figure 17.4 On June 26, 2015, then-House minority leader Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) joined UN secretary-
general Ban Ki-moon, California governor Jerry Brown, and other dignitaries to commemorate the seventieth
anniversary of the adoption of the UN Charter in San Francisco. (credit: modification of work by “Nancy
Pelosi”/Flickr)

Today, the United Nations, headquartered in New York City, includes 193 of the 195 nations of the world. It is a
voluntary association to which member nations pay dues based on the size of their economy. The UN’s main
purposes are to maintain peace and security, promote human rights and social progress, and develop friendly
relationships among nations.

Follow-up activity: In addition to facilitating collective decision-making on world matters, the UN carries out
many different programs. Go to the UN website (https://openstax.org/l/29UNmain) to find information about
three different UN programs that are carried out around the world.

An ongoing question for the United States in waging the war against terrorism is to what degree it should
work in concert with the UN to carry out anti-terrorism initiatives around the world in a multilateral

Milestone
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manner, rather than pursuing a “go it alone” strategy of unilateralism. The fact that the U.S. government
has such a choice suggests the voluntary nature of the United States (or another country) accepting world-
level governance in foreign policy. If the United States truly felt bound by UN opinion regarding the
manner in which it carries out its war on terrorism, it would approach the UN Security Council for
approval.

Another cross-national organization to which the United States is tied, and that exists to forcefully
represent Western allies and in turn forge the peace, is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).
NATO was formed after World War II as the Cold War between East and West started to emerge. While
more militaristic in approach than the United Nations, NATO has the goal of protecting the interests of
Europe and the West and the assurance of support and defense from partner nations. However, while it
is a strong military coalition, it has not sought to expand and take over other countries. Rather, the peace
and stability of Europe are its main goals. NATO initially included only Western European nations and the
United States. However, since the end of the Cold War, additional countries from the East, such as Turkey,
have entered into the NATO alliance.

Besides participating in the UN and NATO, the United States also distributes hundreds of millions of
dollars each year in foreign aid to improve the quality of life of citizens in developing countries. The United
States may also forgive the foreign debts of these countries. By definition, developing countries are not
modernized in terms of infrastructure and social services and thus suffer from instability. Helping them
modernize and develop stable governments is intended as a benefit to them and a prop to the stability
of the world. An alternative view of U.S. assistance is that there are more nefarious goals at work, that
perhaps it is intended to buy influence in developing countries, secure a position in the region, obtain
access to resources, or foster dependence on the United States.

The United States pursues its four main foreign policy goals through several different foreign policy types,
or distinct substantive areas of foreign policy in which the United States is engaged. These types are trade,
diplomacy, sanctions, military/defense, intelligence, foreign aid, and global environmental policy.

Trade policy is the way the United States interacts with other countries to ease the flow of commerce and
goods and services between countries. A country is said to be engaging in protectionism when it does
not permit other countries to sell goods and services within its borders, or when it charges them very
high tariffs (or import taxes) to do so. At the other end of the spectrum is a free trade approach, in which
a country allows the unfettered flow of goods and services between itself and other countries. At times
the United States has been free trade–oriented, while at other times it has been protectionist. Perhaps its
most free trade–oriented move was the 1991 implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA). This pact removed trade barriers and other transaction costs levied on goods moving between
the United States, Mexico, and Canada.

Critics see a free trade approach as problematic and instead advocate for protectionist policies that shield
U.S. companies and their products against cheaper foreign products that might be imported here. One
of the more prominent recent examples of protectionist policies occurred in the steel industry, as U.S.
companies in the international steel marketplace struggled with competition from Chinese factories in
particular.

The balance of trade is the relationship between a country’s inflow and outflow of goods. The United
States sells many goods and services around the world, but overall it maintains a trade deficit, in which
more goods and services are coming in from other countries than are going out to be sold overseas. The
current U.S. trade deficit is $37.4 billion, which means the value of what the United States imports from
other countries is much larger than the value of what it exports to other countries.4 This trade deficit has
led some to advocate for protectionist trade policies.

For many, foreign policy is synonymous with diplomacy. Diplomacy is the establishment and
maintenance of a formal relationship between countries that governs their interactions on matters as
diverse as tourism, the taxation of goods they trade, and the landing of planes on each other’s runways.
While diplomatic relations are not always rosy, when they are operating it does suggest that things are
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going well between the countries. Diplomatic relations are formalized through the sharing of ambassadors.
Ambassadors are country representatives who live and maintain an office (known as an embassy) in the
other country. Just as exchanging ambassadors formalizes the bilateral relationship between countries,
calling them home signifies the end of the relationship. Diplomacy tends to be the U.S. government’s first
step when it tries to resolve a conflict with another country.

To illustrate how international relations play out when countries come into conflict, consider what has
become known as the Hainan Island incident. In 2001, a U.S. spy plane collided with a Chinese jet fighter
near Chinese airspace, where U.S. planes were not authorized to be. The Chinese jet fighter crashed and
the pilot died. The U.S. plane made an emergency landing on the island of Hainan. China retrieved the
aircraft and captured the U.S. pilots. U.S. ambassadors then attempted to negotiate for their return. These
negotiations were slow and ended up involving officials of the president’s cabinet, but they ultimately
worked. Had they not succeeded, an escalating set of options likely would have included diplomatic
sanctions (removal of ambassadors), economic sanctions (such as an embargo on trade and the flow of
money between the countries), minor military options (such as establishment of a no-fly zone just outside
Chinese airspace), or more significant military options (such as a focused campaign to enter China and get
the pilots back). Nonmilitary tools to influence another country, like economic sanctions, are referred to as
soft power, while the use of military power is termed hard power.5

At the more serious end of the foreign policy decision-making spectrum, and usually as a last resort when
diplomacy fails, the U.S. military and defense establishment exists to provide the United States the ability
to wage war against other state and nonstate actors. Such war can be offensive, as were the Iraq War in
2003 and the 1989 removal of Panamanian leader Manuel Noriega. Or it can be defensive, as a means to
respond to aggression from others, such as the Persian Gulf War in 1991, also known as Operation Desert
Storm (Figure 17.5). The potential for military engagement, and indeed the scattering about the globe of
hundreds of U.S. military installations, can also be a potential source of foreign policy strength for the
United States. On the other hand, in the world of diplomacy, such an approach can be seen as imperialistic
by other world nations.

Figure 17.5 President George H. W. Bush greets U.S. troops stationed in Saudi Arabia on Thanksgiving Day in
1990. The first troops were deployed there in August 1990, as part of Operation Desert Shield, which was intended to
build U.S. military strength in the area in preparation for an eventual military operation.

Intelligence policy is related to defense and includes the overt and covert gathering of information from
foreign sources that might be of strategic interest to the United States. The intelligence world, perhaps
more than any other area of foreign policy, captures the imagination of the general public. Many books,
television shows, and movies entertain us (with varying degrees of accuracy) through stories about U.S.
intelligence operations and people.

Foreign aid and global environmental policy are the final two foreign policy types. With both, as with

Chapter 17 | Foreign Policy 633



the other types, the United States operates as a strategic actor with its own interests in mind, but here
it also acts as an international steward trying to serve the common good. With foreign aid, the United
States provides material and economic aid to other countries, especially developing countries, in order to
improve their stability and their citizens’ quality of life. This type of aid is sometimes called humanitarian
aid; in 2013 the U.S. contribution totaled $32 billion. Military aid is classified under military/defense or
national security policy (and totaled $8 billion in 2013). At $40 billion the total U.S. foreign aid budget for
2013 was sizeable, though it represented less than 1 percent of the entire federal budget.6

Global environmental policy addresses world-level environmental matters such as climate change and
global warming, the thinning of the ozone layer, rainforest depletion in areas along the Equator, and ocean
pollution and species extinction. The United States’ commitment to such issues has varied considerably
over the years. For example, the United States was the largest country not to sign the 1997 Kyoto Protocol
on greenhouse gas emissions. However, few would argue that the U.S. government has not been a leader
on global environmental matters.

UNIQUE CHALLENGES IN FOREIGN POLICY
U.S. foreign policy is a massive and complex enterprise. What are its unique challenges for the country?

First, there exists no true world-level authority dictating how the nations of the world should relate
to one another. If one nation negotiates in bad faith or lies to another, there is no central world-level
government authority to sanction that country. This makes diplomacy and international coordination an
ongoing bargain as issues evolve and governmental leaders and nations change. Foreign relations are
certainly made smoother by the existence of cross-national voluntary associations like the United Nations,
the Organization of American States, and the African Union. However, these associations do not have
strict enforcement authority over specific nations, unless a group of member nations takes action in some
manner (which is ultimately voluntary).

The European Union is the single supranational entity with some real and significant authority over its
member nations. Adoption of its common currency, the euro, brings with it concessions from countries on
a variety of matters, and the EU’s economic and environmental regulations are the strictest in the world.
Yet even the EU has enforcement issues, as evidenced by the battle within its ranks to force member Greece
to reduce its national debt or the recurring problem of Spain overfishing in the North Atlantic Ocean. The
withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union (commonly referred to as Brexit, short for
British exit) also points to the struggles that supra-national institutions like the EU can face.

International relations take place in a relatively open venue in which it is seldom clear how to achieve
collective action among countries generally or between the United States and specific other nations in
particular. When does it make sense to sign a multinational pact and when doesn’t it? Is a particular
bilateral economic agreement truly as beneficial to the United States as to the other party, or are we giving
away too much in the deal? These are open and complicated questions, which the various schools of
thought discussed later in the chapter will help us answer.

A second challenge for the United States is the widely differing views among countries about the role of
government in people’s lives. The government of hardline communist North Korea regulates everything in
its people’s lives every day. At the other end of the spectrum are countries with little government activity
at all, such as parts of the island of New Guinea. In between is a vast array of diverse approaches to
governance. Countries like Sweden provide cradle-to-grave human services programs like health care and
education that in some parts of India are minimal at best. In Egypt, the nonprofit sector provides many
services rather than the government. The United States relishes its tradition of freedom and the principle
of limited government, but practice and reality can be somewhat different. In the end, it falls somewhere
in the middle of this continuum because of its focus on law and order, educational and training services,
and old-age pensions and health care in the form of Social Security and Medicare.

The challenge of pinpointing the appropriate role of government may sound more like a domestic than
a foreign policy matter, and to some degree it is an internal choice about the way government interacts
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with the people. Yet the internal (or domestic) relationship between a government and its people can
often become intertwined with foreign policy. For example, the narrow stance on personal liberty that Iran
has taken in recent decades led other countries to impose economic sanctions that crippled the country
internally. Some of these sanctions have eased in light of the new nuclear deal with Iran. So the domestic
and foreign policy realms are intertwined in terms of what we view as national priorities—whether they
consist of nation building abroad or infrastructure building here at home, for example. This latter choice is
often described as the “guns versus butter” debate.

A third, and related, unique challenge for the United States in the foreign policy realm is other countries’
varying ideas about the appropriate form of government. These forms range from democracies on one
side to various authoritarian (or nondemocratic) forms of government on the other. Relations between
the United States and democratic states tend to operate more smoothly, proceeding from the shared core
assumption that government’s authority comes from the people. Monarchies and other nondemocratic
forms of government do not share this assumption, which can complicate foreign policy discussions
immensely. People in the United States often assume that people who live in a nondemocratic country
would prefer to live in a democratic one. However, in some regions of the world, such as the Middle East,
this does not seem to be the case—people often prefer having stability within a nondemocratic system
over changing to a less predictable democratic form of government. Or they may believe in a theocratic
form of government. And the United States does have formal relations with some more totalitarian and
monarchical governments, such as Saudi Arabia, when it is in U.S. interests to do so.

A fourth challenge is that many new foreign policy issues transcend borders. That is, there are no longer
simply friendly states and enemy states. Problems around the world that might affect the United States,
such as terrorism, the international slave trade, and climate change, originate with groups and issues that
are not country-specific. They are transnational. So, for example, while we can readily name the enemies
of the Allied forces in World War II (Germany, Italy, and Japan), the U.S. war against terrorism has been
aimed at terrorist groups that do not fit neatly within the borders of any one country with which the United
States could quickly interact to solve the problem. Intelligence-gathering and focused military intervention
are needed more than traditional diplomatic relations, and relations can become complicated when the
United States wants to pursue terrorists within other countries’ borders. An ongoing example is the use of
U.S. drone strikes on terrorist targets within the nation of Pakistan, in addition to the 2011 campaign that
resulted in the death of Osama bin Laden, the founder of al-Qaeda (Figure 17.6).

Figure 17.6 President Barack Obama (second from left) with Vice President Joe Biden (far left), Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton (second from right), Secretary of Defense Robert Gates (far right), and other national security advisers
in the Situation Room of the White House, watching the successful raid on Osama bin Laden’s compound on May 1,
2011.

The fifth and final unique challenge is the varying conditions of the countries in the world and their effect
on what is possible in terms of foreign policy and diplomatic relations. Relations between the United States
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and a stable industrial democracy are going to be easier than between the United States and an unstable
developing country being run by a military junta (a group that has taken control of the government
by force). Moreover, an unstable country will be more focused on establishing internal stability than on
broader world concerns like environmental policy. In fact, developing countries are temporarily exempt
from the requirements of certain treaties while they seek to develop stable industrial and governmental
frameworks.

The Council on Foreign Relations (https://openstax.org/l/29ConclFrgRel) is one of the nation’s oldest
organizations that exist to promote thoughtful discussion on U.S. foreign policy.

17.2 Foreign Policy Instruments

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Describe the outputs of broadly focused U.S. foreign policy
• Describe the outputs of sharply focused U.S. foreign policy
• Analyze the role of Congress in foreign policy

The decisions or outputs of U.S. foreign policy vary from presidential directives about conducting drone
strikes to the size of the overall foreign relations budget passed by Congress, and from presidential
summits with other heads of state to U.S. views of new policies considered in the UN Security Council. In
this section, we consider the outputs of foreign policy produced by the U.S. government, beginning with
broadly focused decisions and then discussing more sharply focused strategies. Drawing this distinction
brings some clarity to the array of different policy outcomes in foreign policy. Broadly focused decisions
typically take longer to formalize, bring in more actors in the United States and abroad, require more
resources to carry out, are harder to reverse, and hence tend to have a lasting impact. Sharply focused
outputs tend to be processed quickly, are often unilateral moves by the president, have a shorter time
horizon, are easier for subsequent decision-makers to reverse, and hence do not usually have so lasting an
impact as broadly focused foreign policy outputs.

BROADLY FOCUSED FOREIGN POLICY OUTPUTS
Broadly focused foreign policy outputs not only span multiple topics and organizations, but they also
typically require large-scale spending and take longer to implement than sharply focused outputs. In the
realm of broadly focused outputs, we will consider public laws, the periodic reauthorization of the foreign
policy agencies, the foreign policy budget, international agreements, and the appointment process for new
executive officials and ambassadors.

Public Laws
When we talk about new laws enacted by Congress and the president, we are referring to public laws.
Public laws, sometimes called statutes, are policies that affect more than a single individual. All policies
enacted by Congress and the president are public laws, except for a few dozen each year. They differ from
private laws, which require some sort of action or payment by a specific individual or individuals named in
the law.

Link to Learning
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Many statutes affect what the government can do in the foreign policy realm, including the National
Security Act, the Patriot Act, the Homeland Security Act, and the War Powers Resolution. The National
Security Act governs the way the government shares and stores information, while the Patriot Act (passed
immediately after 9/11) clarifies what the government may do in collecting information about people
in the name of protecting the country. The Homeland Security Act of 2002 authorized the creation of a
massive new federal agency, the Department of Homeland Security, consolidating powers that had been
under the jurisdiction of several different agencies. Their earlier lack of coordination may have prevented
the United States from recognizing warning signs of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

The War Powers Resolution was passed in 1973 by a congressional override of President Richard Nixon’s
veto. The bill was Congress’s attempt to reassert itself in war-making. Congress has the power to declare
war, but it had not formally done so since Japan’s 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor brought the United States
into World War II. Yet the United States had entered several wars since that time, including in Korea, in
Vietnam, and in focused military campaigns such as the failed 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba. The War
Powers Resolution created a new series of steps to be followed by presidents in waging military conflict
with other countries.

Its main feature was a requirement that presidents get approval from Congress to continue any military
campaign beyond sixty days. To many, however, the overall effect was actually to strengthen the role of
the president in war-making. After all, the law clarified that presidents could act on their own for sixty
days before getting authorization from Congress to continue, and many smaller-scale conflicts are over
within sixty days. Before the War Powers Resolution, the first approval for war was supposed to come
from Congress. In theory, Congress, with its constitutional war powers, could act to reverse the actions
of a president once the sixty days have passed. However, a clear disagreement between Congress and the
president, especially once an initiative has begun and there is a “rally around the flag” effect, is relatively
rare. More likely are tough questions about the campaign to which continuing congressional funding is
tied.

Reauthorization
All federal agencies, including those dedicated to foreign policy, face reauthorization every three to five
years. If not reauthorized, agencies lose their legal standing and the ability to spend federal funds to carry
out programs. Agencies typically are reauthorized, because they coordinate carefully with presidential
and congressional staff to get their affairs in order when the time comes. However, the reauthorization
requirements do create a regular conversation between the agency and its political principals about how
well it is functioning and what could be improved.

The federal budget process is an important annual tradition that affects all areas of foreign policy. The
foreign policy and defense budgets are part of the discretionary budget, or the section of the national
budget that Congress vets and decides on each year. Foreign policy leaders in the executive and legislative
branches must advocate for funding from this budget, and while foreign policy budgets are usually
renewed, there are enough proposed changes each year to make things interesting. In addition to new
agencies, new cross-national projects are proposed each year to add to infrastructure and increase or
improve foreign aid, intelligence, and national security technology.

Agreements
International agreements represent another of the broad-based foreign policy instruments. The United
States finds it useful to enter into international agreements with other countries for a variety of reasons and
on a variety of different subjects. These agreements run the gamut from bilateral agreements about tariffs
to multinational agreements among dozens of countries about the treatment of prisoners of war. One
recent multinational pact was the seven-country Iran Nuclear Agreement in 2015, intended to limit nuclear
development in Iran in exchange for the lifting of long-standing economic sanctions on that country
(Figure 17.7).
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Figure 17.7 The ministers of foreign affairs and other officials from China, France, Germany, the European Union,
Iran, Russia, and the United Kingdom join Secretary of State John Kerry (far right) in April 2015 to announce the
framework that would lead to the multinational Iran Nuclear Agreement. (credit: modification of work by the U.S.
Department of State)

The format that an international agreement takes has been the point of considerable discussion in recent
years. The U.S. Constitution outlines the treaty process in Article II. The president negotiates a treaty,
the Senate consents to the treaty by a two-thirds vote, and finally the president ratifies it. Despite that
constitutional clarity, today over 90 percent of the international agreements into which the United States
enters are not treaties but rather executive agreements.7 Executive agreements are negotiated by the
president, and in the case of sole executive agreements, they are simultaneously approved by the
president as well. On the other hand, congressional-executive agreements, like the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), are negotiated by the president and then approved by a simple majority of the
House and Senate (rather than a two-thirds vote in the Senate as is the case for a treaty). In the key case of
United States v. Pink (1942), the Supreme Court ruled that executive agreements were legally equivalent to
treaties provided they did not alter federal law.8 Most executive agreements are not of major importance
and do not spark controversy, while some, like the Iran Nuclear Agreement, generate considerable debate.
Many in the Senate thought the Iran deal should have been completed as a treaty rather than as a sole
executive agreement.
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Treaty or Executive Agreement?

Should new international agreements into which the United States enters be forged through the Article II treaty
process of the U.S. Constitution, or through executive agreements? This question arose again in 2015 as the
Iran Nuclear Agreement was being completed. That pact required Iran to halt further nuclear development and
agree to nuclear inspections, while the United States and five other signatories lifted long-standing economic
sanctions on Iran. The debate over whether the United States should have entered the agreement and whether
it should have been a treaty rather than an executive agreement was conducted in the news media and on
political comedy shows like The Daily Show.

Your view on the form of the pact will depend on how you see executive agreements being employed. Do
presidents use them to circumvent the Senate (as the “evasion hypothesis” suggests)? Or are they an efficient
tool that saves the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations the work of processing hundreds of agreements
each year?

Politicians’ opinions about the form of the Iran Nuclear Agreement fell along party lines. Democrats accepted
the president’s decision to use an executive agreement to finalize the pact, which they tended to support.
Republicans, who were overwhelmingly against the pact, favored the use of the treaty process, which would
have allowed them to vote the deal down. In the end, the president used an executive agreement and the pact
was enacted. The downside is that an executive agreement can be reversed by the next president. Treaties
are much more difficult to undo because they require a new process to be undertaken in the Senate in order
for the president to gain approval.

Which approach do you favor for the Iran Nuclear Agreement, an executive agreement or a treaty? Why?

Watch “Under Miner” (https://openstax.org/l/29UnderMin) and “Start Wars” (https://openstax.org/l/
29StartWars) to see the take of Jon Stewart and The Daily Show on the Iran Nuclear Agreement.

Appointments
The last broad type of foreign policy output consists of the foreign policy appointments made when a new
president takes office. Typically, when the party in the White House changes, more new appointments
are made than when the party does not change, because the incoming president wants to put in place
people who share his or her agenda. This was the case in 2001 when Republican George W. Bush succeeded
Democrat Bill Clinton, and again in 2009 when Democrat Barack Obama succeeded Bush.

Most foreign policy–related appointments, such as secretary of state and the various undersecretaries and
assistant secretaries, as well as all ambassadors, must be confirmed by a majority vote of the Senate (Figure
17.8). Presidents seek to nominate people who know the area to which they’re being appointed and who
will be loyal to the president rather than to the bureaucracy in which they might work. They also want
their nominees to be readily confirmed. As we will see in more detail later in the chapter, an isolationist
group of appointees will run the country’s foreign policy agencies very differently than a group that is
more internationalist in its outlook. Isolationists might seek to pull back from foreign policy involvement
around the globe, while internationalists would go in the other direction, toward more involvement and
toward acting in conjunction with other countries.

Finding a Middle Ground

Link to Learning
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Figure 17.8 Madeleine Albright (a), the first female secretary of state, was nominated by President Bill Clinton and
unanimously confirmed by the Senate 99–0. Colin Powell (b), nominated by George W. Bush, was also unanimously
confirmed. Condoleezza Rice (c) had a more difficult road, earning thirteen votes against, at the time the most for any
secretary of state nominee since Henry Clay in 1825. According to Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA), senators wanted
“to hold Dr. Rice and the Bush administration accountable for their failures in Iraq and in the war on terrorism.” The
confirmation of Rex Tillerson, CEO of ExxonMobil, in February 2017, received the most opposition of any secretary of
state, with forty-three votes against. His successor, Mike Pompeo, was confirmed 57–42 in April 2018.

SHARPLY FOCUSED FOREIGN POLICY OUTPUTS
In addition to the broad-based foreign policy outputs above, which are president-led with some
involvement from Congress, many other decisions need to be made. These sharply focused foreign
policy outputs tend to be exclusively the province of the president, including the deployment of troops
and/or intelligence agents in a crisis, executive summits between the president and other heads of
state on targeted matters of foreign policy, presidential use of military force, and emergency funding
measures to deal with foreign policy crises. These measures of foreign policy are more quickly enacted
and demonstrate the “energy and dispatch” that Alexander Hamilton, writing in the Federalist Papers, saw
as inherent in the institution of the presidency. Emergency spending does involve Congress through its
power of the purse, but Congress tends to give presidents what they need to deal with emergencies. That
said, the framers were consistent in wanting checks and balances sprinkled throughout the Constitution,
including in the area of foreign policy and war powers. Hence, Congress has several roles, as discussed at
points throughout this chapter.

Perhaps the most famous foreign policy emergency was the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. With the
Soviet Union placing nuclear missiles in Cuba, just a few hundred miles from Florida, a Cold War
standoff with the United States escalated. The Soviets at first denied the existence of the missiles, but U.S.
reconnaissance flights proved they were there, gathering photographic evidence that was presented at the
UN (Figure 17.9). The Soviets stood firm, and U.S. foreign policy leaders debated their approach. Some
in the military were pushing for aggressive action to take out the missiles and the installation in Cuba,
while State Department officials favored a diplomatic route. President John F. Kennedy ended up taking
the recommendation of a special committee, and the United States implemented a naval blockade of Cuba
that subtly forced the Soviets’ hands. The Soviets agreed to remove their Cuban missiles and the United
States in turn agreed six months later to remove its missiles from Turkey.
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Figure 17.9 This low-level U.S. Navy photograph of San Cristobal, Cuba, clearly shows one of the sites built to
launch intermediate-range missiles at the United States (a). As the date indicates, it was taken on the last day of the
Cuban Missile Crisis. Following the crisis, President Kennedy (far right) met with the reconnaissance pilots who flew
the Cuban missions (b). (credit a: modification of work by the National Archives and Record Administration)

Listen to President Kennedy’s speech (https://openstax.org/l/29KennSpch) announcing the naval
blockade the United States imposed on Cuba, ending the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.

Another form of focused foreign policy output is the presidential summit. Often held at the Presidential
Retreat at Camp David, Maryland, these meetings bring together the president and one or more other
heads of state. Presidents use these types of summits when they and their visitors need to dive deeply
into important issues that are not quickly solved. An example is the 1978 summit that led to the Camp
David Accords, in which President Jimmy Carter, Egyptian president Anwar El Sadat, and Israeli prime
minister Menachem Begin met privately for twelve days at Camp David negotiating a peace process for the
two countries, which had been at odds with each other in the Middle East. Another example is the Malta
Summit between President George H. W. Bush and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, which took place
on the island of Malta over two days in December 1989 (Figure 17.10). The meetings were an important
symbol of the end of the Cold War, the Berlin Wall having come down just a few months earlier.

Link to Learning
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Figure 17.10 President Jimmy Carter meets with Egypt’s Anwar El Sadat (left) and Israel’s Menachem Begin (right)
at Camp David in 1978 (a). President George H. W. Bush (right) dines with Mikhail Gorbachev (left) at the Malta
Summit in 1989 (b). (credit b: modification of work by the National Archives and Records Administration)

Another focused foreign policy output is the military use of force. Since the 1941 Pearl Harbor attacks
and the immediate declaration of war by Congress that resulted, all such initial uses of force have been
authorized by the president. Congress in many cases has subsequently supported additional military
action, but the president has been the instigator. While there has sometimes been criticism, Congress has
never acted to reverse presidential action. As discussed above, the War Powers Resolution clarified that the
first step in the use of force was the president’s, for the first sixty days. A recent example of the military use
of force was the U.S. role in enforcing a no-fly zone over Libya in 2011, which included kinetic strikes—or
active engagement of the enemy—to protect anti-government forces on the ground. U.S. fighter jets flew
out of Aviano Air Base in northern Italy (Figure 17.11).

Figure 17.11 One example of a sharply focused foreign policy output is the use of the U.S. military abroad. Here,
the Air Force fighter jets used to enforce a 2011 no-fly zone over Libya return to a NATO air base in northeastern
Italy. (credit: Tierney P. Wilson)

The final example of a focused foreign policy input is the passage of an emergency funding measure for a
specific national security task. Congress tends to pass at least one emergency spending measure per year,
which must be signed by the president to take effect, and it often provides funding for domestic disasters.
However, at times foreign policy matters drive an emergency spending measure, as was the case right
after the 9/11 attacks. In such a case, the president or the administration proposes particular amounts for
emergency foreign policy plans.
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17.3 Institutional Relations in Foreign Policy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Describe the use of shared power in U.S. foreign policymaking
• Explain why presidents lead more in foreign policy than in domestic policy
• Discuss why individual House and Senate members rarely venture into foreign policy
• List the actors who engage in foreign policy

Institutional relationships in foreign policy constitute a paradox. On the one hand, there are aspects
of foreign policymaking that necessarily engage multiple branches of government and a multiplicity of
actors. Indeed, there is a complexity to foreign policy that is bewildering, in terms of both substance
and process. On the other hand, foreign policymaking can sometimes call for nothing more than for the
president to make a formal decision, quickly endorsed by the legislative branch. This section will explore
the institutional relationships present in U.S. foreign policymaking.

FOREIGN POLICY AND SHARED POWER
While presidents are more empowered by the Constitution in foreign than in domestic policy, they
nonetheless must seek approval from Congress on a variety of matters; chief among these is the basic
budgetary authority needed to run foreign policy programs. Indeed, most if not all of the foreign policy
instruments described earlier in this chapter require interbranch approval to go into effect. Such approval
may sometimes be a formality, but it is still important. Even a sole executive agreement often requires
subsequent funding from Congress in order to be carried out, and funding calls for majority support from
the House and Senate. Presidents lead, to be sure, but they must consult with and engage the Congress
on many matters of foreign policy. Presidents must also delegate a great deal in foreign policy to the
bureaucratic experts in the foreign policy agencies. Not every operation can be run from the West Wing of
the White House.

At bottom, the United States is a separation-of-powers political system with authority divided among
executive and legislative branches, including in the foreign policy realm. Table 17.1 shows the formal roles
of the president and Congress in conducting foreign policy.

Roles of the President and Congress in Conducting Foreign Policy

Policy Output Presidential Role Congressional Role

Public laws Proposes, signs into law Proposes, approves for passage

Agency reauthorizations Proposes, signs into law Approves for passage

Foreign policy budget Proposes, signs into law Authorizes/appropriates for passage

Treaties Negotiates, ratifies Senate consents to treaty (two-thirds)

Sole executive agreements Negotiates, approves None (unless funding is required)

Congressional-executive
agreements

Negotiates Approves by majority vote

Declaration of war Proposes Approves by majority vote

Military use of force Carries out operations at will (sixty
days)

Approves for operations beyond
sixty days

Table 17.1
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Roles of the President and Congress in Conducting Foreign Policy

Policy Output Presidential Role Congressional Role

Presidential appointments Nominates candidates Senate approves by majority vote

Table 17.1

The main lesson of Table 17.1 is that nearly all major outputs of foreign policy require a formal
congressional role in order to be carried out. Foreign policy might be done by executive say-so in times
of crisis and in the handful of sole executive agreements that actually pertain to major issues (like
the Iran Nuclear Agreement). In general, however, a consultative relationship between the branches
in foreign policy is the usual result of their constitutional sharing of power. A president who ignores
Congress on matters of foreign policy and does not keep them briefed may find later interactions on
other matters more difficult. Probably the most extreme version of this potential dynamic occurred
during the Eisenhower presidency. When President Dwight D. Eisenhower used too many executive
agreements instead of sending key ones to the Senate as treaties, Congress reacted by considering a
constitutional amendment (the Bricker Amendment) that would have altered the treaty process as we
know it. Eisenhower understood the message and began to send more agreements through the process as
treaties.9

Shared power creates an incentive for the branches to cooperate. Even in the midst of a crisis, such as the
Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, it is common for the president or senior staff to brief congressional leaders
in order to keep them up to speed and ensure the country can stand unified on international matters. That
said, there are areas of foreign policy where the president has more discretion, such as the operation of
intelligence programs, the holding of foreign policy summits, and the mobilization of troops or agents in
times of crisis. Moreover, presidents have more power and influence in foreign policymaking than they do
in domestic policymaking. It is to that power that we now turn.

THE TWO PRESIDENCIES THESIS
When the media cover a domestic controversy, such as social unrest or police brutality, reporters consult
officials at different levels and in branches of government, as well as think tanks and advocacy groups. In
contrast, when an international event occurs, such as a terrorist bombing in Paris or Brussels, the media
flock predominately to one actor—the president of the United States—to get the official U.S. position.

In the realm of foreign policy and international relations, the president occupies a leadership spot that
is much clearer than in the realm of domestic policy. This dual domestic and international role has been
described by the two presidencies thesis. This theory originated with University of California–Berkeley
professor Aaron Wildavsky and suggests that there are two distinct presidencies, one for foreign policy
and one for domestic policy, and that presidents are more successful in foreign than domestic policy. Let’s
look at the reasoning behind this thesis.

The Constitution names the president as the commander-in-chief of the military, the nominating authority
for executive officials and ambassadors, and the initial negotiator of foreign agreements and treaties. The
president is the agenda-setter for foreign policy and may move unilaterally in some instances. Beyond the
Constitution, presidents were also gradually given more authority to enter into international agreements
without Senate consent by using the executive agreement. We saw above that the passage of the War
Powers Resolution in 1973, though intended as a statute to rein in executive power and reassert Congress
as a check on the president, effectively gave presidents two months to wage war however they wish. Given
all these powers, we have good reason to expect presidents to have more influence and be more successful
in foreign than in domestic policy.

A second reason for the stronger foreign policy presidency has to do with the informal aspects of power.
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In some eras, Congress will be more willing to allow the president to be a clear leader and speak for the
country. For instance, the Cold War between the Eastern bloc countries (led by the Soviet Union) and the
West (led by the United States and Western European allies) prompted many to want a single actor to
speak for the United States. A willing Congress allowed the president to take the lead because of urgent
circumstances (Figure 17.12). Much of the Cold War also took place when the parties in Congress included
more moderates on both sides of the aisle and the environment was less partisan than today. A phrase
often heard at that time was, “Partisanship stops at the water’s edge.” This means that foreign policy
matters should not be subject to the bitter disagreements seen in party politics.

Figure 17.12 President John F. Kennedy gives a speech about freedom in the shadow of the Berlin Wall (a). The
wall was erected in 1963 by East Germany to keep its citizens from defecting to West Berlin. On September 14,
2001, President George W. Bush promises justice at the site of the destroyed World Trade Center in New York City
(b). Rescue workers responded by chanting “U.S.A., U.S.A.!” (credit a: modification of work by the John F. Kennedy
Library)

Does the thesis’s expectation of a more successful foreign policy presidency apply today? While the
president still has stronger foreign policy powers than domestic powers, the governing context has
changed in two key ways. First, the Cold War ended in 1989 with the demolition of the Berlin Wall, the
subsequent disintegration of the Soviet Union, and the eventual opening up of Eastern European territories
to independence and democracy. These dramatic changes removed the competitive superpower aspect of
the Cold War, in which the United States and the USSR were dueling rivals on the world stage. The absence
of the Cold War has led to less of a rally-behind-the-president effect in the area of foreign policy.

Second, beginning in the 1980s and escalating in the 1990s, the Democratic and Republican parties began
to become polarized in Congress. The moderate members in each party all but disappeared, while more
ideologically motivated candidates began to win election to the House and later the Senate. Hence, the
Democrats in Congress became more liberal on average, the Republicans became more conservative,
and the moderates from each party, who had been able to work together, were edged out. It became
increasingly likely that the party opposite the president in Congress might be more willing to challenge his
initiatives, whereas in the past it was rare for the opposition party to publicly stand against the president
in foreign policy.

Finally, several analysts have tried applying the two presidencies thesis to contemporary presidential-
congressional relationships in foreign policy. Is the two presidencies framework still valid in the more
partisan post–Cold War era? The answer is mixed. On the one hand, presidents are more successful on
foreign policy votes in the House and Senate, on average, than on domestic policy votes. However, the
gap has narrowed. Moreover, analysis has also shown that presidents are opposed more often in Congress,
even on the foreign policy votes they win.10 Democratic leaders regularly challenged Republican George
W. Bush on the Iraq War and it became common to see the most senior foreign relations committee
members of the Republican Party opposing the foreign policy positions of Democratic president Barack
Obama. Such challenging of the president by the opposition party simply didn’t happen during the Cold
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War.

In the current Trump administration, there has been a distinct shift in foreign policy style. While for
some regions, like South America, Trump has been content to let the foreign policy bureaucracies proceed
as they always have, in certain areas, the president has become quite pivotal in changing the direction
of American foreign policy. For example, he stepped away from two key international agreements—the
Iran-Nuclear Deal and the Paris climate change accords. Moreover, his actions in Syria have been quite
unilateral, employing bombing raids unilaterally on two occasions. This approach reflects more of a
neoconservative foreign policy approach, similar to Obama's widespread use of drone strikes.

Therefore, it seems presidents no longer enjoy unanimous foreign policy support as they did in the early
1960s. They have to work harder to get a consensus and are more likely to face opposition. Still, because
of their formal powers in foreign policy, presidents are overall more successful on foreign policy than on
domestic policy.

THE PERSPECTIVE OF HOUSE AND SENATE MEMBERS
Congress is a bicameral legislative institution with 100 senators serving in the Senate and 435
representatives serving in the House. How interested in foreign policy are typical House and Senate
members?

While key White House, executive, and legislative leaders monitor and regularly weigh in on foreign
policy matters, the fact is that individual representatives and senators do so much less often. Unless
there is a foreign policy crisis, legislators in Congress tend to focus on domestic matters, mainly because
there is not much to be gained with their constituents by pursuing foreign policy matters.11 Domestic
policy matters resonate more strongly with the voters at home. A sluggish economy, increasing health
care costs, and crime matter more to them than U.S. policy toward North Korea, for example. In an open-
ended Gallup poll question from early 2016 about the “most important problem” in the United States,
fewer than 15 percent of respondents named a foreign policy topic (half of those respondents mentioned
immigration). These results suggest that foreign policy is not at the top of many voters’ minds. In the
end, legislators must be responsive to constituents in order to be good representatives and to achieve
reelection.12

However, some House and Senate members do wade into foreign policy matters. First, congressional party
leaders in the majority and minority parties speak on behalf of their institution and their party on all types
of issues, including foreign policy. Some House and Senate members ask to serve on the foreign policy
committees, such as the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, the House Foreign Affairs Committee,
and the two defense committees (Figure 17.13). These members might have military bases within their
districts or states and hence have a constituency reason for being interested in foreign policy. Legislators
might also simply have a personal interest in foreign policy matters that drives their engagement in the
issue. Finally, they may have ambitions to move into an executive branch position that deals with foreign
policy matters, such as secretary of state or defense, CIA director, or even president.
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Figure 17.13 Senator Cory Booker (D-NJ) (a) serves on the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, along with
Senator Jim Risch (R-ID) (b), who chairs the committee.

Let People Know What You Think!

Most House and Senate members do not engage in foreign policy because there is no electoral benefit to
doing so. Thus, when citizens become involved, House members and senators will take notice. Research by
John Kingdon on roll-call voting and by Richard Hall on committee participation found that when constituents
are activated, their interest becomes salient to a legislator and he or she will respond.13

One way you can become active in the foreign policy realm is by writing a letter or e-mail to your House
member and/or your two U.S. senators about what you believe the U.S. foreign policy approach in a particular
area ought to be. Perhaps you want the United States to work with other countries to protect dolphins from
being accidentally trapped in tuna nets. You can also state your position in a letter to the editor of your local
newspaper, or post an opinion on the newspaper’s website where a related article or op-ed piece appears. You
can share links to news coverage on Facebook or Twitter and consider joining a foreign policy interest group
such as Greenpeace.

When you engaged in foreign policy discussion as suggested above, what type of response did you receive?

For more information on the two key congressional committees on U.S. foreign policy, visit the Senate
Committee on Foreign Relations (https://openstax.org/l/29SeCoFrRel) and the House Foreign
Affairs Committee (https://openstax.org/l/29HoForAfCom) websites.

THE MANY ACTORS IN FOREIGN POLICY
A variety of actors carry out the various and complex activities of U.S. foreign policy: White House staff,
executive branch staff, and congressional leaders.

The White House staff members engaged in foreign policy are likely to have very regular contact with the
president about their work. The national security advisor heads the president’s National Security Council,
a group of senior-level staff from multiple foreign policy agencies, and is generally the president’s top
foreign policy advisor. Also reporting to the president in the White House is the director of the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA). Even more important on intelligence than the CIA director is the director of

Get Connected!

Link to Learning
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national intelligence, a position created in the government reorganizations after 9/11, who oversees the
entire intelligence community in the U.S. government. The Joint Chiefs of Staff consist of six members,
one each from the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines, plus a chair and vice chair. The chair of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff is the president’s top uniformed military officer. In contrast, the secretary of defense
is head of the entire Department of Defense but is a nonmilitary civilian. The U.S. trade representative
develops and directs the country’s international trade agenda. Finally, within the Executive Office of the
President, another important foreign policy official is the director of the president’s Office of Management
and Budget (OMB). The OMB director develops the president’s yearly budget proposal, including funding
for the foreign policy agencies and foreign aid.

In addition to those who work directly in the White House or Executive Office of the President, several
important officials work in the broader executive branch and report to the president in the area of foreign
policy. Chief among these is the secretary of state. The secretary of state is the nation’s chief diplomat,
serves in the president’s cabinet, and oversees the Foreign Service. The secretary of defense, who is
the civilian (nonmilitary) head of the armed services housed in the Department of Defense, is also a
key cabinet member for foreign policy (as mentioned above). A third cabinet secretary, the secretary
of homeland security, is critically important in foreign policy, overseeing the massive Department of
Homeland Security (Figure 17.14).

Figure 17.14
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Former Secretary of Defense Robert Gates

Former secretary of defense Robert Gates served under both Republican and Democratic presidents. First
Gates rose through the ranks of the CIA to become the director during the George H. W. Bush administration.
He then left government to serve as an academic administrator at Texas A&M University in College Station,
Texas, where he rose to the position of university president. He was able to win over reluctant faculty and
advance the university’s position, including increasing the faculty at a time when budgets were in decline
in Texas. Then, when Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld resigned, President George W. Bush invited
Gates to return to government service as Rumsfeld’s replacement. Gates agreed, serving in that capacity for
the remainder of the Bush years and then for several years in the Obama administration before retiring from
government service a second time (Figure 17.15). He has generally been seen as thorough, systematic, and
fair.

Figure 17.15 In March 2011, then-secretary of defense Robert Gates (left) held talks with Afghan president
Hamid Karzai in Kabul, Afghanistan. (credit: Cherie Cullen)

In his memoir, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War,14 Secretary Gates takes issue with the actions of both
the presidents for whom he worked, but ultimately he praises them for their service and for upholding the right
principles in protecting the United States and U.S. military troops. In this and earlier books, Gates discusses
the need to have an overarching plan but says plans cannot be too tight or they will fail when things change
in the external environment. After leaving politics, Gates served as president of the Boy Scouts of America,
where he presided over the change in policy that allowed openly gay scouts and leaders, an issue with which
he had had experience as secretary of defense under President Obama. In that role Gates oversaw the end of
the military’s “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy.15

What do you think about a cabinet secretary serving presidents from two different political parties? Is this is a
good idea? Why or why not?

The final group of official key actors in foreign policy are in the U.S. Congress. The Speaker of the House,
the House minority leader, and the Senate majority and minority leaders are often given updates on
foreign policy matters by the president or the president’s staff. They are also consulted when the president
needs foreign policy support or funding. However, the experts in Congress who are most often called on
for their views are the committee chairs and the highest-ranking minority members of the relevant House
and Senate committees. In the House, that means the Foreign Affairs Committee and the Committee on
Armed Services. In the Senate, the relevant committees are the Committee on Foreign Relations and the
Armed Services Committee. These committees hold regular hearings on key foreign policy topics, consider
budget authorizations, and debate the future of U.S. foreign policy.

Insider Perspective

Chapter 17 | Foreign Policy 649



17.4 Approaches to Foreign Policy

Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:
• Explain classic schools of thought on U.S. foreign policy
• Describe contemporary schools of thought on U.S. foreign policy
• Delineate the U.S. foreign policy approach with Russia and China

Frameworks and theories help us make sense of the environment of governance in a complex area like
foreign policy. A variety of schools of thought exist about how to approach foreign policy, each with
different ideas about what “should” be done. These approaches also vary in terms of what they assume
about human nature, how many other countries ought to be involved in U.S. foreign policy, and what the
tenor of foreign policymaking ought to be. They help us situate the current U.S. approach to many foreign
policy challenges around the world.

CLASSIC APPROACHES
A variety of traditional concepts of foreign policy remain helpful today as we consider the proper role of
the United States in, and its approach to, foreign affairs. These include isolationism, the idealism versus
realism debate, liberal internationalism, hard versus soft power, and the grand strategy of U.S. foreign
policy.

From the end of the Revolutionary War in the late eighteenth century until the early twentieth century,
isolationism—whereby a country stays out of foreign entanglements and keeps to itself—was a popular
stance in U.S. foreign policy. Among the founders, Thomas Jefferson especially was an advocate of
isolationism or non-involvement. He thought that by keeping to itself, the United States stood a better
chance of becoming a truly free nation. This fact is full of irony, because Jefferson later served as
ambassador to France and president of the United States, both roles that required at least some attention
to foreign policy. Still, Jefferson’s ideas had broad support. After all, Europe was where volatile changes
were occurring. The new nation was tired of war, and there was no reason for it to be entangled militarily
with anyone. Indeed, in his farewell address, President George Washington famously warned against the
creation of “entangling alliances.”16

Despite this legacy, the United States was pulled squarely into world affairs with its entry into World
War I. But between the Armistice in 1918 that ended that war and U.S. entry into World War II in 1941,
isolationist sentiment returned, based on the idea that Europe should learn to govern its own affairs. Then,
after World War II, the United States engaged the world stage as one of two superpowers and the military
leader of Europe and the Pacific. Isolationism never completely went away, but now it operated in the
background. Again, Europe seemed to be the center of the problem, while political life in the United States
seemed calmer somehow.

The end of the Cold War opened up old wounds as a variety of smaller European countries sought
independence and old ethnic conflicts reappeared. Some in the United States felt the country should again
be isolationist as the world settled into a new political arrangement, including a vocal senator, Jesse Helms
(R-NC), who was against the United States continuing to be the military “policeman” of the world. Helms
was famous for opposing nearly all treaties brought to the Senate during his tenure. Congressman Ron
Paul (R-TX) and his son Senator Rand Paul (R-KY) were both isolationist candidates for the presidency (in
2008 and 2016, respectively); both thought the United States should retreat from foreign entanglements,
spend far less on military and foreign policy, and focus more on domestic issues.

At the other end of the spectrum is liberal internationalism. Liberal internationalism advocates a foreign
policy approach in which the United States becomes proactively engaged in world affairs. Its adherents
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assume that liberal democracies must take the lead in creating a peaceful world by cooperating as
a community of nations and creating effective world structures such as the United Nations. To fully
understand liberal internationalism, it is helpful to understand the idealist versus realist debate in
international relations. Idealists assume the best in others and see it as possible for countries to run the
world together, with open diplomacy, freedom of the seas, free trade, and no militaries. Everyone will take
care of each other. There is an element of idealism in liberal internationalism, because the United States
assumes other countries will also put their best foot forward. A classic example of a liberal internationalist
is President Woodrow Wilson, who sought a League of Nations to voluntarily save the world after World
War I.

Realists assume that others will act in their own self-interest and hence cannot necessarily be trusted.
They want a healthy military and contracts between countries in case others want to wiggle out of their
commitments. Realism also has a place in liberal internationalism, because the United States approaches
foreign relationships with open eyes and an emphasis on self-preservation.

Soft power, or diplomacy, with which the United States often begins a foreign policy relationship or
entanglement, is in line with liberal internationalism and idealism, while hard power, which allows the
potential for military force, is the stuff of realism. For example, at first the United States was rather
isolationist in its approach to China, assuming it was a developing country of little impact that could safely
be ignored. Then President Nixon opened up China as an area for U.S. investment, and an era of open
diplomatic relations began in the early 1970s (Figure 17.16). As China modernized and began to dominate
the trade relationship with the United States, many came to see it through a realist lens and to consider
whether China’s behavior really warranted its beneficial most-favored-nation trading status.

Figure 17.16 President Nixon and First Lady Patricia Nixon visited the Great Wall on their 1972 trip to China. The
Chinese showed them the sights and hosted a banquet for them in the Great Hall of the People. Nixon was the first
U.S. president to visit China following the Communist victory in the civil war in 1949. (credit: National Archives and
Records Administration)

The final classic idea of foreign policy is the so-called grand strategy—employing all available diplomatic,
economic, and military resources to advance the national interest. The grand strategy invokes the
possibility of hard power, because it relies on developing clear strategic directions for U.S. foreign policy
and the methods to achieve those goals, often with military capability attached. The U.S. foreign policy
plan in Europe and Asia after World War II reflects a grand strategy approach. In order to stabilize the
world, the United States built military bases in Italy, Germany, Spain, England, Belgium, Japan, Guam, and
Korea. It still operates nearly all these, though often under a multinational arrangement such as NATO.
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These bases help preserve stability on the one hand, and U.S. influence on the other.

MORE RECENT SCHOOLS OF THOUGHTS
Two particular events in foreign policy caused many to change their views about the proper approach
to U.S. involvement in world affairs. First, the debacle of U.S. involvement in the civil war in Vietnam
in the years leading up to 1973 caused many to rethink the country’s traditional containment approach
to the Cold War. Containment was the U.S. foreign policy goal of limiting the spread of communism.
In Vietnam the United States supported one governing faction within the country (democratic South
Vietnam), whereas the Soviet Union supported the opposing governing faction (communist North
Vietnam). The U.S. military approach of battlefield engagement did not translate well to the jungles of
Vietnam, where “guerilla warfare” predominated.

Skeptics became particularly pessimistic about liberal internationalism given how poorly the conflict in
Vietnam had played out. U.S. military forces withdrew from South Vietnam in 1973, and Saigon, its capital,
fell to North Vietnam and the communists eighteen months later. Many of those pessimists then became
neoconservatives on foreign policy.

Neoconservatives believe that rather than exercising restraint and always using international
organizations as the path to international outcomes, the United States should aggressively use its might
to promote its values and ideals around the world. The aggressive use (or threat) of hard power is the
core value of neoconservatism. Acting unilaterally is acceptable in this view, as is adopting a preemptive
strategy in which the United States intervenes militarily before the enemy can make its move. Preemption
is a new idea; the United States has tended to be retaliatory in its use of military force, as in the case of Pearl
Harbor at the start of World War II. Examples of neoconservativism in action are the 1980s U.S. campaigns
in Central American countries to turn back communism under President Ronald Reagan, the Iraq War of
2003 led by President George W. Bush and his vice president Dick Cheney (Figure 17.17), and the use of
drones as counterterrorism weapons during the Obama administration.

Figure 17.17 Heading to a going-away party for departing defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld in December 2006,
former president George W. Bush (left) walks with then-vice president (and former secretary of defense) Dick Cheney
(center), the prototypical twenty-first century foreign policy neoconservative. Rumsfeld is on the right. (credit:
modification of work by D. Myles Cullen)

Neo-isolationism, like earlier isolationism, advocates keeping free of foreign entanglements. Yet no
advanced industrial democracy completely separates itself from the rest of the world. Foreign markets
beckon, tourism helps spur economic development at home and abroad, and global environmental
challenges require cross-national conversation. In the twenty-first century, neo-isolationism means
distancing the United States from the United Nations and other international organizations that get in the
way. The strategy of selective engagement—retaining a strong military presence and remaining engaged
across the world through alliances and formal installations—is used to protect the national security
interests of the United States. However, this strategy also seeks to avoid being the world’s policeman.
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The second factor that changed minds about twenty-first century foreign policy is the rise of elusive new
enemies who defy traditional designations. Rather than countries, these enemies are terrorist groups such
as al-Qaeda and ISIS (or ISIL) that spread across national boundaries. A hybrid approach to U.S. foreign
policy that uses multiple schools of thought as circumstances warrant may thus be the wave of the future.
President Obama often took a hybrid approach. In some respects, he was a liberal internationalist seeking
to put together broad coalitions to carry out world business. At the same time, his sending teams of troops
and drones to take out terrorist targets in other legitimate nation-states without those states’ approval fits
with a neoconservative approach. Finally, his desire to not be the “world’s policeman” led him to follow a
practice of selective engagement.

Several interest groups debate what should happen in U.S. foreign policy, many of which are included in
this list (https://votesmart.org/interest-groups/NA/32#.Wg38ykqnGUk) compiled by project Vote
Smart.

U.S. FOREIGN POLICY IN THE COLD WAR AND WITH CHINA
The foreign policy environment from the end of World War II until the end of the Cold War in 1990 was
dominated by a duel of superpowers between the United States and its Western allies on the one hand
and the Soviet Union and the communist bloc of countries in the East on the other. Both superpowers
developed thousands of weapons of mass destruction and readied for a potential world war to be fought
with nuclear weapons. That period was certainly challenging and ominous at times, but it was simpler
than the present era. Nations knew what team they were on, and there was generally an incentive to not go
to war because it would lead to the unthinkable—the end of the Earth as we know it, or mutually assured
destruction. The result of this logic, essentially a standoff between the two powers, is sometime referred to
as nuclear deterrence.

When the Soviet Union imploded and the Cold War ended, it was in many ways a victory for the West and
for democracy. However, once the bilateral nature of the Cold War was gone, dozens of countries sought
independence and old ethnic conflicts emerged in several regions of the world, including Eastern Europe.
This new era holds great promise, but it is in many ways more complex than the Cold War. The rise of
cross-national terrorist organizations further complicates the equation because the enemy hides within
the borders of potentially dozens of countries around the globe. In summary, the United States pursues a
variety of topics and goals in different areas of the world in the twenty-first century.

The Soviet Union dissolved into many component parts after the Cold War, including Russia, various
former Soviet republics like Georgia and Ukraine, and smaller nation-states in Eastern Europe, such as
the Czech Republic. The general approach of the United States has been to encourage the adoption of
democracy and economic reforms in these former Eastern bloc countries. Many of them now align with
the EU and even with the West’s cross-national military organization, NATO. With freedoms can come
conflict, and there has been much of that in these fledgling countries as opposition coalitions debate how
the future course should be charted, and by whom. Under President Vladimir Putin, Russia is again trying
to strengthen its power on the country’s western border, testing expansionism while invoking Russian
nationalism. The United States is adopting a defensive position and trying to prevent the spread of Russian
influence. The EU and NATO factor in here from the standpoint of an internationalist approach.

In many ways the more visible future threat to the United States is China, the potential rival superpower
of the future. A communist state that has also encouraged much economic development, China has been
growing and modernizing for more than thirty years. Its nearly 1.4 billion citizens are stepping onto
the world economic stage with other advanced industrial nations. In addition to fueling an explosion
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of industrial domestic development, public and private Chinese investors have spread their resources to
every continent and most countries of the world. Indeed, Chinese investors lend money to the United
States government on a regular basis, as U.S. domestic borrowing capacity is pushed to the limit in most
years.

Many in the United States are worried by the lack of freedom and human rights in China. During the
Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing on June 4, 1989, thousands of pro-democracy protestors were
arrested and many were killed as Chinese authorities fired into the crowd and tanks crushed people who
attempted to wall them out. Over one thousand more dissidents were arrested in the following weeks
as the Chinese government investigated the planning of the protests in the square. The United States
instituted minor sanctions for a time, but President George H. W. Bush chose not to remove the most-
favored-nation trading status of this long-time economic partner. Most in the U.S. government, including
leaders in both political parties, wish to engage China as an economic partner at the same time that they
keep a watchful eye on its increasing influence around the world, especially in developing countries.
President Trump, on the other hand, has been assertive in Asia, imposing a series of tariffs designed
particularly to hit goods imported from China.

Elsewhere in Asia, the United States has good relationships with most other countries, especially South
Korea and Japan, which have both followed paths the United States favored after World War II. Both
countries embraced democracy, market-oriented economies, and the hosting of U.S. military bases to
stabilize the region. North Korea, however, is another matter. A closed, communist, totalitarian regime,
North Korea has been testing nuclear bombs in recent decades, to the concern of the rest of the world.
Here, again, President Trump has been assertive, challenging the North Koreans to come to the bargaining
table. It is an open question how much change this assertiveness will achieve, but it is significant that a
dialogue has actually begun. Like China many decades earlier, India is a developing country with a large
population that is expanding and modernizing. Unlike China, India has embraced democracy, especially
at the local level.

You can plot U.S. government attention to different types of policy matters (including international affairs
and foreign aid and its several dozen more focused subtopics) by using the online trend analysis tool
(https://openstax.org/l/29ComAgen) at the Comparative Agendas Project.
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balance of power

balance of trade

Cold War

congressional executive agreement

containment

diplomacy

foreign policy

free trade

hard power

isolationism

liberal internationalism

neo-isolationism

neoconservatism

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)

protectionism

selective engagement

soft power

sole executive agreement

treaty

two presidencies thesis

Key Terms

a situation in which no one nation or region is much more powerful militarily than any
other in the world

the relationship between a country’s inflow and outflow of goods

the period from shortly after World War II until approximately 1989–1990 when advanced
industrial democracies divided behind the two superpowers (East: Soviet Union, West: United States)
and the fear of nuclear war abounded

an international agreement that is not a treaty and that is negotiated
by the president and approved by a simple majority of the House and Senate

the effort by the United States and Western European allies, begun during the Cold War, to
prevent the spread of communism

the establishment and maintenance of a formal relationship between countries

a government’s goals in dealing with other countries or regions and the strategy used to
achieve them

a policy in which a country allows the unfettered flow of goods and services between itself
and other countries

the use or threat of military power to influence the behavior of another country

a foreign policy approach that advocates a nation’s staying out of foreign entanglements
and keeping to itself

a foreign policy approach of becoming proactively engaged in world affairs by
cooperating in a community of nations

a policy of distancing the United States from the United Nations and other
international organizations, while still participating in the world economy

the belief that, rather than exercising restraint, the United States should aggressively
use its might to promote its values and ideals around the world

a cross-national military organization with bases in
Belgium and Germany formed to maintain stability in Europe

a policy in which a country does not permit other countries to sell goods and services
within its borders or charges them very high tariffs (import taxes) to do so

a policy of retaining a strong military presence and remaining engaged across the
world

nonmilitary tools used to influence another country, such as economic sanctions

an international agreement that is not a treaty and that is negotiated and
approved by the president acting alone

an international agreement entered by the United States that requires presidential negotiation with
other nation(s), consent by two-thirds of the Senate, and final ratification by the president

the thesis by Wildavsky that there are two distinct presidencies, one for foreign
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United Nations (UN)

and one for domestic policy, and that presidents are more successful in foreign than domestic policy

an international organization of nation-states that seeks to promote peace,
international relations, and economic and environmental programs

Summary

17.1 Defining Foreign Policy
As the president, Congress, and others carry out U.S. foreign policy in the areas of trade, diplomacy,
defense, intelligence, foreign aid, and global environmental policy, they pursue a variety of objectives and
face a multitude of challenges. The four main objectives of U.S. foreign policy are the protection of the
United States and its citizens and allies, the assurance of continuing access to international resources and
markets, the preservation of a balance of power in the world, and the protection of human rights and
democracy.

The challenges of the massive and complex enterprise of U.S. foreign policy are many. First, there exists no
true world-level authority dictating how the nations of the world should relate to one another. A second
challenge is the widely differing views among countries about the role of government in people’s lives.
A third is other countries’ varying ideas about the appropriate form of government. A fourth challenge is
that many new foreign policy issues transcend borders. Finally, the varying conditions of the countries in
the world affect what is possible in foreign policy and diplomatic relations.

17.2 Foreign Policy Instruments
U.S. foreign policy outputs vary considerably. At one end of the continuum are sharply focused outputs
such as the presidential use of military force via a specific drone strike on an enemy target, or the forging of
a presidential summit with another country’s president or head of state. At the other end of the spectrum
are broadly focused outputs that typically bring more involvement from the Congress and other world
leaders, such as the process to formalize a multilateral treaty on the global environment or the process to
finalize the U.S. diplomatic budget each fiscal year. Broadly focused outputs typically take more time to
decide, involve more nation-states, are more expensive, and are quite difficult to reverse once in place.
Sharply focused outputs are faster, tend to be led by the president, and are easier for future policymakers
to undo.

17.3 Institutional Relations in Foreign Policy
Many aspects of foreign policymaking rely on the powers shared between Congress and the president,
including foreign policy appointments and the foreign affairs budget. Within the executive branch, an
array of foreign policy leaders report directly to the president. Foreign policy can at times seem fragmented
and diffuse because of the complexity of actors and topics. However, the president is clearly the leader,
having both formal authority and the ability to delegate to Congress, as explained in the two presidencies
thesis. With this leadership, presidents at times can make foreign policymaking quick and decisive,
especially when it calls for executive agreements and the military use of force.

17.4 Approaches to Foreign Policy
Classic theories of foreign policy divide into the isolationist camp and the internationalist camp. The use
of hard versus soft power comes into play in the internationalist route. Neoconservatism, a more recent
school of thought in foreign policy, takes the view that the United States should go it alone as a single
superpower, retreating from foreign involvement with the exception of trade and economic policy.

In the end, the complexity of international relationships, combined with a multifaceted decision-making
process and a multiplicity of actors, leads to a U.S. foreign policy approach that uses a bit of all the schools
of thought. The United States is being neoconservative when drone strikes are carried out unilaterally
within the boundaries of another sovereign nation. It is being internationalist when building a coalition on
the Iran nuclear deal or when participating in NATO initiatives.
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Review Questions

1. Why are foreign policy issues more
complicated than domestic policy issues?

a. They are more specific.
b. They are more complex.
c. The international environment is

unpredictable.
d. They are more expensive.

2. Which of the following is not a foreign policy
type?

a. trade policy
b. intelligence policy
c. war-making
d. bureaucratic oversight

3. The goals of U.S. foreign policy include
________.

a. keeping the country safe
b. securing access to foreign markets
c. protecting human rights
d. all the above

4. What are two key differences between
domestic policymaking and foreign
policymaking?

5. A sole executive agreement is likely to be in
effect longer than is a treaty.

a. true
b. false

6. All the following are examples of sharply
focused foreign policy outputs except ________.

a. presidential summits
b. military uses of force
c. emergency spending measures
d. international agreements

7. The War Powers Resolution ________.
a. strengthened congressional war powers
b. strengthened presidential war powers
c. affected the presidency and congress

equally
d. ultimately had little impact on war-making

8. The federal budget process matters in foreign
policy for all the following reasons except
________.

a. Congress has the power of the purse, so the
president needs its approval

b. the budget provides the funding needed to
run the foreign policy agencies

c. the budget for every presidential action has
to be approved in advance

d. the budget allows political institutions to
increase funding in key new areas

9. Which types of foreign policy outputs have
more impact, broadly conceived ones or sharply
focused ones? Why?

10. In terms of formal powers in the realm of
foreign policy, ________.

a. the president is entirely in charge
b. the president and Congress share power
c. Congress is entirely in charge
d. decisions are delegated to experts in the

bureaucracy

11. Why do House members and senators tend to
be less active on foreign policy matters than
domestic ones?

a. Foreign policy matters are more technical
and difficult.

b. Legislators do not want to offend certain
immigrant groups within their
constituency.

c. Constituents are more directly affected by
domestic policy topics than foreign ones.

d. Legislators themselves are not interested in
foreign policy matters.

12. Neoconservativism is an isolationist foreign
policy approach of a nation keeping to itself and
engaging less internationally.

a. true
b. false

13. President George W. Bush was a proponent of
liberal internationalism in his foreign policy.

a. true
b. false
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14. The U.S. policy of containment during the
Cold War related to keeping ________.

a. terrorism from spreading
b. rogue countries like North Korea from

developing nuclear weapons
c. communism from spreading
d. oil prices from rising

15. The use of drones within other countries’
borders is consistent with which school of
thought?

a. liberal internationalism
b. neoconservativism
c. neo-isolationism
d. grand strategy

16. What are the pros and cons of the
neoconservative foreign policy approach followed
in recent decades?

Critical Thinking Questions

17. In your view, what are the best ways to get the community of nations working together?

18. What are the three most important foreign policy issues facing the United States today? Why?

19. Which is more important as an influencer of foreign policy, the president or a cabinet department like
the Department of State or Defense? Why?

20. What do you think is the most advantageous school of thought for the United States to follow in
foreign policy in the future? Why?

21. If you were president and wanted to gather support for a new foreign policy initiative, which three
U.S. foreign policy actors would you approach and why?
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