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quite well and adapt to changing times, at 
least to some degree, even though they are 
not really democratic institutions. How can 
that be?

Exhibit no trepidation; I wouldn’t posit 
the enigma unless I could conjure the 
appearance of extreme intelligence through 
its resolution.

Agency Theory and the  
Responsive Bureaucracy

From its introduction in the 1950s, the iron 
triangle or capture theory of bureaucracy 
was the central conceptual theme in the 
study of bureaucracies. The assumption 
that bureaucracies were fundamentally 
flawed to the point of threatening the very 
existence of democracy was the starting 
point for every analysis, critique, and call for 
reform. However, this began to change in 
the 1980s. Political scientists borrowed—as 
they often do*—from the study of econom-
ics and business the concept of agency 
theory and adapted it to the somewhat dif-
ferent context of government. With the 

results produced by some seriously fancy statistical analyses, scholars became more 
positive about the potential for bureaucratic responsiveness to the demands and desires 
of the broader public. New research seemed to show an interactive relationship between 
bureaucracies and political forces in the democratic context. Bureaucracies appeared to 
adapt to their political environment, responding to both hierarchical (top-down) and plural-
istic (bottom-up) domestic influences by incrementally changing their processes, their 
areas of focus, and even their levels of activity.

Agency theory, also referred to as the principal-agent model, is structured around 
the basic premise that bureaucracies are agents that act on behalf of the legislature in 
a relationship similar to a business contract. Bureaucracies are essentially hired by the 
legislature to perform specified sets of functions. The relationship is clearly hierarchi-
cal, with the bureaucracies treating elected officials as agents would treat customers 

* It was never returned, but it still wasn’t stealing. There was a footnote involved.

Figure 8.2 The Iron Triangle
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