
bureaucracy is not there. There are fewer bureau-
crats on state and local government payrolls today 
than there were 5 or 6 years ago. Some may think 
that is a good thing in the abstract—who could 
argue against having fewer expensive government 
bureaucrats to support with our tax dollars? In 
reality, though, what this means is fewer police, 
fewer teachers, fewer librarians, and big difficulties 
in maintaining prerecession levels of public goods 
and services. The high cost of those services has 
prompted an ongoing debate about what govern-
ment should do, and it may result in a shift of more 
of what was traditionally considered public admin-
istration toward the private sector.

Bureaucratic reform movements, at least in 
some ways, should be viewed with skepticism. 

Criticizing the bureaucracy is a traditional sport 
in American politics, and a lot of reforms turn 
out to be little more than fads that quickly fade 
when the pleasing rhetoric meets the real-life 
challenge of delivering the goods. Some reforms 
are almost certainly overdue for state civil service 
systems that have evolved away from ensuring 
neutral competence and toward favoring senior-
ity and similar preferences. How to do that with-
out making public employees vulnerable to ret-
ribution or discrimination, though, remains a 
tricky and controversial proposal. Regardless of 
how such reform plays out, however, one thing 
will almost certainly remain constant: Whatever 
the government is and whatever it does, it will 
rely on bureaucracy to get it done.

The Latest Research

As discussed above, the Great Recession had an 
enormous and potentially long-lasting impact on public 
agencies. Most obviously, public-sector payrolls shrank 
as states and localities shed hundreds of thousands of 
employees in an attempt to keep the books balanced. 
By 2014 that exodus was tapering off, but it was clear 
that things were not just going to return to the way 
they were. The big question, of course, was what was 
going to happen? Would agencies stay lean and try 
to keep doing with less? Would they engage in more 
contracting out? Would the shattered traditional notion 
of a secure government-sector job make it more difficult 
for agencies to recruit the best and the brightest into 
careers in public service? What about representation—
did the massive disruption in employment leave 
bureaucracies more or less representative of the 
constituencies they serve? These are big questions 
that social scientists have been busily studying, and 
the research reviewed below offers some perspective 
on what the answers might be.
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The Great Recession made the pay and benefits 
of public employees a white-hot political issue. Rightly 
or wrongly, government employees were sometimes 
accused of being more insulated from economic prob-
lems than were their counterparts in the private sector. 
This chapter discussed the bitter fights that broke out 
in Wisconsin and Ohio over labor relations in the public 
sector, fights that were repeated on a less heated scale 
in many states and localities. Does all this mean that 
the public labor sector is undergoing a dramatic and 
long-term shift? If so, what does it imply? Levine and 
Scorsone take a crack at answering these questions. 
They conclude that the Great Recession has brought 
about one of the biggest changes in public employment 
in 50 years. The fallout of that change is probably lower 
pay and fewer benefits for government employees. As 
a result, public agencies of the future may struggle to 
attract a high-quality labor pool, which may in turn have 
implications for the quality if not the cost of public goods 
and services.
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