SPA Policy Brief
The Future of Public Administration Under Political Dysfunction

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This brief summarizes challenges created by three

trends in U.S. government: 1) the long-term politicization

of administration, 2) budget instability, and 3) eroding
human-resource capacity. While Trump-era reforms are
notable for their lack of supporting evidence and analysis,
SPA Distinguished Scholar in Residence Ken Meier finds
these trends to be enduring features of the U.S. governance

environment rather than temporary aberrations, requiring
adaptations in management, budgeting, workforce policy,
and oversight. His following insights and recommendations
draw on research about principal-agent dynamics,

politicization, cutback management, and organizational

responses to crises, providing practical steps for

policymakers and agency leaders looking to minimize
systemic fallout.

INTRODUCTION: THE POLITICS/
ADMINISTRATION BARGAIN

Modern democratic governance relies on a working bargain:
elected officials set public priorities and budgets, while
career administrators use expertise and stable resources

to design and implement programs. When that relationship
breaks down, credible commitments vanish. Political
principals may fail to define clear goals, provide stable
resources, or permit administrators the autonomy needed to
apply professional judgment. In principal-agent terms, this is
“principal cheating” — the principal undermines the agent’s

ability to deliver. The result is weakened implementation,
shifting blame, and frequent policy reversals that discourage
expertise and long-term planning.

How Politicization Changes Day-to-Day
Administration

Politicization manifests in several ways. It may look like
abrupt policy edicts without supporting evidence, personnel
removals that undercut institutional memory, or regulatory
or reporting moratoria that interrupt data flows. Such
actions reduce job attractiveness, increase turnover, and

erode managerial capacity. Rapid political shifts also create

temporal mismatch: politics operates on short, electoral

rhythms, while administration requires longer horizons

to learn, adapt, and improve service delivery. Where
politicization increases, bureaucracies have less opportunity
to test, execute, and institutionalize effective practices.
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Budget Instability: The Practical
Consequence of Politicized Governance

Predictable budgets enable agencies and partners (states,
localities, nonprofits) to plan investments in people,
systems, and infrastructure. Chronic disruptions—continuing
resolutions, reconciliations, last-minute spending drives, and
unpredictable cuts—force agencies into short-term, reactive
decision making. That instability undermines long-run

projects (e.g., infrastructure, workforce development),
induces wasteful year-end spending, and spreads fiscal
stress into nonprofit partners that often lack reserves

(the “nonprofit starvation cycle”). Research on cutback

management shows managers can absorb some shocks by
reprioritizing, deferring noncritical tasks, and leveraging
slack, but these strategies depend on prior managerial
capacity and financial slack.

Eroding Human Capital and the Cycle of Crises

High turnover and vacancy rates in front-line fields (child
welfare, corrections, nursing, public health) reduce
institutional expertise and blunt crisis response. Chronic

crisis environments — marked by stress, contested policy
technologies, and high public visibility — make recruitment
and retention harder. Organizations that endure tend to use
focused HR practices (mentoring, onboarding, succession
planning, performance-based compensation) and build
slack and cross-training; these practices mitigate but do
not eliminate the structural problem of unappealing jobs.
Evidence shows that capacity matters: jurisdictions with

stronger human capital and slack handle shocks (pandemics,

hurricanes, opioid crises) more effectively.
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INSIGHT

+ Politicized administration weakens credible commit-
ments needed for effective implementation, producing
principal-agent failures that party politics can exploit.

» Budget unpredictability forces agencies into reactive

short-term choices and undermines investments in

workforce, IT, and infrastructure.

» Front-line fields with high stress and weak pay face

chronic turnover and vacancies that reduce service

quality and crisis resilience.

» Nonprofit and contracted service providers suffer paral-
lel instability (the “nonprofit starvation cycle”), creating
system-wide fragility.

*  Where managerial capacity, fiscal slack, and collab-
orative networks exist, jurisdictions are better able to
absorb shocks via targeted cutback strategies and
reallocation.

« Strategies that strengthen bureaucratic reputation,
cultivate bottom-up stakeholder support, and preserve
procedural buffers can protect implementation autono-

my in politicized environments.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Governance and Oversight

* Require written, evidence-based impact statements
and implementation plans for major executive edicts

affecting agency operations to improve accountability

and reduce disruptive, uninformed directives.

+ Strengthen inspector general independence and protect
routine reporting of performance and statistical data

from administrative moratoria.

Budgeting and Finance

Build statutory incentives for multi-year appropriations
for programs where continuity matters (infrastructure,
workforce development, public health preparedness),
and expand contingency fund rules for routine federal
grants to states.

Encourage revenue and revenue-diversification strate-
gies for grantees (e.g., pilot grants for match/rainy-day
funds) to reduce nonprofit fiscal fragility.reduce expo-
sure misclassification. Finally, impacts vary by local
emission mixes, meteorology, and sociodemographic
context; localized assessments will be necessary to
prioritize interventions.

Workforce and Capacity

Fund targeted HR investments in high-turnover public
service fields: structured year-long onboarding, men-
toring, leadership succession pathways, and perfor-
mance-based retention incentives.

Expand fellowship and scholarship programs tied to
multi-year service commitments in shortage occupa-
tions (public health nurses, child welfare social work-
ers).

Organizational and Managerial Practice

Support programs to build managerial capacity in
cutback management, contingency planning, and net-
worked delivery; disseminate case studies of successful
local responses to crises.

Promote reputation-building, stakeholder engagement,
and coproduction strategies that create political buf-

fers and local constituencies for program continuity.

Research and Training

Fund longitudinal evaluation of policy and implemen-
tation under budget and political instability to identify
what managerial practices preserve outcomes.

www.american.edu/spa

® spainfo@american.edu


https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/pbaf.12051?__cf_chl_f_tk=n_EYy7Q9jvzYRuFnB7Phg40b6OJNxA6bLtEgjiQNY.g-1783355637-1.0.1.1-3xF_NoAeXq1dYUqJHThBF7MhGLERLp9res68uGIn1Is
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/pbaf.12051?__cf_chl_f_tk=n_EYy7Q9jvzYRuFnB7Phg40b6OJNxA6bLtEgjiQNY.g-1783355637-1.0.1.1-3xF_NoAeXq1dYUqJHThBF7MhGLERLp9res68uGIn1Is
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20131296
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20131296
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-03-357.pdf
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo41864197.html
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo41864197.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2011.02506.x
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-political-science-review/article/abs/adaptive-signal-processing-hierarchy-and-budgetary-control-in-federal-regulation/D8F39E83EAD2E3CD1889A766893AF478
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-political-science-review/article/abs/adaptive-signal-processing-hierarchy-and-budgetary-control-in-federal-regulation/D8F39E83EAD2E3CD1889A766893AF478
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/puar.13272
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/puar.13272

SPA Policy Brief
The Future of Public Administration Under Political Dysfunction

* Revise public management curricula to teach: (a)
strategies for working under politicized oversight, (b)
budgeting under uncertainty and revenue diversifi-
cation options, and (c) management of chronic-crisis
organizations.

CONCLUSION

Policymakers should recognize that politicization, budget
instability, and workforce erosion combine to produce
systemic fragility. Action that stabilizes funding, protects
evidence and reporting, and invests in human and mana-
gerial capacity will produce more resilient public services
and better outcomes for vulnerable populations. Research
and training must reorient to provide practical guidance
for managers operating in persistent crisis environments.
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