


      7   The Federal Bureaucracy  
  Carrying Out the Day-to-Day Functions 
of Government    
  

    The COVID-19 pandemic involved almost all levels 
of the federal government. Here, sailors assigned to 
the hospital ship USNS Mercy treat the first patient 
transferred from Los Angeles medical facilities on 
March 29, 2020. Mercy served as a referral hospital 
for non-COVID-19 patients admitted to shore-based 
hospitals.   
 U.S. Navy/Handout/Getty Images  

 To many Americans, the word  bureaucracy  refers 
to an unnecessary and confusing set of rules 

created by faceless government employees. Formally, 
the term  bureaucracy  does not carry any positive 
or negative meanings. A bureaucracy is simply an 
organization designed to carry out specific tasks 
according to a prescribed set of rules and procedures. 

 In this chapter, you will learn about the    federal 
bureaucracy   —the departments and agencies 
within the executive branch that carry out the laws 
of the nation. You will also be asked to wrestle with 
the complicated question of what Americans want 
from the bureaucracy, which often impacts their 
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216  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

lives in a more personal way than the actions of the president, Congress, or the 
judiciary. Formally, the federal bureaucracy is part of the executive branch of the 
national government, charged with executing, or putting into action, the laws 
passed by Congress. The federal bureaucracy is a powerful player in the American 
political scene, but it seldom makes the news unless something goes wrong. 

 Americans often have contradictory views of the bureaucracy. At times, 
Americans complain that bureaucracy is too powerful, capable of making 
their lives more difficult or expensive. At other times, they complain that it 
is powerless to help them, incompetent, wasteful, and inefficient. A tried-
and-true campaign strategy is to promise to reform a bloated and inefficient 
bureaucracy. 

 In this chapter, we examine the federal bureaucracy through the lenses of 
the nation’s efforts to combat the COVID-19 pandemic caused by the spread 
of SARS-CoV-2, commonly called the coronavirus. We will examine the role of 
the federal bureaucracy in confronting this health crisis. In considering the 
responses of the federal bureaucracy to the pandemic, you will gain a deeper 
understanding of its complexity, given the bureaucracy’s crucial role in carrying 
out policy.   

    federal bureaucracy   
 the departments and 
agencies within the executive 
branch that carry out the 
laws of the nation.  

 After reading this chapter, you will be able to 

    7.1    Explain how the federal bureaucracy carries out the responsibilities of 
government.  

   7.2    Explain how the federal bureaucracy uses its authority to create and 
implement regulations.  

   7.3    Explain the role of the bureaucracy in the policymaking process.  

   7.4    Explain how Congress, the president, and the courts can hold the 
bureaucracy accountable.     
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  The COVID-19 Pandemic 
Grips the Nation  

 In the beginning of 2020, the pandemic known as COVID-19, or coronavirus disease, 
gripped the nation, disrupting social and economic life. Businesses, schools, and local 
governments shut down to try to prevent the spread of the virus. Many hospitals’ capacity 
to care for those who were sick or dying was overwhelmed. By spring, 25 percent of the 
workforce had lost their jobs. It was the worst epidemic since the 1918 flu and the worst 
employment crisis since the Great Depression. 
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  • The COVID-19 Pandemic Grips the Nation  217

Public health is not a new responsibility of the 
federal government. In fact, the National Institutes of 
Health has roots going back to the Marine Hospital 
Service, established in 1798, to provide care for ill sail-
ors. Even the word quarantine, which comes from the 
Venetian language, can be traced to the 1300s, as the 
Black Death spread throughout Europe. The govern-
ment of Venice prohibited sailors from coming ashore 
for 40 days to stop the spread of disease. As early as the 
1600s, quarantines were a regular public-health mea-
sure in colonial America.1

While federal, state, and local officials responded 
to the unparalleled challenges of COVID-19, one man 
became synonymous with the federal government’s 
response, a 79-year-old medical doctor, Anthony Fauci, 
longtime head of the National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Disease within the NIH. Few who work for a federal agency ever catch the 
public’s eye, yet over his long career, Fauci has attained an unparalleled level of public 
trust. For more than five decades, he has worked in the federal government’s bureaucracy 
devoted to public health. Since 1984, he has been the director of the office of infectious 
disease. One leading expert on biological threats praised Fauci as “the embodiment of the 
biomedical and public-health enterprise in the United States. Nobody is a more tireless 
champion of the truth and the facts.”2

Fauci’s parents were the children of Italian immigrants. He grew up in Brooklyn, 
New York, where his father was a pharmacist who owned a small store, Fauci Pharmacy. 
As soon as he could ride a bicycle, he delivered prescriptions to neighborhood customers. 
By the time he entered college, he was on track to become a medical doctor, and he chose 
an unusual major: Greek classics/pre-med at College of the Holy Cross. The summer 
before his senior year, he worked on a construction crew that was building a new library 
for the Cornell Medical College. During a lunch break, he snuck into the auditorium and, 
as he recounted, imagined what it would be like to attend “this extraordinary institu-
tion.” A security guard asked him to leave because his boots were dirtying the floor: “I 
looked at him and said proudly that I would be attending this institution a year from now. 
He laughed and said, ‘Right kid, and next year I am going to be Police Commissioner.’ ” 
He went on to graduate first in his class.3

Fauci first came to the public’s attention in the 1980s as the nation’s leader in dealing 
with the HIV crisis. Acknowledged for this pathbreaking work as a researcher, clinician, 
and administrator, he is considered to be the nation’s leading expert in infectious dis-
ease and is one of the most widely cited researchers in the field.4 For his longstanding 
and pioneering government service he has received many prestigious awards. He was 
one of the twenty individuals selected for the inaugural class for Government Executive 
Hall of Fame,5 and received the nation’s highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, from President George W. Bush. His work has been credited with saving mil-
lions of lives.6

Working with six presidents, beginning with the Reagan Administration, he has 
mastered the art of diplomatically offering advice that has sometimes put him at odds 
with the political officials he ultimately serves. As the pandemic continued into the 

Dr. Anthony Fauci just 
before he testified in June 
2020 before a Senate 
committee on measures 
taken to control COVID-19 
cases in the United 
States. Fauci is a big fan of 
baseball—especially of the 
Washington Nationals, his 
hometown’s team, who won 
the World Series in 2019. 
Kevin Dietsch/Bloomberg/Getty Images
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218  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

 7.1  How the Bureaucracy  
Is Organized

Unlike their relationship to the Congress, the president, or the Supreme Court, Americans 
have contact with the bureaucracy in their personal or professional lives, often without 
giving it much thought. The federal bureaucracy affects the lives of average Americans 
before they get out of bed. Alarm clocks comply with time zones and Daylight Savings 
Time set by federal agencies.7

If a person’s mattress, pillows, sheets, and blankets were made in the United States, 
bureaucrats, officials employed with government agencies, were involved in making sure 
that the factory was safe for its employees, that it did not discriminate in hiring, that it 
dealt with labor issues and complaints fairly, and that it did not degrade the environment. 
If the bedding was not manufactured in the United States, the bureaucracy created regu-
lations that the country of origin had to follow, including rules to make products safe for 
consumers. Driving much of this bureaucratic involvement in daily life are the demands 
of Americans themselves—for safe products, fair labor practices, and environmentally 
conscious factories. The federal bureaucracy regulates much of the nation’s economy and 
private life.8

Development of the American  
Federal Bureaucracy
From its beginnings as a small set of departments employing few people, the bureaucracy 
has grown enormously and as of 2019 had more than two million civilian employees work-
ing across the country.

bureaucrat
an official employed within a 
government bureaucracy.

summer of 2020, Fauci expressed his frustration in confronting a mistrust of science 
and authority, preventing public-health measures from being more widely adopted and 
enforced.

Today’s public-health bureaucracy is as complex as modern medicine and involves 
many agencies. The National Institutes of Health (NIH) is part of the Public Health Service, 
housed within the Department of Health and Human Services. The Public Health Service 
includes agencies such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (responsible 
for protecting the public from spread of disease) and the Food and Drug Administration 
(responsible for approving and regulating drugs and medical devices). The NIH is the larg-
est public funder of biomedical research in the world. It funds 285 areas of research into 
disease, and 80 percent of its budget of almost $40 billion is awarded in competitive grants 
to hundreds of thousands of researchers. In 2020, Fauci’s office of infectious disease had 
a budget of almost $6 billion. While the federal health bureaucracy is large and complex, 
under our federal system, it is only part of the nation’s efforts to combat the spread of 
COVID-19. As mentioned in chapter 3, state governments pursued their own policies to 
fight the disease, with varying results.
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 7.1 • How the Bureaucracy Is Organized  219

This growth has not been steady and grad-
ual but—like the power of the national gov-
ernment itself—has experienced periods of 
relatively little growth and periods of intense 
expansion. The increase in the nation’s popu-
lation and boundaries, the complexity of tasks 
performed by the federal government, and 
greater demands by citizens for services have 
all contributed to this process. Also, responses 
to  crises—economic, social, and military—have 
produced some of the most dramatic expan-
sions in the size, scope, and complexity of the 
federal bureaucracy.

The Constitution and the Early  
Years of the Republic 
Much of the constitutional basis for the 
bureaucracy lies in Article II, which lays out 
the functions and processes of the executive 
branch of government.9 In it, the president is 
authorized to “require the Opinion, in writing, 
of the principal Officer in each of the executive 
Departments, upon any Subject relating to the 
Duties of their respective Offices.”10 This sec-
tion forms the basis for the executive branch 
departments, which are special organizations  created by acts of Congress to assist the 
president in executing the laws of the nation. The heads of these departments are referred 
to as secretaries. Those secretaries form the president’s cabinet, along with the vice presi-
dent and the heads of other offices given cabinet-level status. Under the Constitution, the 
president nominates cabinet secretaries, and the Senate must approve them. (Turn back to 
Figure 5.1, The Organization of the Cabinet, on page 158, for a list of cabinet-level depart-
ments.) Presidents may also remove officials in the executive branch, which is related to 
their role of ensuring that laws are faithfully executed.11

The First Administration and the  
First Cabinet Departments 
President George Washington’s cabinet included just four men and three official depart-
ments. Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson oversaw the Department of State, carry-
ing out the young nation’s foreign policy and negotiating treaties with other nations.  
The Department of War (later consolidated into the Department of Defense) oversaw 
the nation’s small military with fewer than one hundred civilian employees. Alexander 
Hamilton used his position as secretary of the Treasury to advance his goal of expanding 
the role of the federal government in the nation’s economic affairs. Finally, Washington’s 
attorney general (later made the head of the Department of Justice) acted as a legal advisor 
to the president and members of his cabinet. In the centuries since, Congress has created 
new departments and reorganized others (see Figure 7.1).

Geno DeSanto and Bob 
Schofield, inspectors 
from the Agricultural 
Marketing Service of 
the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, examine 
bananas at the Philadelphia 
Food Distribution Center in 
Pennsylvania. 
USDA
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220  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

 FIGURE 7.1 

Executive Branch Departments: Year of Establishment and Their Main Tasks

1965
Department of Housing
and Urban Development 
Administers federal laws
on fair-housing practices
and subsidizes housing
for low-income Americans.

1977
Department of Energy
Supports and oversees
research and implementation
of energy production as well
as conservation efforts.

1966
Department of
Transportation 
Oversees and administers
federal policy in areas such
as highway development
and construction, rail and air
travel and commerce, and the
safety and operation of ports
and pipelines. 

1953
Department of Health
and Human Services
Administers Social Security,
Medicaid, and Medicare
and a large number of
programs to promote public
health, assist individuals with
disabilities, and conduct and
fund research on infectious
diseases.

1980
Department of Education
Funds and oversees federal efforts to
improve educational outcomes for
students, distributes funds for students
from low-income families and students
with disabilities as well as loans for
college students. 

1989
Department of
Veterans Affairs 
Administers federal
benefits for veterans
and their dependents,
including health care,
rehabilitation, and
employment.

2002
Department of
Homeland Security
Acts to protect the nation
from terrorism and respond
to natural disasters.

1903
Originally Department of
Commerce and Labor 

1913
Department of Commerce 
Promotes economic activity and job
creation and issues patents and
commercial trademarks.

1789–1947
Department of War

1947–present
Department of Defense
Oversees national defense, through
the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast
Guard (during wartime), as well as
intelligence-gathering agencies and
civilian personnel.

1789
Department of State
Executes foreign policy,
maintains diplomatic
relations with other nations,
and advises the president
on matters of diplomacy.

1849
Department of the Interior 
Executes policy covering federally
controlled natural resources,
oversees national parks,
monuments, and wildlife refuges,
and conducts federal policy with
indigenous peoples, through the
Bureau of Indian Affairs.

1789
Department of the
Treasury
Mints currency, collects taxes
(through the Internal Revenue
Service), and advises the
president on financial, trade,
and tax policy.

1789
Attorney General

1750

1950 2000

1800 1850 1900

1870
Department of Justice
Advises the president and
the cabinet on legal matters,
supervises federal prisons,
investigates possible violations
of federal law (through the
Federal Bureau of Investigation
and the Drug Enforcement
Agency, among others).

1913
Department of Labor
Oversees relationships between firms
and their employees, the federal
minimum wage, and workplace safety. 

1862
Department of Agriculture
Develops and executes
policy to promote farming,
including subsidizing
agricultural practices, promoting
U.S. agriculture in international
trade, and inspecting products
for safety. 
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The Jacksonian Era and the Rise of Political Patronage 
President Andrew Jackson filled positions in the bureaucracy using political patron-
age—giving out administrative positions as a reward for support, rather than merit. 
Ironically, one of the consequences of patronage was to make the federal bureaucracy 
more impartial, neutral, and driven by standard operating procedures and technical 
expertise. If, after elections, a nation is constantly shuffling people in and out of import-
ant administrative positions—people who often have little expertise in the operations 
of those agencies and departments—it becomes necessary to standardize procedures. 
Otherwise, little would get done, and very little would be done well. Jackson and his 
supporters laid the foundations for the modern federal bureaucracy. As James Wilson 
put it, “Far from being enemies of the bureaucracy, the Jacksonians were among its 
principal architects.”12

A Merit-Based Civil Service 
With growing demands on the federal government and increasing concerns about the 
corruption that came with the spoils system, Congress passed the Pendleton Act of 1883 
creating the first United States Civil Service Commission. Its task was to draw up and 
enforce rules on hiring, promotion, and tenure of office within the civil service.

Under these new rules, members of the federal civil service were hired and pro-
moted using a merit system, in which competitive testing results, educational attainment, 
and other qualifications formed the basis for hiring and promotion rather than politics 
and personal connections. Even the test questions were prohibited from calling “for the 
expression or disclosure of any political or religious opinion or affiliation.”13 Also, civil 
service workers’ participation in political campaigns was restricted—in particular, they 
could not be forced or coerced by superiors into donating to or participating in a political 
campaign.14 In the early years after the act’s passage, only a small percentage of federal 
bureaucrats were covered by the Pendleton Act; by 2020, more than 90 percent were. A 
merit-based civil service emphasizes the importance of professionalism and expertise in 
a particular policy area. Members of the civil service are supposed to behave neutrally, 
ensuring that regulations are enforced uniformly throughout the nation.

Pendleton Act
an act of Congress that 
created the first United States 
Civil Service Commission to 
draw up and enforce rules on 
hiring, promotion, and tenure 
of office within the civil 
service (also known as Civil 
Service Reform Act of 1883).

federal civil service
the merit-based bureaucracy, 
excluding the armed forces 
and political appointments.

merit system
a system of hiring and 
promotion based on 
competitive testing 
results, education, and 
other qualifications rather 
than politics and personal 
connections.

This chapter’s main ideas are reflected in the Learning Targets. By reviewing after each section, you should be able to

—Remember the key points,

—Know terms that are central to the topic, and

—Think critically about these questions.

7.1  Explain how the federal bureaucracy carries out the responsibilities of government.

REMEMBER • Most of the federal bureaucracy lies within the executive branch. The bureaucracy make rules that 
impact people’s daily lives.

• Bureaucrats are people who work within bureaucracies.
• The patronage system filled administrative positions as a reward for political support.
• The Pendleton Civil Service Act began the merit-based civil service, where jobs in the bureaucracy are 

awarded based on competitive testing results, education, and other qualifications.

Section Review

political patronage
filling of administrative 
positions as a reward for 
support, rather than merit.

 7.1 • How the Bureaucracy Is Organized  221
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 KNOW •     federal bureaucracy : the departments and agencies within the executive branch that carry out the laws 
of the nation. ( p. 216 )  

•    bureaucrat : an official employed within a government bureaucracy. ( p. 218 )  
•    political patronage : filling of administrative positions as a reward for support, rather than 

merit. ( p. 221 )  
•    Pendleton Act : an act of Congress that created the first United States Civil Service Commission to draw 

up and enforce rules on hiring, promotion, and tenure of office within the civil service (also known as 
Civil Service Reform Act of 1883). ( p. 221 )  

•    federal civil service : the merit-based bureaucracy, excluding the armed forces and political 
appointments. ( p. 221 )  

•    merit system : a system of hiring and promotion based on competitive testing results, education, and 
other qualifications rather than politics and personal connections. ( p. 221 )   

 THINK    How does having a merit-based civil service advance the goals of democratic government?   

    7.1 Review Question: Free Response         

 Use the line graph to answer the questions. 

   A.   Identify the level of government that had the highest number of employees from 1957 to 2014.  

  B.   Describe one trend in the number of government employees based on the data in the line 
graph.  

  C.   Explain why a civil service system might limit the growth of the federal bureaucracy more 
than a patronage system would.

 D.  Describe an advantage of a civil service system in policymaking.   

222  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

    Data from U.S. Department of Labor and wsj.com  
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 7.2  The Structure of the Modern 
Federal Bureaucracy

The American federal bureaucracy is a complex web of organizations. As the head of the 
executive branch, the president’s task is to ensure that the executive branch bureaucracy 
faithfully executes the laws of the nation. The president appoints (with Senate confirma-
tion) people to the top levels of the bureaucracy and directs and advises the departments, 
bureaus, and agencies on how they should go about putting the laws into effect. When 
the American people feel that the federal bureaucracy has failed, the president becomes a 
lightning rod for their outrage.

The main administrative units in the federal bureaucracy are the fifteen cabinet depart-
ments. (See Figure 7.2.) Congress has the authority to establish and fund the departments, 
each of which is responsible for a major area of public policy. They are typically divided 
into subunits based on the policy in which they specialize.

Cabinet departments are headed by cabinet secretaries (or by the attorney general in 
the case of the Justice Department), who are nominated by the president and confirmed 
by a majority vote in the Senate. Cabinet secretaries formally work under the president. 
However, they also depend on Congress for appropriation of funds and for legislation that 
sets out specific goals and objectives for their departments. Further, cabinet secretaries 
often contend with pressure from those affected by the actions of their departments, such 
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 FIGURE 7.2 

Differences in Size between Cabinet Departments

Note: HUD = Housing and Urban Development; HHS = Health and Human Services.

Employment data are from United States Office of Personnel Management. 
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224  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

as citizens or organized interest groups. It is a complicated job. Cabinet secretaries “are 
expected to perform an array of what might otherwise be viewed as distinctive tasks—
building electoral support, making policy, and managing people and programs—while 
withstanding intense public scrutiny.”15 Secretaries have deputy secretaries, undersecretar-
ies, and administrative staff to help with their efforts.16

The newest cabinet department, now considered one of the most influential, is 
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), formed in 2002 in response to the 
terrorist attacks the previous September.17 The DHS pulled together twenty-two agen-
cies from eight cabinet departments to better coordinate preemption of and national 
responses to terrorist acts as well as oversee general preparedness for other national 
emergencies.

Federal Bureaucrats
The organization of the federal bureaucracy and the tasks that agencies undertake are 
important. Both can affect how well a bureaucracy functions and how easy it can be to 
reform an agency that has gone astray. Formally, authority across the federal bureaucracy 
is structured like a pyramid.18 At the top are the executive political appointees, such as 
cabinet secretaries and deputy secretaries, who serve at the pleasure of the president and 
are subject to presidential removal. Of the roughly 6,500 political appointees in the exec-
utive branch, about 1,500 require Senate confirmation. Compared to the vast majority 
of federal bureaucrats, these individuals are short-timers. They do not expect to transi-
tion from one administration to the next. Presidents must juggle several considerations in 
selecting who will lead their departments and agencies. Experience and competence are 
certainly important, but so are political calculations. The American people also expect a 
commitment to representing the wide diversity of interests, experiences, and backgrounds. 
(See Figure 7.3.)

Below this top level are the members of the Senior Executive Service (SES). These 
individuals—most of whom are drawn from the lower ranks of the federal bureaucracy—
enjoy slightly more job security than high-level appointees and are paid and treated more 
like vice presidents of businesses than political figures. They are expected to use their 
authority to achieve concrete results.

The vast majority of employees occupy the bottom of the pyramid. They are the career 
civil servants, whose job ranks are clearly defined according to the General Service (GS) 
levels. Entrance into and advancement within the federal civil service is governed by the 
merit system, which relies on competitive examinations, educational qualifications, and 
performance reviews. Career civil servants enjoy considerable protections from termina-
tion, especially for political reasons. This job security is by design, although it presents 
presidents with a significant challenge. The federal bureaucracy is not a power station in 
which a president flips a switch and makes things happen automatically. Instead, it is a 
complex hierarchy of people, most of whom will still have their jobs long after the presi-
dent and political appointees have moved on.
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 FIGURE 7.3 

Diversity in Cabinet Appointments
How Diverse Have Different Cabinets Been?
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Data from National Public Radio

These bar charts compare the initial cabinet picks of the last five presidents alongside the picks 
President Trump has made for his cabinet as of February 2017. 
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226  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

 The growth of the bureaucracy is a common concern, includ-
ing its size, the number of regulations it issues, and the amount 
of money it spends. This growth has sparked charges that the 
federal government is becoming too powerful and too involved in 
Americans’ lives. Critics often imply that more power—and more 
money—should be found at the state and local level, or simply that 
government rules are just not needed for as many things as are 
currently regulated. Yet, the need for uniform rules for the economy 
has created the need for a greater role of the federal government. 
Many businesses want nationwide rules to avoid having to comply 

with fifty different sets of state-level rules. And often the states 
and local governments lack the expertise to deal with complex 
problems. One thing is for sure—bureaucracy is an inherent feature 
of modern life. 

 There are a number of ways to measure the growth of the 
federal bureaucracy, among them the total number of federal 
employees, the number of pages in the  Code of Federal Regula-
tions  that publishes all the current rules made by agencies, and 
the cost of making these rules. Examine the graphs that follow.            

   AP® Political Science PRACTICE  
 Analyzing Data: The Growth of the Federal Bureaucracy  

 Another way to measure the effects of the federal bureaucracy 
is the budgetary costs of making federal rules. See the graph.          

 Yet merely looking at the costs of regulation does not account 
for its benefits. To try to measure the costs and benefits of 
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regulation, Congress requires the White House Office of 
 Management and Budget to provide an annual report on 
the costs, including the cost of compliance with regulations, 
as well as the benefits of regulation. In its 2016 report, OMB 
estimated the annual benefits and costs of regulations made 
between 2005 and 2015, for agencies that monetized benefits 
and costs, and concluded that the aggregate annual benefits 
of regulation were between $269 billion and $872 billion, while 
estimated costs were between $74 billion and $110 billion 
(2014 dollars). 

 Government regulation cannot be evaluated by simply compar-
ing economic costs to measurable benefits. Pollution control, 
for example, saves lives. In 1990, the Environmental Protection 
Agency estimated that Clean Air Act regulations alone were 

responsible for preventing 205,000 deaths that year. And in 
2011, the EPA estimated air pollution regulation of particulate 
matter, as a result of the 1990 Clean Air Act, prevented 160,000 
deaths in 2010, and by 2020 the number of deaths prevented 
would reach 230,000 per year. 

    1.   Describe two different ways of measuring the growth of 
the federal bureaucracy.  

   2.   Describe two factors that might lead to the growth of the 
federal bureaucracy.  

   3.   Describe a limitation in measuring the effectiveness of the 
federal bureaucracy by its rate of growth.  

   4.   Explain how the effectiveness of the federal bureaucracy 
could be accurately assessed.   

    The bureaucracy is often 
criticized for making forms 
too complicated. This 
political cartoon compares 
federal tax forms to 
Egyptian hieroglyphics.  
  Dave Granlund   
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 FIGURE 7.4 

The Iron Triangle

Desired legislation and
reduced oversight

The iron triangle illustrates the linkage of benefits that each of the three members provides to the other
two. While all members help each other, it is their common interest in the overall policy goal that drives
individual decisions.
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Iron Triangles and Issue Networks
As the term suggests, an iron triangle (see Figure 7.4) consists of three parts—the bureau-
cracy, Congress, and interest groups—each of which works with the other two to achieve 
their shared policy goals, even if achieving those goals runs counter to the general interests 
of society. In doing so, the members of the triangle act as factions, each helping the other 
two members and receiving benefits from the relationship.

Interest groups provide electoral support to members of Congress, who use their influ-
ence, especially on committees and subcommittees, to advance legislation favorable to 
the interest groups and reduce oversight of interest group activities. These same interest 
groups lobby on behalf of the relevant bureaucratic agencies to secure the agencies’ desired 
funding and policy goals. In return, the agencies create regulations favorable to interest 
group objectives. Finally, members of Congress determine funding levels and pass legisla-
tion desired by the bureaucratic agencies, which, in turn, implement the laws as desired by 
those members of Congress.

Due to the growth in the number of interest groups and an increasingly fluid and com-
plex policy landscape in recent decades, political scientists have employed the concept of 
the issue network to describe the webs of influence between interest groups, policymak-
ers, and policy advocates. In contrast to iron triangles, issue networks are often tempo-
rary, arising to address a specific policy problem. Any one issue may give rise to competing 
issue networks, each of which advocates a different side of the issue. Issue networks also 
involve more interests than iron triangles. For example, beginning in the 1960s the iron 
triangle that included the tobacco industry was disrupted by the addition of public-health 
groups opposed to smoking.

228  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

AP® TIP
Iron triangles are an 
important part of 
the policymaking 
process. Make sure 
you understand the 
beneficial relationships 
between members of 
the arrangement.

issue network
webs of influence 
between interest groups, 
policymakers, and policy 
advocates.

iron triangle
coordinated and mutually 
beneficial activities of the 
bureaucracy, Congress, and 
interest groups to achieve 
shared policy goals.
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7.2  Explain how the federal bureaucracy uses its authority to create and implement regulations.

REMEMBER • The federal bureaucracy has grown exponentially over time, as has the complexity of the tasks it must 
perform and the demands for services placed upon it by the American people.

• The Constitution calls for executive branch departments to assist the president in executing the laws of 
the nation. To control the power of the executive, Congress was given the power to approve nominees.

• There was not initially a set number of cabinet departments, nor were their responsibilities set in stone; 
they have changed over time according to the needs of the nation.

• Executive political appointees serve at the top of the federal bureaucracy, while career civil servants 
provide stability from administration to administration.

• Iron triangles are mutually beneficial relationships among the bureaucracy, members of Congress, and 
interest groups.

KNOW • iron triangle: coordinated and mutually beneficial activities of the bureaucracy, Congress, and interest 
groups to achieve shared policy goals. (p. 228)

• issue network: webs of influence between interest groups, policymakers, and policy advocates. (p. 228)

THINK • What are the advantages and disadvantages of policies that protect civil servants from termination?
• How do iron triangles and issue networks benefit and harm representative democracy?

7.2 Review Question: Free Response

One of the biggest reductions [under the Trump administration] had been at the Bureau 
of Prisons, which lost 2,320 permanent workers at a time when the Justice Department 
plans to return to using private prisons to house some federal inmates. . . . The Census 
Bureau, which has not received its full budget request from Congress for multiple years, 
fell by more than 21,000 employees. The Environmental Protection Agency, where 
Administrator Scott Pruitt has moved quickly to reverse a generation of environmental 
protections and rules, was down 508 employees.

—Lisa Rein and Andrew Ba Tran, “How the Trump era is changing  
the federal bureaucracy, Washington Post, December 30, 2017

After reading the scenario, respond to parts A, B, and C.

A. Describe the action taken by the Trump administration in the scenario.

B. In the context of the scenario, describe an action Congress could take to respond to the 
action described in part A.

C. Explain how the action described in the scenario might impact efforts to enforce laws that 
protect the environment.

Section Review
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230  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

 7.3  The Bureaucracy  
and Policymaking

The bureaucracy carries out executive actions and laws passed by Congress, and it is 
the key institution responsible for implementing policy. Making public policy involves a 
series of steps. The policymaking process is fluid, constantly changing, and, above all else, 
political. The American political system is designed to have multiple points of access and 
debate throughout the process.19

Defining the Problem and Getting  
Congress to Act
What may seem like the most simple—and nonpolitical—part of policymaking may be the 
most significant: defining the problem. (See Figure 7.5.) There are different ways of look-
ing at an issue. Having one’s definition of the problem accepted is an effective exercise of 
power in the policymaking process.

Getting on the policy agenda—the set of issues on which policymakers focus their 
attention—is a crucial goal of anyone who wants to influence the policymaking process. 
Getting on the agenda, or keeping an idea off it, is also an effective exercise of political 
power. The ability to get one’s concerns considered depends not only on the merits of the 
issue but also on the political and economic climate and on how the public views the issue.

Getting a policy proposal on the agenda is only the beginning. The policy has to be 
debated and passed by the Congress and signed into law by the president. Financing an 

 FIGURE 7.5 

The Policymaking Process

Getting on
the agenda

Formulating
and adopting

the policy

Implementing
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 7.3 • The Bureaucracy and Policymaking  231

adopted policy is yet another political process. Although an agency may have the authority 
to act on a policy, Congress must provide the financial means to implement the policy.

Implementation, Rulemaking, Advising,  
and Representation
The main function of the federal bureaucracy is implementation, or putting into action, 
the laws that Congress has passed. Implementation is seldom a straightforward process.20 
New policies are not enacted in isolation. They are introduced into a body of existing 
policies, sometimes with competing demands.

The technical knowledge required of many federal bureaucrats to successfully imple-
ment public policies also acts as a brake on the ability of a president or his political 
appointees to shape bureaucrats’ actions. High-level executive branch officials may lack 
the technical expertise necessary to evaluate or challenge the actions of their subordinates. 
As Herbert Kaufman cautioned, “Against this formidable array . . . of knowledge, outsid-
ers and generalists and politicians whose principal skills are in the realm of partisan battle 
find they must defer to the technicians.”21

Further, many front-line bureaucrats interact directly with citizens in an environment 
that makes it difficult to observe and control their behavior effectively. Law enforcement 
officers, teachers, and social workers all are examples of street-level bureaucrats.22 Because 
of their close contact with citizens, street-level bureaucrats may conclude that they have to 
“bend the rules” to do their jobs.

When Congress passes laws, it often sets only general goals and targets, leaving many 
of the details, definitions, and specific procedures up to the bureaucratic agencies them-
selves. There is a sound logic behind this decision. The complexity involved in imple-
menting policies, the technical and specialized knowledge often required to do so, and the 
flexibility to handle unforeseen circumstances mean bureaucrats must have the authority 
to flesh out parts of the laws in action. By doing so, however, Congress opens up a space 
for bureaucratic discretion, in which the bureaucrats have some power to decide how a 
law is implemented. Sometimes, bureaucrats have to decide what Congress meant when it 
passed a given law.

The process through which the federal bureaucracy fills in critical details of a law is 
called regulation. Agencies must first announce a proposed set of rules and allow inter-
ested parties to weigh in; this process is called notice and comment. Agencies may have to 
notify the president or Congress about the anticipated impact of a proposed rule or set of 
rules. Finally, the adopted rules, known as regulations, must be published in the Federal 
Register, which is published each year and typically runs more than 70,000 pages. These 
regulations matter because “they carry the same weight as congressional legislation, pres-
idential executive orders, and judicial decisions.”23

There are over one hundred agencies of the national government with regulatory 
powers. The overwhelming majority of these agencies is within the executive branch, 
such as the Environmental Protection Agency. Top officials in these agencies serve at the 
pleasure of the president and directly carry out the administration’s agenda. At the same 
time, there are approximately twenty independent regulatory agencies, typically known 
as commissions, such as the Federal Communications Commission, where commissioners 
serve for set terms of office. See Figure 7.6 for some examples. Although they are political 
appointees, their set terms are supposed to insulate them from direct political influence. 
The first of these commissions was the Interstate Commerce Commission, established in 
1887, which was empowered to regulate the railroads.

implementation
the bureaucracy’s role in 
putting into action the laws 
that Congress has passed.

bureaucratic discretion
the power to decide how a 
law is implemented and to 
decide what Congress meant 
when it passed a law.

regulation
the process through which 
the federal bureaucracy 
makes rules that have the 
force of law, to carry out the 
laws passed by Congress.
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232  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

At times the bureaucracy also acts somewhat like a court. It may settle disputes 
between parties that arise over the implementation of federal laws and presidential exec-
utive orders or determine which individuals or groups are covered under a regulation 
or program—a role called bureaucratic adjudication. Agencies may issue fines or other 
penalties against those who violate federal regulations.

Finally, and perhaps surprisingly, bureaucrats can act as representatives of the 
American public, especially if they have the ability to act on behalf of citizens, as street-
level bureaucrats often do.24 While cabinet secretaries are more representative of the 
diversity of the American people than they were in the past, most of them are white males. 
Members of the civil service, in contrast, are much more representative of the nation’s 
diversity, except that they have a higher level of educational attainment. Having a “rep-
resentative bureaucracy”—a civil service that truly reflects the diversity of the American 
people—may also act to legitimize its actions.25

bureaucratic adjudication
when the federal 
bureaucracy settles disputes 
between parties that arise 
over the implementation of 
federal laws or determines 
which individuals or 
groups are covered under a 
regulation or program.

 FIGURE 7.6 

Examples of Federal Independent Regulatory Agencies

1914
Federal Trade Commission
Protects consumers from
unfair trade practices.

1934
Federal Communications Commission
Regulates communications broadcast
by radio, television, satellite, and cable as
well as telephone and telegraph services.

1934
Securities and Exchange Commission
Protects investors by regulating stock and
options trading as well as enforcing reporting
requirements by publicly held companies.

1970
Environmental Protection Agency
Works with state and local bureaucracies
to clean up the environment and monitor
and control environmental pollutants, and
also sets federal standards for water quality
and the use of pesticides and supervises
federal efforts to clean up toxic waste sites. 

1974
Federal Election Commission
Monitors political campaigns, regulates
contributions to campaigns, and oversees
public funding of presidential campaigns.

1900

1920

1940

1960

1980
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Federal employees are restricted from engaging in political campaigns. The Hatch Act 
restricts political activities by federal workers with exceptions for the highest-level political 
appointees.26 Federal workers were prohibited from participating in political campaigns, 
coercing other employees to participate, raising funds for a campaign, or holding all but a 
few elective offices. The Federal Employees Political Activities Act of 1993 relaxed some 
of the restrictions of the Hatch Act, allowing most federal employees to run in nonpartisan 
elections and contribute to and to participate in fund-raising for political campaigns, as 
long as they do so in their official capacity.27

Evaluation and (Maybe) Termination
Evaluation—determining if a policy is achieving its stated objectives—is just as conse-
quential as the other stages of the policymaking process and, therefore, just as contested. 
Congress, state legislatures, academic institutions, federal and state courts, and policy 
entrepreneurs all weigh in on evaluations of different policies.

Congress has the authority to formally terminate a policy. However, it can be difficult 
to pull the plug on a policy—even when there is widespread agreement that the policy is 
not working. There are ways, other than congressional action, in which a policy may be 
terminated. Courts, especially the Supreme Court, may terminate a policy using the power 
of judicial review.

AP® TIP
The bureaucracy has 
rulemaking authority. 
Some important 
departments and 
agencies to know are

Department of 
Homeland Security

Department of 
Transportation

Department of Veterans 
Affairs

Department of 
Education

Environmental 
Protection Agency

Federal Election 
Commission

Securities and Exchange 
Commission

7.3  Explain the role of the federal bureaucracy in the policymaking process.

REMEMBER • The policymaking process involves the public agenda, lawmaking by Congress, rulemaking and 
implementation by the bureaucracy, feedback, and revision or termination.

• Implementing the laws passed by Congress is one of the bureaucracy’s core tasks.
• Bureaucrats typically have some discretion over how the laws are implemented.
• Agencies have critical rulemaking responsibilities and they may fill in the details of  

legislation, sometimes using bureaucratic adjudication to settle disputes that arise during 
implementation.

• The bureaucracy also can serve to represent the citizens.

KNOW • implementation: the bureaucracy’s role in putting into action the laws that Congress has passed.  
(p. 231)

• bureaucratic discretion: the power to decide how a law is implemented and to decide what Congress 
meant when it passed the law. (p. 231)

• regulation: the process through which the federal bureaucracy makes rules that have the force of law, to 
carry out the laws passed by Congress. (p. 231)

• bureaucratic adjudication: when the federal bureaucracy settles disputes between parties that arise 
over the implementation of federal laws or determines which individuals or groups are covered under a 
regulation or program. (p. 232)

THINK What are the dangers in allowing an unelected bureaucracy to make rules and adjudicate whether or not 
those rules have been broken?

Section Review

 7.3 • The Bureaucracy and Policymaking  233
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234  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

 7.4      Checks on the Bureaucracy  
   Control, Oversight, and Reform  
 As mentioned earlier in the chapter, bureaucratic agencies participate in iron triangles, 
or issue networks, forming relationships with interest groups and congressional subcom-
mittees. One concern, especially for bureaucrats in regulatory agencies, is that individuals 
may undermine effective regulation if their own interests are more closely aligned with 
those who are being regulated rather than the mission of the agency, a problem known 
as agency capture. If a regulator has close ties to the industry being regulated—either 
through previous employment or, perhaps, expected future employment—he or she may 
be tempted to “look the other way,” instruct their subordinates to do so, or conduct their 
jobs in such a way as to benefit a few preferred clients.  28        

   Controlling the Bureaucracy  
 The system of separation of powers that the framers designed poses a special challenge 
to controlling the bureaucracy. Authority over the federal bureaucracy is divided among 
different branches, which means federal agencies and bureaus often have to answer to the 

   7.3 Review Question: Free Response   

   U.S. Food and Drug Administration, CPG Sec. 515.700  
  Chocolate & Chocolate Liquor—  

  Adulteration with Insect and Rodent Filth   

 Under the rules of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, the agency may seize chocolate under the following 
conditions: 

 1. Insect Filth 

   a.   The chocolate in six (6) 100 gram subsamples contains an average of sixty or more 
insect fragments per 100 grams.

   or      

   b.   Any one subsample contains ninety or more insect fragments, even if the overall average 
of all the subsamples is less than sixty.   

 2. Rodent Filth 

   a.   The chocolate in six (6) 100 gram subsamples contains an average of more than one 
rodent hair per 100 grams, regardless of the size of the hairs or hair fragments.

   or      

   b.   Any one subsample contains more than three rodent hairs even if the overall average is 
less than one rodent hair.   

 After reading the scenario, respond to parts A, B, and C. 

   A.   Describe the purpose of the regulation in the passage.  

  B.   Describe an action the bureaucracy can take based on the regulation in the passage.  

  C.   Explain why a critic of the bureaucracy might oppose allowing an agency to impose penal-
ties for violation of the regulations that it creates.    
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president, Congress, and the federal courts. According to political scientist Joel Aberbach, 
“Since usually no one set of institutional actors has clear control and signals often conflict, 
it is difficult to hold the bureaucracy, or any other institution, reasonably to account.”  29   

   The President   
 As head of the executive branch, the president formally controls most of the federal bureau-
cracy.  30   He or she has the authority to appoint and remove individuals at the top layers of 
the bureaucracy. Presidents appoint agency heads, subject to Senate confirmation, based 
on their ideology and willingness to carry out the administration’s goals. Presidents can 
also shape bureaucratic priorities in the annual budgets that they present to Congress and, 
with congressional approval, by reorganizing agencies. As discussed in  Chapter 5 , execu-
tive orders carry the force of law and typically instruct departments, agencies, and bureaus 
on how to implement policy. 

 Presidents, however, often face roadblocks in trying to control the day-to-day func-
tions of the bureaucracy. Bureaucratic discretion and the bureaucracy’s size and complexity 
all conspire against achieving quick results. There are millions of federal bureaucrats, and 
it would be impossible for the president or Congress to oversee all of them. Bureaucrats 
have discretion in how to implement legislation, and they often behave independently. 
Bureaucrats, or their agencies, may disagree with the policies passed by Congress or the 
president, stalling or avoiding its implementation. 

 In one of the smaller battles of his presidency, Jimmy Carter (1977–1981) discov-
ered one of the obstacles to his power when he confronted a problem that had appar-
ently existed in the White House since the administration of Dwight David Eisenhower 

      1.   Describe the viewpoint expressed in the cartoon.  

   2.   Explain how this cartoon depicts the federal bureaucracy 
rather than state bureaucracies.  

   3.   Explain why the cartoonist chose a red octopus to repre-
sent the bureaucracy.  

   4.   Explain why most cartoons about the bureaucracy are 
negative.   

   AP® Political Science PRACTICES   
 Interpreting Political Cartoons     

    This political cartoon depicts octopus-shaped red tape from 
Washington, D.C., gripping the states with its tentacles.  
  Cagle Cartoons, Inc.   
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236  CHAPTER 7  • The Federal Bureaucracy

(1953–1961): mice. With maintenance personnel unable to control the mouse population, 
Carter called on the bureaucracy. Unfortunately, the Department of the Interior said that 
the mice were a problem for the General Services Administration (GSA) because Interior 
was only responsible for the grounds of the White House and not the building itself. GSA 
countered that the problem was Interior’s “since the mice were obviously migrating from 
outside.” Only after Carter “ordered an immediate meeting in his office of all concerned 
officials of the GSA, Department of Interior, White House administrators, and others” 
was progress made.31

Congress 
Congress plays a key role in controlling and guiding the bureaucracy. The Senate has 
power over confirmation for the higher levels of the federal service. Congress as a whole 
can pass legislation creating or terminating agencies and programs and, through the pro-
cess of appropriation, has control over the resources that departments, bureaus, and agen-
cies receive to carry out their tasks. Congressional committees, especially the House and 
Senate appropriations committees, are key players in these processes.

Legislation can shape bureaucratic behavior by setting goals, priorities, and an orga-
nizational structure. Congress also uses an oversight process to influence what happens 
when agencies are up and running. Members of the bureaucracy may be required to testify 
before Congress, justifying their actions. Further, Congress has established its own bureau-
cracies to keep tabs on executive branch implementation. The Government Accountability 
Office (GAO) is an example of this type of agency. Through its oversight functions, 
Congress checks on how executive agencies are exercising their authority and whether 
they are spending the funds appropriated to them wisely.

In a series of reports based on its investigations of preparedness and response regard-
ing Hurricane Katrina, which had devastated New Orleans in August 2005, the GAO gave 
a list of evaluations and suggestions for the future. The GAO’s reports praised some parts 
of the bureaucracy, such as the Coast Guard. Yet the GAO also called out failed leader-
ship, communication, and coordination within the executive branch. One report stated, 
“No one was designated in advance to lead the overall federal response in anticipation of 
the event despite clear warnings from the National Hurricane Center.”32

Congressional oversight of the bureaucracy includes conducting hearings or requiring 
information from the agencies. While the GAO conducted its investigations into Katrina, 
Congress conducted its own hearings into the federal government’s performance, at times 
grilling top officials on their actions or lack of action. Much of the sharpest questioning 
was directed at President Bush’s top political appointees. Testifying before the Senate 
in February 2006, Secretary of Homeland Security Michael Chertoff “endured two and 
a half hours of intense political criticism” and offered an apology to Congress and the 
American people.33 “The worst element of this catastrophe personally is not criticism I’ve 
received,” he said, “but the derision of people who did have their suffering unnecessarily 
prolonged because this department did not perform.”34

A report by a bipartisan investigative committee in the House of Representatives was 
also scathing. It documented, in page after page, “a litany of mistakes, misjudgments, 
lapses, and absurdities all cascading together.”35 The “American people,” the report con-
cluded, “don’t care about acronyms or organizational charts. They want to know who 
was supposed to do what, when, and whether the job got done. And if it didn’t get done, 
they want to know how we are going to make sure it does next time.”36
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Impact of the Judiciary and the Media 
Decisions by the federal judiciary can significantly 
impact bureaucratic behavior. Judicial decisions may 
restrict the scope of bureaucratic action. In Michigan 
v. EPA (2015),37 the Supreme Court overturned the 
EPA’s limits on mercury, arsenic, and acidic gases 
emitted by coal-fired power plants, known as mer-
cury and air toxics standards (MATS).38 Opponents, 
including the National Federation of Independent 
Business, challenged the regulation because compli-
ance was expensive. The EPA estimated its rule would 
cost businesses $9.6 billion, although it might prevent 
up to 11,000 premature deaths and 130,000 asthma 
cases each year. The majority ruling, written by Justice 
Antonin Scalia, determined that the EPA “unreason-
ably” interpreted the Clean Air Act when it decided 
not to consider the costs of compliance and whether regulating the pollutants is “appro-
priate and necessary.”39

In general, the media seldom cover the workings of the federal bureaucracy. For this 
reason, most Americans are not well informed of the day-to-day workings of the vast 
bureaucracy, and numerous agencies exist that many Americans just aren’t aware of. As 
Walter Lippmann, scholar and commenter on American politics, noted in 1927, “The pub-
lic will arrive in the middle of the third act and will leave before the last curtain, having 
stayed just long enough perhaps to decide who is the hero and who is the villain of the 
piece.”40 Therefore, public opinion rarely constrains bureaucratic behavior. When, how-
ever, the bureaucracy is involved in a major crisis or catastrophe—and especially when it 
appears that it has failed—it may find itself center stage in Lippmann’s play, with a full 
and angry audience in attendance.

Such was the case after Hurricane Katrina. A year after its landfall on the Gulf Coast, 
thousands of residents were still waiting for federal help, and public opinion had turned 
against President Bush on his handling of the disaster. A national poll found that only 
31 percent of Americans approved of his management of the storm, and 56 percent did 
not “believe that the country [was] ready for another disaster.”41

Reform and the Reliance on Private Organizations
Following Katrina, investigators and members of Congress began to question both the 
government’s reliance on private contractors in relief efforts and governmental interfer-
ence with private-sector efforts. Concerns included a lack of competition in awarding 
contracts for cleanup and recovery efforts, a failure to adequately employ local businesses 
and contractors, and a failure on the part of FEMA to have enough “sufficiently trained 
procurement professionals” to effectively manage and oversee the contracting process.42 
According to a local official in Louisiana, FEMA had blocked private relief efforts as well: 
“We had Wal-mart deliver three trailer trucks of water. FEMA turned them back. They 
said we didn’t need them.”43

As it became clear that the effects from Katrina would be felt for years, many private 
organizations and individuals stepped up to help. Habitat for Humanity dispatched thou-
sands of volunteers to the Gulf Coast to rebuild housing for low-income residents. Mary 

Police officers rescue Rene 
Lunkins from her flooded 
house in the Lower Ninth 
Ward on August 29, 2005. 
Much of New Orleans was 
flooded after levies broke 
and water rushed into  
the city. 
Marko Georgiev/Getty Images
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Gray founded Minnesota Helpers, a “Mississippi-to-Minnesota arts pipeline,” to provide 
opportunities for Gulf Coast artists to display and sell their work because few venues 
remained open in their own devastated communities.44

Federalism and the Fight against COVID-19
While the CDC developed and issued health guidelines to prevent the spread of COVID-19,  
state governments pursued their own policies to combat the disease. States faced pressure 
to reduce the devastating economic impact of business closures, and they began reopening 
at different rates. By June of 2020, many of the states that had reopened bars, beaches, 
and restaurants were experiencing a surge in coronavirus cases.45 In response, New 
York, New Jersey, and Connecticut imposed a fourteen-day quarantine on visitors from 
states with outbreaks.46 The patchwork of policies enacted in the wake of COVID-19  
demonstrates the benefits and drawbacks of our federal system in confronting infectious 
diseases.

Americans want the implementation of national policy to be effective and strong. 
When they believe that it is not—they demand change. However, Americans do not want 
the federal bureaucracy to be too strong. When they feel that it has become too power-
ful, they worry. Both the separation of powers and the realities of American federalism 
shape the behaviors of the federal departments, agencies, and bureaus. Such is the complex 
nature of the American federal bureaucracy.

7.4  Explain how Congress, the president, and the courts can hold the bureaucracy accountable.

REMEMBER • The president formally controls most of the federal bureaucracy, and he can influence the bureaucracy 
through the appointment of federal officials, by submitting a budget, and through executive orders.

• Congress can control the bureaucracy by passing laws that set priorities, appropriating funding, and 
holding oversight hearings.

• Judicial decisions may restrict bureaucratic action.
• Efforts to reform the bureaucracy to—limit its power, reduce its size, and fix inefficiencies—include 

devolving responsibilities to the states, deregulation, and privatizing government responsibilities to 
increase competitiveness.

THINK Why is it difficult for the president and Congress to control the bureaucracy despite the tools they have for 
doing so?

7.4 Review Question: Free Response

Academic institutions and individual investigators often receive research funding from 
multiple federal agencies, but approaches to similar requirements—such as grant pro-
posals, disclosure of financial conflict of interest, and animal care—are not harmonized 
across agencies. Regulations, reporting requirements, and congressional mandates fre-
quently overlap, resulting in duplication of effort, multiple reporting of the same informa-
tion in different formats, and multiple submissions of information on different schedules. 
Conflicting guidance on compliance requirements has created uncertainty and confusion.

—Inconsistent, Duplicative Regulations Undercut Productivity of U.S. Research Enterprise; Actions 
Needed to Streamline and Harmonize Regulations, Reinvigorate Government-University Partnership47

Section Review
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   Chapter 7 Review  
   AP® KEY CONCEPTS    
• federal bureaucracy   ( p. 216 )  

• bureaucrat   ( p. 218 )  

• political patronage   ( p. 221 )  

• Pendleton Act   ( p. 221 )  

• federal civil service   ( p. 221 )  

• merit system   ( p. 221 )  

• iron triangle   ( p. 228 )  

• issue network   ( p. 228 )  

• implementation   ( p. 231 )  

• bureaucratic discretion   ( p. 231 )  

• regulation   ( p. 231 )  

• bureaucratic adjudication   ( p. 232 )    

AP® EXAM PRACTICE and Critical Thinking Project    

 MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS         

    1.   The graph supports which of the following conclusions? 
   A.   From January 2008 to January 2011, the percentage of federal workers grew at twice the rate 

as the percentage of private-sector employment.  
  B.   As of January 2011, there was more than an 18 percent gap between the growth of federal 

and private-sector employment.  
  C.   From January 2008 to January 2011, private-sector employment steadily declined.  
  D.   President Obama’s policies favored federal employment over private-sector employment.    

    Data from U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics  
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 After reading the passage, respond to parts A, B, and C. 

   A.   Describe the problem addressed in the passage.  

  B.   Describe an oversight power Congress could use to address the complaints mentioned in 
the passage.  

  C.   Describe a legislative action Congress could take to address the complaints mentioned in 
the passage.   
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 2. The following statement appears on the Food and Drug Administration Web site:

The objective of FDA regulatory programs is to assure compliance with the Federal 
Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (the Act). Specific enforcement activities include actions 
to correct and prevent violations, remove violative products or goods from the market, 
and punish offenders. The type of enforcement activity FDA uses will depend on the 
nature of the violation. The range of enforcement activities include issuing a letter 
notifying the individual or firm of a violation and requesting correction, to criminal 
prosecution of the individual or firm. 

—U.S. Food and Drug Administration:  
FDA Enforcement Actions48

  The quote refers to which of the following tasks of the bureaucracy?
A. regulation
B. oversight
C. compliance
D. discretion

 3. Iron triangles have been criticized because they benefit their members but limit the ability of 
outside groups to influence the policymaking process. This criticism represents which theory of 
democracy?
A. participatory
B. pluralist
C. representative
D. elitist

New Indian Express

 4. The cartoon is from India. What is the viewpoint expressed in the cartoon?
A. The bureaucracy is similar to an out-of-control mad scientist.
B. The bureaucracy is overly complex and inefficient.
C. A storm is coming that will overwhelm the bureaucracy.
D. A merit-based civil service will make the bureaucracy more efficient.

11_abernatagftap2e_34498_ch07_215_244_2pp.indd   240 24/08/20   11:26 AM

Copyright © Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth Publishers. 
Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



Chapter 7 Review  241

 5. During the last week of July 2017, members of the Federal Communications Commission 
testified before Congress about net neutrality rules. In the same week, the House Homeland 
Security Committee heard testimony about the role of technology in policing the border.49 
These hearings are an example of
A. The power of Congress to revise legislation pertaining to the bureaucracy
B. Congressional oversight of executive agencies
C. Iron triangles and issue networks
D. The rulemaking and enforcement authority of the bureaucracy

 6. Select the pair of answers that matches a branch of government with the correct check on the 
bureaucracy.

Branch of government Check on the bureaucracy

A. Executive Appropriates funds

B. Congress Appoints agency heads

C. Supreme Court Issues decisions overturning regulations

D. House of Representatives Confirms Cabinet appointments

 7. Which of the following makes it difficult for the executive branch to control the bureaucracy?
A. Cabinet heads are appointed based on their expertise, and presidents defer to them.
B. The bureaucracy is large and deals with complex issues.
C. The Pendleton Civil Service Act protects bureaucrats from being fired.
D. The Hatch Act protects the political independence of bureaucrats.

Gatis Sluka/Cagle Cartoons, Inc.

 8. The cartoon expresses which of the following criticisms of the bureaucracy?
A. The bureaucracy is inefficient.
B. There is too much congressional oversight of the bureaucracy.
C. The average American does not benefit from the bureaucracy.
D. Bureaucrats are underpaid for the hard work they do.

 9. Which of the following is a criticism of a patronage system in a democratic government?
A. It rewards those who are loyal to past administrations.
B. It is unrepresentative because there is no check on the appointment of cabinet heads.
C. Appointees are frequently not qualified to serve the public interest.
D. It prevents Congress and the judiciary from checking bureaucratic actions.
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 2. Use the line graph to answer the following questions.
A. Describe what the line graph measures.
B. Using the information in the line graph, describe a trend in the federal government labor 

force.
C. Explain how the trend you described in part B might impact the implementation of federal 

policy.
D. Explain why the line graph measures federal government employees in percentages instead 

of the total numbers of employees.

 10. According to ABC News, the average chocolate bar contains eight insect parts. Anything less 
than sixty insect pieces per 100 grams of chocolate (two chocolate bars’ worth) is deemed safe 
for consumption by the Food and Drug Administration.50 This is an example of bureaucratic:
A. discretion
B. inefficiency
C. red tape
D. regulation

FREE-RESPONSE QUESTIONS  
 1. The following quote in The Economist, a U.K.-based periodical, is about the Dodd-Frank Banking 

Law, which was passed to increase the regulation of banks following the recession of 2007.

 But Dodd-Frank is far too complex, and becoming more so. At 848 pages, it is 
23 times longer than Glass-Steagall, the reform that followed the Wall Street crash of 
1929. Worse, every other page demands that regulators fill in further detail. Some of 
these clarifications are hundreds of pages long. Just one bit, the “Volcker rule,” which 
aims to curb risky proprietary trading by banks, includes 383 questions that break 
down into 1,420 subquestions.51

Use the excerpt to respond to parts A, B, and C.
A. Describe an action Congress could take to address the problem expressed in the scenario.
B. Describe an action the president could take to address the problem described in part A.
C. Explain why it is difficult for the president and Congress to control the bureaucracy.

Data from Bureau of Labor Statistics
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 The 2008 financial crisis destabilized the economy and left millions of Americans 
economically devastated. Congress saw a need for an agency to help restore public 
confidence in markets: a regulator attentive to individuals and families. So it 
established the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau.52 Congress gave the CFPB a 
single director protected against removal by the president without cause.

Did Congress’s creation of an agency head who cannot be removed by the president for five 
years except for cause violate the constitutional principle of checks and balances?

In your essay:

• Articulate a claim or thesis that responds to the prompt, and use a line of reasoning to defend it.

• Use at least TWO pieces of relevant and accurate evidence to support your claim.

• At least ONE piece of evidence must be from one of the listed foundational documents:

• Constitution of the United States

• Federalist No. 51

• Federalist No. 70

• Use a second piece of evidence from another foundational document from the list or from your 
study of the bureaucracy.

• Use reasoning to explain why the evidence you provided supports your claim or thesis.

• Use refutation, concession, or rebuttal to respond to an opposing or alternative perspective.

ARGUMENTATION QUESTION  
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CRITICAL THINKING PROJECT  

Interviewing a Federal Employee
The bureaucracy consists of millions of employees who carry out tasks that impact our daily lives. We 
are more likely to personally interact with federal employees than members of Congress, the federal 
courts, or, of course, the president.

 1. Research a federal agency in your area, and find one that interests you. Make sure the 
organization is federal and not state or local.

 2. Call the agency or send an email and ask for the opportunity to speak with one of their 
employees. You might even ask them to meet with you or come to your school.

 3. Conduct an interview, including these questions:

a. What is your experience and educational background?

b. Why did you want to work for the federal government?

c. What do you do in an average day?

d. What do you enjoy most about your work?

e. What are the drawbacks of working in the federal bureaucracy?

f. What is the biggest misconception about working for the federal government?

 4. Present your findings to the class, using presentation software or any other method that will 
convey the information in an interesting way.
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