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In the United States and other capitalist,
postindustrial societies, the ‘‘welfare
state’’ has developed along two lines. The
first has led to the provision of income
intended to offset—at least partially—the
pattern of income distribution that results
from a marketplace economy in which the
major sources of household income are
employment and capital investment.

The second line of development has led
to the creation of what have been gener-
ally categorized as human service pro-
grams. These programs focus on educa-
tion, health, corrections, and personal
social needs of many different types.
While some human service programs
function as components of strategies to
redistribute income—as when health care
services are provided to older adults and
disabled people whose income levels are
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low enough for them to qualify for Med-
icaid benefits—other programs serve the
total community, such as those providing
public education, parks and playgrounds,
and kidney dialysis.

Most discussions of the future of the
welfare state have focused on attempts to
redistribute income, and considerable at-
tention has been paid to the future devel-
opment of specific types of service orga-
nizations, such as state psychiatric
hospitals. But little consideration has
been given to the relationship of human
service programs in general to the politi-
cal economy of postindustrial societies.
Because much of the expansion of the
“‘service economy’’ of these societies
will involve human service programs, fu-
ture developments in these programs will
affect the future of the welfare state as
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much as changing patterns of direct in-
come redistribution. These developments
are the primary focus of this special issue
of the Journal of Applied Behavioral
Science.

The articles in this issue deal primarily
with programs that serve personal social
needs. The directions of development that
the authors have identified, however, also
indicate the future development of service
programs in such fields as health, correc-
tions, and education.

THE MIXED ECONOMY
OF HUMAN SERVICES

Historically, human service programs
have primarily developed through two dis-
tinct types of organizations. One is the
small to medium-sized voluntary or non-
profit organization, based in a single com-
munity, with a relatively specialized focus
and a professional, collegial staff working
within a voluntary leadership structure.
The other is the medium-sized to large
governmental, tax-supported organiza-
tion, generally organized bureaucratically
and accountable to a public official or leg-
islative body. Such governmental organi-
zations often cover large geographic areas
and sponsor many different programs.
Many traditional assumptions have ex-
isted as to the distinct missions of these
two ‘‘ideal-type’’ structures and to their
relative strengths and weaknesses. People
have also assumed that both types differ
from for-profit service organizations op-
erating in the marketplace. Many believe
that the political economy of voluntary
organizations is shaped by social concepts
underlying the marketplace economy, es-
pecially when a small group of well-to-do
individuals from the business community
provides the primary source of funds and
holds key positions in the policy-making
bodies of these organizations. Such con-
cepts include that of the duty of the

wealthy to voluntarily provide charitable
assistance to those in need. Governmental
organizations, however, are assumed to
be financed by and accountable to a body
of citizens and to have a political econo-
my shaped by the dynamics of the politi-
cal system. The rationale for supporting
such organizations through taxes has been
that the services they provide contribute
to the common good as defined through
political processes controlled by the ma-
jority of citizens.

Since the early 1960s, however, a
“‘mixed economy’’ pattern has emerged
with respect to hiiman service programs,
a blending of governmental and volun-
tary, nonprofit systems. Increased gov-
ernmental involvement in the form of
funding and regulations has increased the
impact of the political system on the vol-
untary sector (Kramer, this issue). This
has led to the development of nonprofit
organizations created by constituencies
that differ from the traditional sponsors of
charitable services, especially in their
representation of a different set of politi-
cal interests (Checkoway, this issue).
Similarly, governmental organizations
have increasingly contracted with volun-
tary, nonprofit organizations to provide
government-funded services, thereby di-
luting political control of these services.
An additional mixed economy pattern has
emerged as for-profit organizations have
begun to provide services directly to some
segments of the public and to contract
with governments to provide services to
other segments, thereby introducing mar-
ketplace processes to human services
(Gilbert, 1983; Gilbert, this issue).

DIRECTIONS OF FUTURE
DEVELOPMENT

Until recently, many social theorists writ-
ing about human service programs have
held that the welfare state should seek to
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be a “‘universal’’ provider of all types of
human services, primarily through com-
prehensive governmental organizations
directly controlled by the political pro-
cess. These theorists have defined equal
access to service as a ‘‘right’’ belonging
to any individual, much as all children are
considered to have a right to a publicly
supported education. This equality of ac-
cess to service should offset many of the
consequences of economic inequality re-
sulting from the marketplace economy
and contribute to social solidarity, the
theorists predict (Kuttner, 1984). These
theorists also assume that the most effec-
tive way to improve the quality of human
service programs is to increasingly apply
knowledge based on empirical research,
develop innovative technologies—in-
cluding new forms of administrative tech-
nology—and make all types of organized
service programs more professional.
Examination of the experiences of
human service programs, however, has
led researchers to question the above as-
sumptions. Some speculate that large-
scale human organizations, regardless of
the contributions of administrative tech-
nology, impose limits on effective man-
agement and have negative effects on the
people they employ (Sjoberg, Vaughan,
& Williams, 1984). Some find limits to
program efficiency in any large-scale or-
ganization—even one that delivers
human services—that exercises a monop-
oly. Some doubt that a large service orga-
nization can establish and maintain a sin-
gle standard of high-quality service for all
users regardless of income, unless all
users exercise some form of economic
leverage—that is, unless all have some
opportunity to bargain and exercise
choice. Some express concern as to
whether totally professional service pro-
viders are socially effective and worry
about the impact of increasingly profes-
sional service provision on primary group

relationships, especially the family. Fi-
nally, both liberal and conservative critics
of social policy have begun to ponder the
desirability of a highly centralized pattern
of authority and control of all types of
human service programs by the federal
government (Hadley & Hatch, 1981).

All of this questioning suggests that
earlier assumptions about the preferred
development of human service delivery
may have been overly simplistic. This
special issue suggests that a more desir-
able pattern of development would be
much more diverse and complex, com-
bining a variety of financing arrange-
ments and a comprehensive plan for ser-
vice provision with a diverse system of
providers that includes small to medium-
sized organizations and private practi-
tioners.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY
OF HUMAN SERVICE
PROGRAMS

To understand the possibilities for the fu-
ture development of human service orga-
nizations, one must consider the
characteristics that distinguish such orga-
nizations from traditional, public admin-
istration bureaucracies and from purely
entrepreneurial, goods-producing, mar-
ketplace firms (Walker, 1983). Even for-
profit human service organizations share
many of these distinguishing features.

Human service organizations and the
complex networks of organizations that
make up service delivery systems operate
in an atmosphere of crisis, which is either
generated externally or self-induced.
Continuing series of public reports dis-
cuss crises in mental health, health ser-
vices, welfare, corrections, or education,
as if the organizations serving these needs
cannot survive or attract public attention
in calmer circumstances. In part, this con-
stant state of crisis results because human
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service organizations operate with only a
precarious consensus of their domain.

Several factors account for this uncer-
tainty. First, because human service orga-
nizations directly affect the lives of those
receiving their services, they are highly
influenced by changing cultural beliefs
and values, which determine attitudes as
to whether the recipients deserve the ser-
vices. Moreover, such beliefs are not ho-
mogeneous, but rather reflect the contra-
dictions and conflicts of a pluralistic
society. Second, because human service
organizations depend on external sources
of funds—whether these are government
agencies or charitable donors—they can-
not absolutely predict what financial re-
sources they will have in the future.
Third, these organizations usually lack a
determinant technology to protect them
from external and internal conflicts over
control of the service delivery process.
Finally, because human services are often
intangible and their value cannot readily
be measured using marketplace mecha-
nisms, they are more likely to be shaped
by political processes than by objective
procedures of evaluation (Hasenfeld,
1983).

All of the above cause human service
organizations to have permeable bound-
aries and subject their services to the ex-
igencies and vicissitudes of external politi-
cal and economic forces. An examination
of these forces is essential to an under-
standing of the potential patterns these
organizations may take.

A changing economic environment

In 1975, expenditures for human ser-
vices equalled 20% of the gross national
product (GNP), the highest level in U.S.
history. Since that time, the relative al-
location of federal resources for human
services has declined steadily (expendi-
tures equalled 18.7% of the GNP in
1980). Although the proportion of human

service expenditures allotted for income
transfer programs and medical assistance
has continued to rise, the percentage of
federal funds used for direct support of
service activities has dropped severely.
Researchers have cited many factors as
contributing to this decline (Hasenfeld,
1984; Spivey, 1985), all of which reflect
the slow rate of economic growth in the
national economy.

Indicators strongly predict that during
the next decade postindustrial societies
will continue to experience economic un-
certainty, causing their national govern-
ments to curtail expenditures for public
services in general and human services in
particular. Concerns for the future of
human service programs have emerged in
all of these societies; an international con-
ference titled ‘‘Support Networks in a
Caring Community’’ took place in the
Hague in January 1985, drawing partici-
pants from 11 nations (Yoder, 1985). Un-
certainty stems from the need of postin-
dustrial nations to undertake major
transformations to raise productivity, re-
duce unemployment, curb inflation, and
compete effectively with one another in
world markets (Thurow, 1980). One such
transformation affecting social welfare
programs is the process of ‘‘dein-
dustrialization,”” a ‘‘widespread, system-
atic disinvestment in the nation’s basic
productive capacity’’ (Bluestone & Har-
rison, 1982, p. 6). The shift from smoke-
stack industrjes to high-technology indus-
tries has generated major economic
upheavals, such as plant closings, move-
ment of capital to the Sunbelt states and
Third-World nations, and a persistent
high rate of unemployment in many sec-
tions of the United States (Harris, 1984;
Zald, 1977).

Sociodemographic changes

Economic growth has slowed at a time
when national governments face increas-
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ing demands for human services because
of the aging of the population, an in-
creased emphasis on alternatives to in-
stitutional care for the disabled, continu-
ing unemployment, and a rising number
of single-parent households. These in-
creased pressures on the federal budget
will produce even larger deficits, unless
national programs undergo additional cut-
backs or federal revenues increase.

All demographic projections indicate a
continued rise in the proportion of older
people in the United States. Estimates are
that from 1985 to 2000 the number of
people aged 65 years or older will in-
crease by 22%, while the number of peo-
ple aged 5-17 years will increase only
12%; an especially sharp rise in the
number of people aged 75 years and older
will take place as people continue to live
longer (Siegel & Davidson, 1984). This
aging of the population should have a ma-
jor impact on federal expenditures for in-
come security and medical care (Preston,
1984) and reduce the proportion of the
population paying taxes to fund such
programs.

Medical developments have helped re-
duce deaths for infants born with develop-
mental disabilities and extend the lives of
many adults with severe physical and
mental disabilities, resulting in a steady
rise in the number of people requiring
lifelong medical care and economic sup-
port. Changes affecting families and
housing have made it increasingly diffi-
cult for families te provide lifetime care
for the disabled, resulting in the large-
scale development of institutional sys-
tems providing schooling for the mentally
retarded, psychiatric hospitals, intermedi-
ate care facilities, nursing homes, and the
like. But widespread deficiencies in the
quality of care provided by these institu-
tions have led to federal lawsuits and
other initiatives to improve institutional
care and bring about less-restrictive, com-

munity-based alternatives. The increasing
costs of institutional care and the capital
improvements required by older facilities
have added to the pressure for change.
The results have been (1) sharply in-
creased costs for local school systems
providing educational services for dis-
abled children and adolescents, (2) a shift
in responsibility for support for institu-
tionalized adults from state government to
the federally funded Supplemental Se-
curity Income (SSI) program, and (3) a
growing need for communities to develop
complex service delivery systems that can
provide the disabled with coordinated,
continuous access to many services for
long periods of time.

The combination of deindustrialization
and slow economic growth for many in-
dustries has produced a persistently high
level of underemployment and unemploy-
ment, especially for blue-collar workers
(Harris, 1984). Plant closings and auto-
mation have displaced many workers,
who have little chance of finding com-

parable work elsewhere. Workers in in-

dustries maintained primarily by large de-
fense contracts are affected by the
uncertainty associated with the political
considerations that determine the award-
ing of such contracts. The high rate of
unemployment has also discouraged other
residents of deindustrialized commu-
nities—especially adolescents and young
adults—from seeking work (Bluestone &
Harrison, 1982). Moreover, although the
shift from a predominantly industrial base
of employment to a service base has in-
creased the number of positions for well-
paid technical and professional personnel,
it has also increased positions offering
low wages and few fringe benefits
(Ginzberg & Vojta, 1981), creating a
need for supplemental financial as-
sistance, especially in urban areas with a
relatively high cost of living.

A stubborn, high rate of unemployment
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is likely to persist in depressed areas, es-
pecially among young unskilled workers.
Youth belonging to ethnic minorities, who
are heavily concentrated in low-skill oc-
cupations, are particularly vulnerable; in
many communities, they face competition
from undocumented aliens who may be
paid at rates below minimum-wage stan-
dards. Federal, state, and local financial
assistance systems will face continuing
pressure to meet the economic needs of
these unemployed workers and their fam-
ilies.

The increasing number of single-parent
households will also fuel a continuing de-
mand for social welfare services, includ-
ing day care for children. From 1960-
1982, the percentage of households run
by women rose from 17% to 25% for
white families and from 29% to 44.4%
for black families. Moreover, the number
of live births by unmarried women has
risen from 141.4 per 1,000 in 1950 to
665.7 in 1980 (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1983). These developments have re-
sulted in the increasing ‘‘feminization of
poverty’’ (Duncan, 1984).

THE CHANGING ROLE
OF GOVERNMENT

Confronted with slow economic growth,
pressures to reduce budget deficits, the
high cost of maintaining a large military
establishment, a reluctance to raise taxes,
and increasing funding requirements for
the provision of basic human services—
particularly for elderly people—national
governments have sought ways to curb
the costs of specific human service pro-
grams. In many Western democracies, in-
cluding the U.S., constituencies who
have traditionally supported “‘welfare-
state’’ objectives—including trade unions
and social democratic political parties—
have recently lost political strength and

been unable to prevent the reduction of
service provision. Other constituencies
directly affected by these cutbacks, such
as women and minority groups, have not
yet developed cohesive political organiza-
tions—and children cannot vote.

While reducing human service pro-
grams, national governments have
provoked changes in human service orga-
nizations. In the U.S., these changes have
included unilateral initiations of cutbacks
in federal funding, the decentralization of
responsibility for program administra-
tion—primarily to the states—contract-
ing with outside organizations for the de-
livery of service, the establishment of
rigid cost constraints on federally admin-
istered programs, and tighter eligibility
and entitlement criteria.

The Reagan administration has signifi-
cantly reduced federal expenditures for
human service programs. Bawden and
Palmer (1984) estimate these reductions to
have cut expenditures by approximately
10% from prior policy levels. Most cut-
backs have occurred in means-tested and
personal social service programs, and
have been replaced only to a limited de-
gree by funds from other governmental
organizations. In addition, the federal
government has moved to decentralize
program responsibility and control to state
governments through the use of “‘block
grants,”’ giving these governments much
freedom to establish program priorities
without administrative rules that have
previously governed the implementa-
tion and management of human service
programs (Peterson, 1984). Although
Congress has not adopted many of Rea-
gan’s proposals—especially after 1981 —
changes in regulations, reductions in
federal staffing levels, and redefinitions of
federal staff functions have promoted a
pattern of devolution of program control to
the states. By 1984, federal-state rela-
tionships began to show a reverse of a half-
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century old pattern of increasing federal
involvement in human service programs.

The Reagan administration has also
sought to tighten eligibility requirements
and costs for programs that continue to
receive sizeable federal funding, particu-
larly those providing health care and in-
come assistance. Changes in the Medi-
care program, which have shifted the
basis of reimbursements from one of
‘‘reasonable costs’’ to one involving di-
agnostic related groups, have radically al-
tered the fiscal foundations of most hospi-
tals. By requiring lower income levels for
eligibility, the Aid to Families with De-
pendent Children (AFDC) and food stamp
programs have disqualified many *‘work-
ing-poor’’ households from receiving as-
sistance. The administration has also
made a substantial effort to remove a sub-
stantial number of people with dis-
abilities—especially mental disabil-
ities—from the (SSI) program, although
Congress has thus far blocked this effort.
Social Security retirement benefits have
just become taxable for those with signifi-
cant income from other sources. These
changes, along with others, represent
clear attempts to circumscribe the claims
of citizens on the economic resources of
the federal government, and they caused
political pressure from constituencies
needing assistance to shift from the na-
tional government to state and local
governments.

Federal and state governments have also
encouraged a shift in the provision of gov-
ernment-funded services from govern-
mental organizations to private ones.
Kramer and Terrell (1984) have estimated
that in several jurisdictions more than half
of the federal and state funds for social
services are distributed to private con-
tractors. Human services for such needs
as medical care, nursing home care, day
care, home health care, child welfare,
family planning, and residential psy-

chiatric treatment are increasingly being
delivered by nongovernmental organiza-
tions, both nonprofit (Bendick & Levin-
son, 1985; Poole, this issue) and for profit
(Gilbert, this issue).

These fiscal and structural changes
have been justified by an ideology favor-
ing a reduced welfare state (Hasenfeld,
1984). Those holding these beliefs em-
phasize the value of self-reliance, encour-
aging people to use their own resources to
provide for their future well-being (e.g.,
through individual retirement accounts,
private pension plans, and health insur-
ance) rather than rely on collective means
of provision. Those individuals who must
turn to the government for assistance are
increasingly considered to have an obliga-
tion to repay the government, either
through work (as in ‘‘workfare’’) or mon-
ey (e.g., through funding higher educa-
tion through student loans rather than
fellowships).

This ideology also advocates the use of
such nongovernmental community orga-
nizations as churches, self-help groups,
and voluntary associations as alternative
sources of human services, which would
reduce dependence upon government and
minimize governmental intervention in
people’s lives (Berger & Neuhaus, 1977,
Glazer, 1983). In addition, the de-
centralization of human service programs
is championed as a means of improving
their efficiency and accountability
(Hadley & Hatch, 1981). Such arguments
have contributed to major changes in the
basic structure of human service
programs.

STRUCTURAL CHANGES
IN THE ORGANIZATION
OF HUMAN SERVICES

Federal government efforts to curb and
control expenditures for human service
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programs have escalated the trend toward
decentralizing these programs or relying
on private organizations or voluntary as-
sociations for the provision of human ser-
vices. Administrators of publicly sup-
ported human service programs must now
negotiate primarily with state and local
constituencies, and can no longer rely on
federal directives and regulations to
shield them from local political condi-
tions. Thus, the environment of human
service organizations has become more
politicized and more vulnerable to pres-
sure from interest groups. While this has
forced human service organizations to be-
come more responsive to local constituen-
cies and interests, it has also diminished
the organizations’ responsiveness to the
needs of the least powerful in a communi-
ty, people who formerly enjoyed some
degree of protection through federal
requirements.

A systematic effort is being made to
make economics—rather than social con-
cerns—the controlling factor in human
service provision (Gilbert, this issue).
Both nonprofit and for-profit private or-
ganizations now have incentives, in the
form of contracts, to assume a larger pro-
portion of service delivery. Proposals to
provide federal tax credits for tuition pay-
ments to private elementary and second-
ary schools and tuition allowances for stu-
dents attending private colleges and
universities likewise encourage the devel-
opment of private-sector sources of
human services. The expansion of health
insurance coverage to include mental
health care and the development of health
maintenance organizations and life care
centers using prepayment systems (Leon,
this issue) and giving users well-defined
claims for services have also promoted
the development of proprietary and non-
profit alternatives to government sources
of human services, as has direct corporate

funding of human services for their em-
ployees (Masi, 1982). Proponents claim
that such marketplace features as com-
petition can lead to greater operational ef-
ficiency and economic use of resources,
which can be achieved by avoiding civil
service and union contracts that provide
employees with job security, seniority
protection, and other such benefits.
Voluntary agencies have also been
asked to close the gaps caused by govern-
mental cutbacks in human service deliv-
ery, despite such organizations’ tradi-
tional dependency on governmental
grants for the expansion of services (Sal-
amon, 1984; Poole, this issue). Self-help
groups and natural social support net-
works also face this pressure in a time of
reduced governmental provision of
human services. Such groups may effec-
tively provide services and support un-
available from bureaucratic human ser-
vice organizations (Litwak, this issue;
Yoak & Chesler, this issue), yet they are
valued primarily as cost-saving devices
for their role in shifting some respon-
sibilities from public organizations to pri-
mary groups such as the family. Similar-
ly, an increased emphasis is being placed
on the obligation of families to care for
individuals with long-term disabilities or
share in the direct costs of such care.

CHANGES IN THE
MANAGEMENT OF HUMAN
SERVICE DELIVERY

The developments noted above are gener-
ating major transformations in the man-
agement of human service organizations,
including the introduction of cutback
management, the emulation of business
management techniques, new forms of
entrepreneurship, a greater emphasis on
efficiency, and the use of strategic plan-
ning. Increased attention is also being
paid to external and internal political
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economies and the requirements of work-
ing with a complex, interdependent net-
work of funding sources and specialized
service organizations.

Cutback management is a relatively
new phenomena for human service orga-
nizations, which faced a period of expan-
sion and growth in the 1960s and 70s.
This term refers to management strategies
to reduce operating costs and to cut back
programs and services when faced with
diminishing resources. Levine, Rubin,
and Wolohojian (1982) note that the ef-
fective redistribution of resources re-
quires (1) the authority of the executive
leadership, (2) continuity in top manage-
ment, (3) rapid feedback from those in the
operating system, (4) budgetary flexibil-
ity, (5) incentives to conserve resources,
and (6) the capacity to target resources for
specific programs. They continue by not-
ing that most of these conditions do not
exist in public human service organiza-
tions. Therefore, these organizations
often resort to across-the-board cuts in
programs—which jeopardize the provi-
sion of core services—and general re-
trenchments in staff, which often cause
more talented personnel to leave.

To avoid these negative consequences,
Hirschhorn and Associates (1983) state
that human service organizations must
identify their core programs, the ones that
provide their unique niche in their en-
vironments, and direct their resources to-
ward the protection of this core. Simul-
taneously, these organizations must
extensively scan the environment to iden-
tify possible new ways to generate re-
sources. This approach calls for the im-
portation of management techniques used
by for-profit organizations, such as the
use of marketing strategies to ensure a
high demand for the organization’s ser-
vices (Lauffer, 1984; Kotler, 1982). To
do this, human service organizations may

need to augment or shift services to reach
resource-rich clients or to design pro-
grams tailored for approval by specific
public funding sources.

Human service organizations are inves-
ting heavily in management information
systems so that they may increase mana-
gerial control over the allocation of re-
sources and identify and support various
measures to improve efficiency. Cost
analysis techniques are increasingly being
used for planning budgets (Vinter &
Kish, 1984), enabling administrators to
implement and enforce measures to deliv-
er services more efficiently. Efficiency
often displaces effectiveness as the norm
considered most important to those
providing human services. Lipsky (1980)
warns, however, that the emphasis on ef-
ficiency and measures to promote it tend
to alienate ‘‘front-line’’ human service
workers and service recipients.

Human service organizations are also
spending more time performing strategic
planning and using planning scenarios to
identify potential opportunities and haz-
ards to organizational survival. This dif-
fers from traditional planning procedures
that rely on straight-line projections of fu-
ture development based on past experi-
ence (Hatten, 1983). The use of strategic
planning and other management tech-
niques has led to a greater emphasis on
executive leadership and the centraliza-
tion of power to the executive director, or
for nonprofit organizations, key members
of the policy-making board. Such people
must make specific strategic decisions af-
fecting the organization’s survival, so
human service organizations are now
likely to fill executive-level positions
with people who are entrepreneurial, ac-
tive, and willing to conduct a major re-
structuring of an organization while also
searching for new opportunities and
resources.
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Organizational survival and the search
for new opportunities requires extensive
attention to the external political econo-
my, both at a societal level and at the
level of the environment affecting the task
at hand. To understand the societal level,
one must become knowledgeable about
the forces for change in society and their
implications for specific human service
programs. For example, efforts to control

“federal expenditures for the SSI program
by narrowing the definition of disability
have affected personal service programs
and health care programs that serve peo-
ple with mental and emotional dis-
abilities. Similarly, increases in corporate
income taxes could increase corporate fi-
nancial support for voluntary social wel-
fare programs—if such deductions are tax
deductible—and the elimination of de-
ductions from individual taxes for charita-
ble contributions could hurt organizations
that depend heavily on contributions from
individuals.

To understand the environment affect-
ing the task, one must recognize the com-
plex dynamics influencing the decisions
of individuals—and governmental orga-
nizations—to provide financial support
for the provision of human services (Aus-
tin, 1981, 1983a), and the specific struc-
tures and political forces involved in the
allocation of private and public funds.
The more the task environment changes
and the number of programs within an
organization increases, the more one must
scan the environment and interact with
the different individuals and groups there-
in. This often results in an increase in the
size and complexity of the executive
level, even in medium-sized organiza-
tions, and a division of responsibility
among executive staff members and key
members of policy-making bodies—both
in governmental and private organiza-
tions—for dealing simultaneously with

internal processes and external rela-
tionships. The demands of a larger execu-
tive staff and the need for skills to handle
the external environment and manage the
actual delivery of services can create or-
ganizational strain, especially with re-
spect to budget priorities and the roles of
professionals and executives in determin-
ing program policy.

In many human service organizations,
the introduction of methods to centralize
control and accountability has strained re-
lationships between professional spe-
cialists and administrators and between
front-line workers and administrators.
This often results in an increased degree
of “‘loose coupling’’ and unofficial de-
centralization that exists apart from an or-
ganization’s formal structure (Ouchi,
1978). Professionals in specialized ser-
vice units develop procedures to shield
themselves from administrative control,
while *‘street-level bureaucrats’’ continue
to apply traditional norms and procedures
despite numerous memoranda and man-
uals designed to promote change or to
control practice (Lipsky, 1980). To re-
duce the difficulty accompanying change
in established units, organizations fre-
quently create new program units to han-
dle new program functions, but this mere-
ly increases the competition for available
resources and makes organizational man-
agement more complex. Conditions of
loose coupling in complex human service
organizations require internal admin-
istrators to have skill in diplomacy and
pegotiation, in addition to a capacity to
make decisions and exercise authority.

THE INCREASED
IMPORTANCE OF
SERVICE NETWORKS

Among the most significant aspects of the
task environment are a human service or-
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ganization’s relationships with other orga-
nizations that compose the service deliv-
ery system or ‘‘implementation structure’’
(Hjern & Porter, 1981). The proliferation
of increasingly specialized governmental,
nonprofit, and for-profit organizations has
required many people to obtain services
from several different organizations—
especially when these people suffer from
chronic problems or when one suffers
from a combination of economic and
health/disability difficuities. The effec-
tiveness of the entire service delivery sys-
tem—rather than that of any single pro-
gram of a single agency—is the most
important criterion for evaluating suc-
cessful provision of human services. Bar-
riers and gaps in this system—such as, for
example, poor linkages between psychi-
atric hospitals and community-based
‘‘after-care’’ programs—can cancel the
benefits provided by a specific program.

Unlike individual organizations, ser-
vice delivery systems are not based on
hierarchical, bureaucratic principles.
Therefore, these systems are not subject
to control from a single source of authori-
ty. The resolution of difficulties within
service delivery systems, or the adapta-
tion of these systems to changing environ-
ments, requires skills of diplomacy and
negotiation that have not traditionally
been considered central to administrative
practice. Effective leadership within these
systems also requires substantial knowl-
edge about the service technologies of
individual programs, the roles of profes-
sionals and specialists, and the availabili-
ty of alternative technologies for accom-
plishing the same objectives (Austin,
1983b). A general knowledge of manage-
ment control technologies is not suffi-
cient.

The presence of loose coupling in most
large human service organizations and
the complexity of network relationships

demonstrates that any assumption that a
direct connection exists between public
policy decisions and a particular pattern
of service delivery is highly simplistic.
The processes of implementation are be-
coming viewed as at least as important as
the processes of policy development and
enactment (Mayer, 1985).

Moreover, although administrative
leadership plays an essential role in the
effective delivery of services for educa-
tion, health care, or personal social needs,
more than leadership is required. Unlike
goods-producing firms in the private sec-
tor, neither economic incentives, nor ad-
ministrative directives and monitoring
systems, nor mechanical and electronic
technology can ensure the provision of
adequate—much less high-quality—ser-
vices by individual organizations or ser-
vice delivery systems. Normative commit-
ment, technical competence, and personal
initiative are required of front-line person-
nel for any program to effectively deliver
human services. These elements cannot be
created by either the enactment of social
policy or administrative mandate, but are
at the core of the concept of profes-
sionalism, a component of an effective
service delivery system.

The development of coalitions—which
often include human service organiza-
tions, professional associations, advocacy
groups, and political and civic leaders—
is often critical to a successful struggle
for funds and public support, especially in
times of fiscal stringency (Weiner, 1984;
Weisner, 1983). Such coalitions may also
prove significant for defining the terms of
reform and innovation within service de-
livery systems and for establishing do-
main boundaries and organizational re-
sponsibilities within these systems. The
ability to build coalitions is often a signif-
icant element of an administrator’s diplo-
matic skill.
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CONCLUSION

The transformations discussed above are
not ‘‘value neutral,”” but will have a
cumulative effect on the character of the
welfare state as it develops in the U.S. and
other postindustrial societies. Many of
these changes raise profound questions
about the faimess and equity of the avail-
ability of human services. Concern has
arisen that the trends toward private deliv-
ery of services, reliance on marketplace
mechanisms, and emphasis on efficiency
and control—especially in government-
administered programs—could accentu-
ate the development of a multitiered, ineg-
uitable service delivery system, one that
closely parallels the pattern of economic
inequality within American society (Leon,
this issue).

Such inequity could result either from
the development of essentially separate
service delivery systems for different
groups or from an increase in barriers to
service availability for low-income recip-
ients or those from minority groups. Such
barriers—including reduced access to
service, selective access to information,
long waiting lists for services, stigmatiz-
ing application procedures, highly re-
strictive eligibility criteria, and differen-
tial assignment of qualified professional
and technical personnel—could actually
perpetuate and accelerate the harmful ef-
fects of an inequitable distribution of in-
come that results from the workings of the
labor market, thereby nullifying previous
efforts to provide services for education
and health care to at least partially offset
the negative consequences of economic
inequality.

One must also acknowledge, however,
that the restructuring of human service
programs may actually improve the quali-
ty of the services delivered and make
scarce resources more available to those
most in need. For example, the operation

of large, publically-administered residen-
tial institutions has often been associated
with high costs and ineffectiveness. By
increasing the number of sources of this
service, more choices and less social con-
trol may result if low-income recipients
are covered by insurance or similar fund-
ing systems. While the current provision
of hospital services through Medicaid has
problems—including escalation of costs
—this source of service is a substantial
improvement over the large open wards
providing charity medical care that were
characteristic of many public hospitals.
Diversification may also grant more op-
portunities for greater responsiveness to
specific populations, including minority
groups (Gary, this issue). Despite prob-
lems of access and coordination, a diverse
network of service providers could sub-
stantially improve conditions for the peo-
ple they employ, giving them greater au-
tonomy, a higher degree of personal
responsibility for professional specialists,
and increased opportunities for program
administrators to employ entrepreneurial
initiative and innovation. A greater op-
portunity may also exist for exploring
many patterns for collaborating to provide
services, ones that could involve both
families and professional specialists.

No matter what conditions arise, many
policy choices will need to be made with
respect to the allocation of resources and
the forms of service provision. But, no
matter what structure service delivery em-
ploys, the fundamental public policy is-
sue will continue to be the development
of methods that ensure adequate access to
essential services, regardless of economic
or social status.
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