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[90] The American Executive 
The need for action in realizing democracy was as great in 1789 as it is today. It was thus 

not by accident but by deliberate design that the Founding Fathers set the American executive in 
the Constitution on a solid foundation. Sad experience under the Articles of Confederation, with 
an almost headless government and committee management, had brought the American 
Republic to the edge of ruin. Our forefathers had broken away from hereditary government and 
pinned their faith on democratic rule, but they had not found a way to equip the new democracy 
for action. Consequently, there was grim purpose in resolutely providing for a presidency which 
was to be a national office. The president is indeed the one and only national officer 
representative of the entire nation. There was hesitation on the part of some timid souls in 
providing the president with an election independent of the Congress; with a longer term than 
most governors of that day: with the duty of informing the Congress as to the state of the Union 
and of recommending to its consideration “such Measures as he shall judge necessary and 
expedient”; with a two-thirds veto; with a wide power of appointment; and with military and 
diplomatic authority. But this reluctance was overcome in the face of need and a democratic 
executive established. 

Equipped with these broad constitutional powers, reenforced by statute, by custom, by 
general consent, the American executive must be regarded as one of the very greatest 
contributions made by our nation to the development of modern democracy—a unique 
institution the value of which is as evident in times of stress and strain as in periods of quiet. 

As an instrument for carrying out the judgment and will of the people of a nation, the 
American executive occupies an enviable position among the executives of the states of the 
world, combining as it does the elements of popular control and the means for vigorous action 
and leadership—uniting stability and flexibility. The American executive as an institution stands 
across the path of those who mistakenly assert that democracy must fail because it can neither 
decide promptly nor act vigorously. 

Our presidency unites at least three important functions. From one point of view the 
president is a political leader—leader of a party, leader of the Congress, leader of a people. From 
another point of view he is head of the nation in the ceremonial sense of the term, the symbol of 
our American national solidarity. From still another point of view the president is the chief 
executive and administrator within the federal system and service, in many types of government 
these duties are divided or only in part combined, but in the United States they have always been 
united in one and the same person whose duty it is to perform all of these tasks. 

Your Committee on Administrative Management has been asked to investigate and 
report particularly upon the last function: namely, that of administrative management—the 
organization for the performance of the duties imposed upon the president in exercising the 
executive power vested in him by the Constitution of the United States. 
 
Improving the Machinery of Government 

Throughout our history we have paused now and then to see how well the spirit and 
purpose of our nation is working out in the [91] machinery of everyday government with a view 
to making such modifications and improvements as prudence and the spirit of progress might 
suggest. Our government was the first to set up in its formal Constitution a method of 
amendment, and the spirit of America has been from the beginning of our history the spirit of 



progressive changes to meet conditions shifting perhaps more rapidly here than elsewhere in the 
world. 

Since the Civil War, as the tasks and responsibilities of our government have grown with 
the growth of the nation in sweep and power, some notable attempts have been made to keep 
our administrative system abreast of the new times. The assassination of President Garfield by a 
disappointed office seeker aroused the nation against the spoils system and led to the enactment 
of the civil-service law of 1883. We have struggled to make the principle of this law effective for 
half a century. The confusion in fiscal management led to the establishment of the Bureau of the 
Budget and the budgetary system in 1921. We still strive to realize the goal set for the nation at 
that time. And, indeed, many other important forward steps have been taken. 

Now we face again the problem of governmental readjustment, in part as the result of 
the activities of the nation during the desperate years of the industrial depression, in part be 
cause of the very growth of the nation, and in part because of the vexing social problems of our 
times. There is room for vast increase in our national productivity and there is much bitter 
wrong to set right in neglected ways of human life. There is need for improvement of our 
governmental machinery to meet new conditions and to make us ready for the problems just 
ahead. 

Facing one of the most troubled periods in all the troubled history of mankind, we wish 
to set our affairs in the very best possible order to make the best use of all of our national 
resources and to make good our democratic claims. If America fails, the hopes and dreams of 
democracy over all the world go down. We shall not fail in our task and our responsibility, but 
we cannot live upon our laurels alone. 

We seek modern types of management in national government best fitted for the stern 
situations we are bound to meet, both at home and elsewhere. As to ways and means of 
improvement, there are naturally sincere differences of judgment and opinion, but only a 
treasonable design could oppose careful attention to the best and soundest practices of 
government available for the American nation in the conduct of its heavy responsibilities. 
 
The Foundations of Governmental Efficiency 

The efficiency of government rests upon two factors: the consent of the governed and 
good management. In a democracy consent may be achieved readily, though not without some 
effort, as it is the cornerstone of the Constitution. Efficient management in a democracy is a 
factor of peculiar significance. 

Administrative efficiency is not merely a matter of paper clips, time clocks, and 
standardized economics of motion. These are but minor gadgets. Real efficiency goes much 
deeper down. It must be built into the structure of a government just as it is built into a piece of 
machinery. 

Fortunately the foundations of effective management in public affairs, no less than in 
private, are well known. They have emerged universally wherever men have worked together for 
some common purpose, whether through the state, the church, the private association, or the 
commercial enterprise. They have been written into constitutions, charters, and articles of 
incorporation, and exist as habits of work in the daily life of all organized peoples. Stated in 
simple terms these canons of efficiency require the establishment of a responsible and effective 
chief executive as the center of energy, direction, and administrative management; the systematic 
organization of all activities in the hands of a qualified personnel under the direction of the chief 
executive; and to aid him in this, the establishment of appropriate managerial and staff agencies. 
There must also be provision for planning, a complete fiscal system, and means for holding the 
executive accountable for his program. 

Taken together, these principles, drawn from the experience of mankind in carrying on 
large-scale enterprises, may be considered as the first requirement of good management. They 



comprehend the subject matter of [92] administrative management as it is dealt with in this 
report. Administrative management concerns itself in democracy with the executive and his 
duties, with managerial and staff aides, with organization, with personnel, and with the fiscal 
system because these are the indispensable means of making good the popular will in a people’s 
government. 
 
Modernizing Our Governmental Management 

In the light of these canons of efficiency what must be said of the government of the 
United States today? Speaking in the broadest terms at this point, and in detail later on, we find 
in the American government at the present time that the effectiveness of the chief executive is 
limited and restricted, in spite of the clear intent of the Constitution to the contrary; that the 
work of the executive branch is badly organized; that the managerial agencies are weak and out 
of date; that the public service does not include its share of men and women of outstanding 
capacity and character: and that the fiscal and auditing systems are inadequate. These weaknesses 
are found at the center of our government and involve the office of the chief executive itself. 

While in general principle our organization of the presidency challenges the admiration 
of the world, yet in equipment for administrative management our Executive Office is not fully 
abreast of the trend of our American times, either in business or in government. Where, for 
example, can there be found an executive in any way comparable upon whom so much petty 
work is thrown? Or who is forced to see so many persons on unrelated matters and to make so 
many decisions on the basis of what may be, because of the very press of work, incomplete 
information? How is it humanly possible to know fully the affairs and problems of over 100 
separate major agencies, to say nothing of being responsible for their general direction and 
coordination? 

These facts have been known for many years and are so well appreciated that it is not 
necessary for us to prove again that the president’s administrative equipment is far less 
developed than his responsibilities, and that a major task before the American government is to 
remedy this dangerous situation. What we need is not a new principle, but a modernizing of our 
managerial equipment. 

This is not a difficult problem in itself. In fact, we have already dealt with it successfully 
in state governments, in city governments, and in large-scale private industry. Gov. Frank O. 
Lowden in Illinois, Gov. Alfred E. Smith in New York, Gay. Harry F. Byrd in Virginia. and Gov. 
William Tudor Gardiner in Maine, among others, have all shown how similar problems can be 
dealt with in large governmental units. The federal government is more extensive and more 
complicated, but the principles of reorganization are the same. On the basis of this experience 
and our examination of the executive branch we conclude that the following steps should now 
be taken: 

1. To deal with the greatly increased duties of executive management falling upon the 
president, the White House staff should be expanded. 

2. The managerial agencies of the government, particularly those dealing with the 
budget, efficiency research, personnel, and planning, should be greatly strengthened and 
developed as arms of the chief executive. 

3. The merit system should be extended upward, outward, and downward to cover all 
non-policy-determining posts, and the civil service system should be reorganized and 
opportunities established for a career system attractive to the best talent of the nation. 

4. The whole executive branch of the government should be overhauled and the present 
100 agencies reorganized under a few large departments in which every executive activity would 
find its place. 



5. The fiscal system should be extensively revised in the light of the best governmental 
and private practice, particularly with reference to financial records, audit, and accountability of 
the executive to the Congress. 

These recommendations are explained and discussed in the following sections of this 
report. 
 
The Purpose of Reorganization 

In proceeding to the reorganization of the government it is important to keep 
prominently [93] before us the ends of reorganization. Too close a view of machinery must not 
cut off from sight the true purpose of efficient management. Economy is not the only objective, 
though reorganization is the first step to savings; the elimination of duplication and 
contradictory policies is not the only objective, though this will follow; a simple and symmetrical 
organization is not the only objective, though the new organization will be simple and 
symmetrical; higher salaries and better jobs are not the only objectives, though these are 
necessary; better business methods and fiscal controls are not the only objectives, though these 
too are demanded. There is but one grand purpose, namely, to make democracy work today in 
our national government; that is, to make our government an up-to-date, efficient, and effective 
instrument for carrying out the will of the nation. It is for this purpose that the government 
needs thoroughly modern tools of management. 

As a people we congratulate ourselves justly on our skill as managers—in the home, on 
the farm, in business big and little—and we properly expect that management in government 
shall be of the best American model. We do not always get these results, and we must modestly 
say “we count not ourselves to have attained.” but there is a steady purpose in America to press 
forward until the practices of our governmental administration are as high as the purpose and 
standards of our people. We know that bad management may spoil good purposes, and that 
without good management democracy itself cannot achieve its highest goals. 
 
The White House Staff 

In this broad program of administrative reorganization the White House itself is 
involved. The president needs help. His immediate staff assistance is entirely inadequate. He 
should be given a small number of executive assistants who would be his direct aides in dealing 
with the managerial agencies and administrative departments of the government. These 
assistants, probably not exceeding six in number, would be in addition to his present secretaries, 
who deal with the public, with the Congress, and with the press and the radio. These aides would 
have no power to make decisions or issue instructions in their own right. They would not be 
interposed between the president and heads of his departments. They would not be assistant 
presidents in any sense. Their function would be, when any matter was presented to the 
president for action affecting any part of the administrative work of the government, to assist 
him in obtaining quickly and without delay all pertinent information possessed by any of the 
executive departments so as to guide him in making his responsible decisions; and then when 
decisions ha e been made, to assist him in seeing to it that every administrative department and 
agency affected is promptly informed. Their effectiveness in assisting the president will, we 
think, be directly proportional to their ability to discharge their functions with restraint. They 
would remain in the background, issue no orders, make no decisions, emit no public statements. 
Men for these positions should be carefully chosen by the president from within and without the 
government. They should be men in whom the president has personal confidence and whose 
character and attitude is such that they would not attempt to exercise power on their own 
account. They should be possessed of high competence, great physical vigor, and a passion for 
anonymity. They should be installed in the White House itself, directly accessible to the 
president. In the selection of these aides the president should be free to call on departments 



from time to time for the assignment of persons who, after a tour of duty as his aides, might be 
restored to their old positions. 

This recommendation arises from the growing complexity and magnitude of the work of 
the president’s office. Special assistance is needed to insure that all matters coming to the 
attention of the president have been examined from the over-all managerial point of view, as 
well as from all standpoints that would bear on policy and operation. It also would facilitate the 
flow upward to the president of information upon which he is to base his decisions and the floss 
downward from the president of the decisions once taken for execution by the department or 
departments affected. Thus such a staff would not only aid the president but would also be of 
great assistance to the several executive departments and to the managerial agencies in [94] 
simplifying executive contacts, clearance, and guidance. 

The president should also have at his command a contingent fund to enable him to 
bring in from time to time particular persons possessed of particular competency for a particular 
purpose and whose services he might usefully employ for short periods of time. 

The president in his regular office staff should be given a greater number of positions so 
that he will not be compelled, as he has been compelled in the past, to use for his own necessary 
work persons carried on the pay rolls of other departments. 

If the president be thus equipped he will have but the ordinary assistance that any 
executive of a large establishment is afforded as a matter of course. 

In addition to this assistance in his own office the president must be given direct control 
over and be charged with immediate responsibility for the great managerial functions of the 
government which affect all of the administrative departments…. These functions are personnel 
management, fiscal and organizational management, and planning management. Within these 
three groups may be comprehended all of the essential elements of business management. 

The development of administrative management in the federal government requires the 
improvement of the administration of these managerial activities, not only by the central 
agencies in charge, but also by the departments and bureaus. The central agencies need to be 
strengthened and developed as managerial arms of the chief executive, better equipped to 
perform their central responsibilities and to provide the necessary leadership in bringing about 
improved practices throughout the government. 

The three managerial agencies, the Civil Service Administration, the Bureau of the 
Budget, and the National Resources Board, should be a part and parcel of the Executive Office. 
Thus the president would have reporting to him directly the three managerial institutions whose 
work and activities would affect all of the administrative departments. 

The budgets for the managerial agencies should be submitted to the Congress by the 
president as a part of the budget for the Executive Office. This would distinguish these agencies 
from the operating administrative departments of the government, which should report to the 
president through the heads of departments who collectively compose his cabinet. Such an 
arrangement would materially aid the president in his work of supervising the administrative 
agencies and would enable the Congress and the people to hold him to strict accountability for 
their conduct. 


