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To avoid the strictures of the Endangered Species Act, which can shut down develop- 
ment, a cooperative governance experiment is going on in Southern California. Cali- 
fornia developers, environmental groups, and state and local officials are cooperating in 
environmental restoration plans. State and county parks and wildlife officials meet with 
developers and environmentalists to anticipate problems with sensitive species before 
they occur. Developers receive permits to build on part of their land in exchange for the 
dedication of some lands for habitat and funding of restoration work. Environ- mental 
groups, including the Nature Conservancy, have agreed to supervise and provide 
volunteers for restoration activities. 

This kind of locally based, cooperative governance has implications for democracy. 
Environmental restoration gains in terms of public support as developer opposition to 
species protection is lessened. At the same time, democratic accountability may be 
compromised as environmental groups receive funding for collaboration in restoration 
activities they are supposed to monitor. Further, the absence of public controversy about 
growth in environmentally sensitive areas may undermine the possibility of a broader 
public debate about growth/environment tradeoffs. 

Since the earliest days of the Republic, Americans have been skeptical of their gov- 
ernment. Throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth century, we re- sisted 
the growth of the federal government. While the New Deal represented a water- shed in 
terms of the role of the federal government in American life, many of the New Deal 
initiatives were temporary. It was not until the 1960s when a major, enduring expansion 
of government occurred. During the 1960s and thereafter, the federal government, as 
well as state and local governments, assumed new responsibilities in many policy fields, 
including social policy, the environment, consumer protection, and edu- cation. 

Contrary to popular belief though, the growth of the federal government has not been 
primarily through direct government. Instead, it has been through a variety of more 
indirect means: contracting with private nonprofit and for-profit organizations, tax 
credits, vouchers, regulation, and loans, to name just a few. To a large extent, the debate 
on the merits of these policy tools has focused on efficiency and effectiveness 
considerations. If we contract with private organizations, does the federal government 
save money? Are tax credits to support low-income housing a good use of the taxpayer's 
money? Are faith-based social services supported with government funds more effective 
than other types of social service agencies? 

In this chapter, we argue that the ongoing discussion about the many and varied 
indirect policy tools pays too little attention to the impact of these policy tools on citizen 
participation, democracy, and citizenship. We contend that these impacts should be 
closely scrutinized by policymakers because fundamental values are at stake. 

We argue, then, that the choice of policy tools can fundamentally affect the gover- 
nance of American public policies, including the opportunities for citizens to be 565 
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II.  DIMENSIONS OF  DEMOCRACY, 
CITIZENSHIP,  AND CIVIC PARTICIPATION 

 
To understand the impact that tool choices can have on citizenship and democracy, it 
is necessary to begin with a clear notion of the basic dimensions of these phenomena. 
American democracy is an unfinished, open-ended project. As John Dryzek has argued, 
governance is in large part a striving to expand the franchise, scope, and authenticity of 
democ racy.5 Franchise refers to the number of active participants in any political setting. 
Scope concerns the domains under public control. Authenticity is the degree to which 
democratic control is substantive, informed, and competently engaged. Citizenship is an 
identity or role that supports democracy. According to Mark Landy, citizenship is reducible 
neither to narrow utilitarian calculus nor to abstract ethical rumination. The ideal citizen is 
one who can synthesize questions of individual self-interest and public interest. Citizenship 
involves not only rights and privileges but willingness to make sacrifices. Civic participation 
must be closely related to the requisites of deliberation. Deliberation suggests balanced 
engagement in a discursive process in which learning and discovery take place.6 It is 
important that in the pursuit of stronger democracy and 
more robust citizenship and participation, one value not be sacrificed in pursuit of 
another. For instance, broadened franchise and participation are not worthwhile if it 
comes at the expense of authentic, informed deliberation. 

The long-standing emphasis on a sharp dichotomy between politics and adminis- 
tration in classic public administration has led to a general neglect of the extent to which 
administration, including the selection of tools, affects democracy, citizenship, and civic 
participation. Insofar as democracy, citizenship, and participation have been matters of 
concern in administration, it has generally been in relation to curbing the excesses of 
centralized bureaucracy. Especially during times in which patterns of governance are 
undergoing fundamental change, it is important to examine carefully whether expansion 
or contraction of democracy is taking place. 

567 
 

CH 20: 
POLICY 

TOOLS AND 
DEMOCRACY 

 

Expansion of the Franchise 

Identification of citizens with government is critical to franchise. For the better part of 
our nation's history, fundamental attachment of the country's population was primarily 
to localities, states, and regions. As political historian Laura Jenson has effectively dem- 
onstrated, beginning shortly after the Revolutionary War, the allocation of veterans 
benefits through direct policy tools bound generations of men and their families to the 
national government.7 The attachment of citizens to the nation grew enormously during 
the New Deal when direct involvement of the vast majority of workers in social security and 
other beneficial social programs dramatically heightened the salience and impor- tance 
of national citizenship. 

The choice of indirect policy tools that decrease the level and visibility of government 
as a source of values may well affect franchise. Moreover, policy tools that make the 
hand of government virtually invisible to the recipients of beneficial policy (e.g., grants- in-
aid), while keeping it quite visible to those affected by restrictive policies (e.g., regu- 
lation), may cause an alienation from the central government. 

 
Scope of Democracy 

The scope of democracy is limited by the inability of disadvantaged citizens to partici- 
pate fully in American life. As T. H. Marshall and others have argued, federal redis- 
tributive policies that guarantee civil, political, and social rights to all citizens so that 
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570 charged with pursuing organizational agendas that maximize budgets and numbers of 
THE TOOLS OF employees but not necessarily the public interest. Often very narrowly constructed 
GovERNMENT public employee or clientele groups have benefited, while disadvantaged groups were 

ignored. Centralized bureaucracies can be inflexible when faced with varying local con- 
ditions and are slow to innovate. These bureaucracy problems make it very difficult to 
mobilize citizen support for redistributive public programs. For the most part, the public 
is not engaged in supporting these programs or holding them accountable. 

Public support for programs employing direct policy tools that deliver benefits and 
bring equity to dependent populations is usually narrow, often limited to government 
service employees. These programs often do not enjoy widespread political clout due 
in part to the growing skepticism of government programs in the United States as well 
as the powerlessness of those they serve. Public hospitals offer a good example. At one 
time they were the key health-care delivery organizations in many communities, es- 
pecially in the rural South and large urban areas. However, these hospitals have ex- 
perienced a wave of closures throughout the country as government curtailed its direct 
commitment to health care, especially health care for the poor. 

 
Indirect Tools, Participation, and Support 

The growth of third-party government raises many concerns pertaining to citizen par- 
ticipation in public policy. Direct government has established norms and conventions on 
the extent to which citizens can participate in policymaking. For instance, if the local 
municipal Office of Economic Development is not doing its job, a citizen can complain 
to his or her city councilor or the mayor. The Office of Economic Devel- opment, in 
tum, is obligated to be responsive to citizens, although in practice public agencies may 
fall well short of responsiveness.16 Or, if a citizen is dissatisfied with the municipal parks 
department, he or she can take his or her grievances to the department. If this person does 
not receive satisfaction, direct contact with the city council may be pursued, but what 
happens when the municipal parks department contracts out the operation of the city zoo 
to the nonprofit Friends of the Zoo. The zoo will now be governed by a private board of 
directors. Citizens will not have the same standing in relationship to this private 
nonprofit, greatly complicating the process by which citizens might participate in the 
governance and oversight of the zoo. Likewise, the city council will not be in the same 
position to exercise oversight, although to be sure contracts to operate the zoo can be 
written to encourage or require specific practices and procedures. 

In short, indirect policy tools frequently do not have obvious and/or conventional 
means for citizens to be involved in policy governance and management. Indirect policy tools 
rely extensively on private, nonprofit, and for-profit organizations as well as quasi- 
governmental authorities such as public development authorities. Consequently, the 
governance of public services shifts at least in part to private agencies whose account- 
ability structures and relationship to the citizenry are much different from those of 
government agencies. This indirectness requires rethinking traditional approaches to 
citizen involvement and participation in public policy. 

At the heart of this problem is the lack of an easily definable public role since indirect 
policy tools blur the boundaries between the public and private, obscuring the role of 
the public sector in addressing specific public problems. Consider the consequences of 
the increased public policy reliance on the relatively indirect policy tools, contracting, 
and vouchers. In the last twenty-five years, governments have increasingly relied on 
nongovernmental agencies to provide services, either directly through government con- 
tracts and grants or indirectly by providing vouchers to individuals who then use the 
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574 citizens really care). In the same tradition, Wilensky suggested that America's smaller 
THE Toms OF welfare state relative to Europe's was due to the heavy reliance of America on highly 
GOVERNMENT visible taxes such as the property tax rather than less visible taxes such as value added 

taxes characteristic of Europe. In America, people resist or protest higher taxes to 
support the welfare state because the specific taxes used are much more visible.24 

Importantly, the issue of perceived costs and benefits also exists for policy tools. As 
noted, tax credits for low-income housing are a central means of financing low-income 
housing. These credits are quite complicated in terms of their implementation so most 
citizens are unaware of how they are used. However, these credits are enormously 
valuable to various nonprofit and for-profit housing developers, private investors, and 
third-party intermediaries. As a result, the politics of tax credits is similar to sugar 
politics: well-mobilized groups and providers with a direct material stake in the issue 
and a relatively disinterested public. Likewise, the policy debate on tax-exempt bonds 
has been almost completely dominated by state and local government finance agencies 
and large nonprofit institutions with a direct stake in the expansion of tax-exempt bond 
financing. 

While the politics of particular policy tools may vary, as a general rule, citizens have 
tended to be relatively uninvolved in the politics of low-visibility policy tools such as 
tax-exempt bonds and tax credits. Other more highly visible policy tools such as vouchers 
tend to have more distributed costs and benefits. Consequently, the politics of vouchers 
have not been dominated by producer groups, but instead tend to be fought out at a 
broader ideological level among parties and various interest groups. 

One other lesson to be drawn from the work of Wilson and Lowi is that the perceived 
role of government in connection with a policy tool may be very important in deter- 
mining a citizen's broader view of government. The LIHTC is arguably an innovative 
approach to financing low-income housing that has been relatively free from major 
scandals and is administered by the Internal Revenue Service at the federal level and 
at the state level by state Housing Finance Commissions or Departments. However, this 
solid accomplishment of government may go unrecognized by the average citizen since 
the government is not directly and visibly building housing. Thus, a citizen's overall 
attitude toward government-and willingness to be engaged in political is- sues-may be 
affected in the long run. The lack of visibility of policy tools can exacerbate the problem 
of information asymmetry. Many government programs-whether direct or indirect-may 
not offer citizens the opportunity to be fully informed about the program. Thus, citizens 
may feel alienated and lack incentive to become engaged in the policymaking process 
on these programs. 

Indirect policy tools such as tax credits, contracting with nonprofit and for-profit 
agencies, vouchers, and tax-exempt bonds can be difficult for many lay people to un- 
derstand, even people who have some familiarity with a particular policy tool or area. 
Further, these indirect tools tend to hide the government's role and often require extra 
effort for citizens to obtain adequate information. Even when citizens realize that gov- 
ernment is involved in a tax credit or contracting program, citizens may be unable to 
obtain the necessary information to be informed. This can be very discouraging and lead 
to disengagement and apathy on the part of citizens. 

Two examples illustrate the above point. Typically, community development cor- 
porations (CDCs) receive tax credits to build low-income housing, but tax credit fi- 
nancing is very complicated, with many players in the nonprofit, public, and for-profit 
sectors. Even board members of CDCs find it very challenging to stay well informed on 
this issue. The complexity of tax credit financing creates obstacles to the goal of 
engaging local community members in the work of CDCs; instead, the boards of CDCs 
are often dominated by people from the housing and finance sectors2.5 
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Automaticity 

The allure of some indirect policy tools is their apparent automaticity: low-income 
housing tax credits depend on the private investment market; contracting is based at least 
in part on the belief in the merits of market competition; and vouchers reflect a faith in 
consumer choice in the marketplace rather than decisions by government bu- 
reaucracies. Nongovernmental incentive systems and concerns replace those of gov- 
ernment. Whether such incentive systems serve the interests of widening the franchise 
and scope of democracy and deepening its authenticity by providing public forums for 
deliberation and adequate information is incidental to the efficiency gains claimed from 
private or market processes. Moreover, automatic policy tools often are far less auto- 
matic in practice than theory would suggest, and the mechanisms necessary for their 
administration may have positive or negative impacts on democracy, depending on the 
context. 

In order for contracting to work, for example, government needs to create an ad- 
ministrative apparatus to administer the funds and criteria to allocate them in a fair, 
equitable fashion. After the disbursement of funds, government also needs to create a 
monitoring system in order to ensure proper accountability. The overall effect is to 
create numerous opportunities for groups and organizations-although perhaps still 
not the lay public-to influence the contracting process. 

As a generalization, though, indirect policy tools with characteristics of automaticity, 
however imperfect, do tend to make it very difficult for lay people to be engaged in the 
policy process since the existing systems they rely on, such as the private banking system 
or nonprofit service providers, are not subject to the same types of accountability 
requirements as direct government. To be sure, government can impose regulations on 
these private entities to enhance accountability, but it is often a very complicated process. 
For instance, the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) requires banks to lend in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. Over time, advocates for poor communities have used the 
CRA as an opportunity to intervene in the process of bank oversight, including bank 
applications for expansion and renewal. The process of bank certification has become 
less automatic, giving advocates for poor communities an opportunity to influence bank 
behavior. Indeed, the CRA has proved to be a surprisingly effective tool in pushing 
banks to do more lending in disadvantaged communities. 

 

Coerciveness and Citizen Identity 

As Lester Salamon observes in the introductory chapter, coercive policy tools are prob- 
lematic for democracy in that the greater coerciveness a policy tool entails, the greater 
the infringement on individual liberty. Yet, authentic democracy involves willingness to 
sacrifice for the collective welfare as well as the assertion of rights. Democracy is 
reinforced when policy tools, such as social regulation, include clear prohibitions on 
actions, such as the release of highly toxic substances affecting public health, which are 
imposed equally on all polluters.29

 

Relatively coercive regulatory tools, according to Lowi,30 have the highest probability of 
being democratic because they elicit general debate among contending coalitions of 
interests in legislative bodies as a whole. Broad principles are debated rather than 
particular favors to individual constituencies, as is the case in distributive policies. 
Moreover, the debate about regulatory tools engenders greater issue salience and broader 
public participation. However, coercion exercised against powerful interests can be 
politically very unpopular and introduce problems of insufficient public support. 
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578 own fault and that they deserve only punishment. If government pays any attention to  
such groups, it is likely to be unpleasant, and it is best to stay as far away from go v ernment as 
possible. 

While there may be strong policy reasons for employing coercive tools to discourage 
certain practices, including drug use, the impact on how large numbers of certain 
categories of people perceive the role of government is dramatic. Consider that as many 
as a third of the black teenage population seems likely to spend at least some time in jail. 
Mandatory sentencing of drug offenders means that male African-Americans are 
especially likely to experience extreme coercion on the part of government. While drug 
use is about the same for whites and blacks, arrest rates are several times higher for 
blacks. Moreover, penalties are far stiffer for use of the drug of choice among blacks 
than it is for other drugs more favored by the dominant culture.37 Of course, incar- 
ceration blocks direct political participation, communication from prisons is highly 
restricted, and even after release from jail the opportunity for political participation is 
low. Parole policies that prevent fraternization among ex-convicts discourage whatever 
political mobilization might take place to change conditions. For deviant populations, 
the experience with coercive tools provides every reason to avoid rather than engage 
in politics.38 

Other groups, more positively constructed as dependents, are more likely to receive 
benefits, but means tests and other medium coercive eligibility restrictions adopted by 
many state welfare departments send messages that encourage passivity, resignation, 
and noninvolvement to citizen recipients.39  One study of some Phoenix welfare moth- 
ers, whose comments in focus groups were recorded, illustrates messages sent and how 
orientations toward government were affected.40 Slow and unreliable service, and seem- 
ingly capricious decisions, led welfare clients to believe that agency officials regarded 
them as unimportant, dishonest, and unworthy. For example, one welfare mother said: 

They're telling me 'you have 30 to 45 days to get your case done.' I told her I have rent to 
pay. I need my necessities. They can't understand that. They shrug their shoulders and say, 
'well you still have 30 to 45 days, and they have other clients.' I understand that, but I 
complied and I did my part like you wanted me to. I was pre-approved. All you need to do 
... They're the ones who have the computer. You just put it in and send it. But they want 
to prolong it.'' Another woman added: "They act like it's coming out of their pocket. They 
act like when they get their check, they are going to each of their clients' houses and say, 
'ok, here's your fifty, here's your fifty,' And they ain't giving me a dime. 

These comments echo many heard by Joe Soss, who interviewed welfare clients in a 
mid-sized Midwestern city.41 He found that only 8 percent of recipients believe that 
government listens to people like them. Such attitudes substantially affect willingness 
of target groups to participate in politics. Those who would seem to have the most to 
gain from participation in the design of the welfare system are least likely to become 
engaged. Moreover, the different messages received from tools by different racial and 
gender groups fuels the cleavages within American society and lowers the possibility of 
the citizens' empathy, which is crucial to authentic democracy. 

 
 

IV. REDESIGNING  POLICY TOOLS TO SERVE 
DEMOCRACY AND ENGAGE PARTICIPATION 

 
A larger lesson of this examination of the implications of different policy tools for 
democracy is that the devil is in the details. Especially as delivery systems become less 
direct and more complex, increasing opportunities for ancillary positive and negative 
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demanding attention. We need to know much more than we presently do about how 
different policy tools in various combinations affect civic capital in disparate contexts. 
Policy tools must be identified and/or invented that not only achieve program goals 
effectively and efficiently but also facilitate the growth of civic capital and the practice 
of citizenship. 
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