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Citizen, Client, Customer: Who’s on First?

Donald C. Menzel, President, American Society for Public Administration
PAT President’s column – December 2005

Let’s take a little trip down memory lane. Can you recall a favorite high school class? Maybe geometry? English literature? History? Typing basics? Computers? Civics? Hmmm! I do—civics. Everyone in my rural America high school class had to take civics. Among other things, the class placed a heavy emphasis on memorizing the preamble to the U.S. Constitution and remembering the order of the Presidents—Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Monroe . . . You get the idea. There were, of course, other worthwhile subjects such as citizenship, civic duty, and service to country. And this was well before President John F. Kennedy uttered those famous words “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country!”
Somehow, somewhere over the past fifty years it no longer became fashionable or meaningful to require young men and women to take a civics class. Even worse, many young Americans came to believe that voting was unnecessary and participation in the body politic was, well, disdainful. Perhaps the root causes lie in the ascendancy of the sciences in the 1960s as America was shocked when the Russians launched Sputnik a few years earlier. (I vividly recall to this day scanning the night skies in search of a glimpse of Sputnik.)  Or perhaps the principal cause was disillusionment with the Great Society of the 1960s—remember we were going to stamp out poverty, eradicate disease, build affordable housing, treat everyone equally, practice love not war. Or perhaps the cause was the disaster of the Vietnam War and the end of the draft. Then there was Watergate and the lies, cover up, and deception that drove a sitting president from office and badly wounded the civic heart of America’s youth. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps!
So where is the citizen-politician? The citizen-soldier? The citizen-administrator? The citizen? Career politicians are now permanently ensconced in city halls, county courthouses, state legislatures, and the U.S. Congress. And even when they pledge term limits, they don’t—two terms, many who took the pledge say, is not enough. Career politicians are also often treated pretty well with handsome salaries (members of the county commission where I live draw a salary of $85,383) and perks (members of Congress have a health care plan that is the envy of the ordinary citizen). 
Citizen-soldiers are also a rare breed in today’s all volunteer U.S. Armed Forces. Our all volunteer military has made it possible for America to fight two wars at once with a lethal firepower unrivaled in the world. At the same time, the same military prowess encourages our civilian leaders to engage in military adventurism and may stifle public dissent over wars of choice. Imagine, what might be happening on the streets of America today if draftees were on the ground in Iraq.
And what about the citizen-administrator? The generalist administrator has been supplanted by the specialist—the man or woman who knows what levers to pull and when to pull them to get the job done. The irony, of course, is that while America has become very successful administering the people’s business, neither career politician nor the public much appreciate this accomplishment. It is what Beverly A. Cigler calls the “paradox of professionalization.” That is, there has been a substantial professionalization of the permanent career bureaucrats at all levels of government over the past 50 years yet there has been declining trust of and confidence in government. Are we doing better but feeling worse? Perhaps.
But where has the citizen gone?  Alas, America has become enormously successful at transforming citizens into consumers of both private goods and services and public goods and services. The citizen-consumer or, more appropriately, the consumer-citizen asks: “what have you done for me lately?” Or, what’s in it for me? Should it be any surprise that the past two decades has seen the popularization of management initiatives such as Total Quality Management with the customer as the centerpiece? 
In fairness, I must point out that in-between the citizen and the customer came the ill-fated client. For the better part of four decades (1950-1990), the professionalization of the public service meant applying expertise and technology to those intractable and some times not so intractable public problems. Citizens were turned into clients by professionals who knew what was best for them. These ingredients became the fuel for David Osborne and Ted Gaebler’s message in Reinventing Government (1992). The Reinvention Movement was launched with great fanfare in 1993 when the new Clinton Administration promised to create a government that would do more but cost less to the average American--words that were beautiful music to the ears of the consumer-citizen.
Least the reader believe that the picture I paint here puts us in a corner with no where to turn, I beg to differ. There is much that each of us and ASPA can do to put citizenship back on the table of our great country. First, you and I must become engaged in the body politic. We can no longer remain on the sidelines while career-politicians keep pandering to the consumer. If your city, county, state, or federal employer allows it, run for public office! Get active in a political campaign! Second, we must become informed about civic issues in our communities and states. And, when it seems appropriate and necessary, to speak out through email messages, letters to the editor, and more. Third, we must encourage young men and women to view public service as an honorable calling, perhaps even as a duty. It never occurred to me as a youngster that I would not serve my country—and I did as an officer in the U.S. Air Force. I still treasure that experience.

ASPA can and should be engaged as well. How? Let me share with you several exciting proposals. One proposal put forward by past ASPA president Chris Gibbs Springer is to establish an ASPA Public Service Leadership Program. This program would recruit a diverse group of young professionals from across the nation for yearlong experiences. The Leadership Fellows would engage each other and public administration scholars in rigorous discussions and in-depth analyses of the critical national and international issues of the day. By year’s end, the participants will have established a lasting, diverse network of resources and contacts that they may call upon to support their professional and personal development well beyond their initial program experience. Chris envisions this program as a partnership between ASPA chapters and faculty at major educational institutions in metropolitan areas that offer degrees in public administration.
Another proposal is for ASPA to establish a Citizen-Administrator Award. This award would recognize an individual who best demonstrates through his/her deeds what Terry L. Cooper calls An Ethic of Citizenship for Public Administration (1991). Such an ethic is in the tradition of citizenship as it has evolved throughout U.S. history. “This tradition,” writes Cooper, “has at its core a notion of the common good, the importance of democratic participation by the citizenry, and the ultimate sovereignty of the people. The public administrator is viewed there as taking his or her ethical norms from those of citizenship in a democratic society.” Could it be more than happenstance that the top rated graduate school in public administration in the nation and world has “citizenship” in its namesake?
Isn’t it time to turn consumers back into citizens? Shouldn’t we stop asking the question, “who’s on first?” Let me know what your thoughts are. Together we can make it happen.
