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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this research is to conduct a descriptive study
of Applied Research Projects (ARPs) completed in conjunction with
the Master of Public Administration Program at Southwest Texas
State University.

An exploration of the concepts and theories that

have shaped the field of public administration will provide a
framework for this analysis.

The development of public

administration education and research methodology is also
examined.

Lack of consensus on issues such as proper research

techniques among those in the field has resulted in a number of
studies which examine existing public administration literature.
Researchers have developed criteria to code and analyze work
published in journals and dissertation abstracts.

An overview of

these studies provides a list of variables that are adapted for use in
the present research.

1

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Many volumes may be found that dedicate themselves to the
cataloging of the history of public administration.

Dwight Waldo,

prominent writer and educator in the field, asserts that the
important elements of public administration existed long before
they were formally codified. 1 Administrative techniques formed an
integral part of daily social and political arrangements, as well as
in culture.

Waldo sites Woodrow Wilson's

'The Study of

Administration'as representative of the advent of the 'self-aware'
public administration.

Publication of this seminal essay in 1887

provided the basis for discussion and convergence of ideas. 2 The
development of a separate academic discipline and science of public
administration added further to the process of self-awareness.
Waldo warns that it is important to understand Public
Administration in its historical context:
'So viewed, it is not something altogether new and
different, but another chapter in a millennia-length story.
The most advanced electronic data processing is in an
evolutionary line extending back to the scribe pressing a
stylus into wet clay. '3
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This metaphor provides a key to understanding the development of
academic theories in public administration.

Identification of an explicit deiinition or a distinct
theoretical framework is problematic.

The very nature of

administration necessitates the operation within varied
environments such as politics, law, and economics.

Administrators

may be legitimately concerned with a range of activites which may
be categorized as science, art, processes, or skills.

Multiple

combinations of activities and contexts are thus possible within the
realm of pUblic administration.

Waldo asserts that the field must

allow for flexibility and heterogenity.

Further, 'given this situation

no single, agreed, and authoritative definition of public
administration is possible.

Nor would it be desireable.

Clearly the

proper response to the situation is experimentation,
complementarity, competition, f1uidity,'4 Evidence of each of these
is found in an examination of the evolution of public administration
theories.

Eyolution of Theories in Public Administration

Examination of the development of theoretical orientations in
public administration is not easily separated from issues owing to
the heterogenity and history of the field.

Public administration has

had a long-standing association with the academic discipline of
political science.

Charlsworth suggests that much of the
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theoretical debate represents a struggle to find a separate identity
for public administration. s An old pun puts forth that sociology is a
' ...discipline in search of a subject matter... and that...public
administration is a subject matter in search of a discipline."6 It is
additionally asserted that scholars fully agree that public
administration exists, yet further consensus has not yet been
achieved. 7

Dominant trends in the history of public administration

have been well documented by authors such as Gulik, Simon, and
Waldo.

During the early Relorm Era, rational, scientific analysis

was embraced. The advent of the Depression led to a subsequent
reevaluation of this approach and a questioning of the value of
certain theories to the practice 01 administration.

Trends favoring

realism opened the way for the political principles approach.
SUbsequent theorists have called for greater attention to values.
Since the 1940's, public administration has pursued many courses of
action and has been characterized by a distinctive disarray. 'No
single person or group has been able to assimilate everything that
has happened, let alone code, classify, and arrange in a coherent
unifying framework."a What has clearly emerged, however, is a
strong dichotomy between theory and practice in research.

Theory Versus Practice

Dissagreement exists between those who are troubled by the
lack 01 a clear theoretical framework and those who feel that the
field needs a more applicable knowledge base.
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The latter

practitioner orientation questions the relevance of purely scientific
studies to the day to day realities of administration.

For these

practitioners, 'An important test of the value of theory is its ability
to help in both understanding and shaping real-world action. '9
Complex equations may not support practitioners because they are
not easily translated into immediate solutions.

'Theory is often

found to be unrelated to practice...because it is written in language
that serves as a code of communication for academicians. '1 0 This
frustration by practicing administrators has led some to defend a
pragmatic approach to information gathering and research.

Recent

research has examined alternate methods such as interpersonal
communication and story telling.

Managers use these tools to

construct a framework which supports their daily realities.
process is likened to putting together a puzzle.

This

Components of the

solution may be derived from technical,cultural, ideological, and
philosophical sources. 11 A Secretary of State (anonymous)

has

described the administrative process in realistic terms. 'When asked
about whether science can drive policy: 'thats' not how we operate in
a cabinet meeting.

Sure we hand the (scientific) reports around, but

then we have to see if they fit with what we can do,'"12

Thus, the

practitioner orientation seeks theoretical development which is
above all relevant and applicable.
Others insist that an over emphasis on practice and
applications is hurtful to the strength of public administration as an
academic field.

Vincent Ostrom describes the current state of

affairs as no less than an

'intellectual crisis. '13

A study by David

Houston and Sybil Delevan concludes that appropriate research will
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be conducted upon verifiable, factual subject matter.

Adherence to

proper information gathering techniques will thus ensure the growth
of a body of knowledge for public administration.

Lack of

rigorous,

scholarly research has led some to conclude that the field
essentially lacks •...a broad theoretical framework or paradigm to
guide or inspire scholars.'14

Without a developed theoretical base

of knowledge, pUblic administrators lack reference points necessary
to organize further research.

Some assert that:

'a field based upon

practical problems resulting from firsthand experience would
continually reinvent the proverbial wheel. '15

These studies are

deemed problematic because they are often concerned with
specialized, unique problems or situations.

Thus, many conclude

that centralized or core theoretical development has received
insufficient attention in research efforts.
In addition to possibly misdirected research efforts, the
expansion of public administration into mutiple subfields adds to
the hampered growth of a unified theoretical framework.

In

references to the diversity found within the rubric of pUblic
administration some have used terms such as 'grab-bag' 16 , and even
'blob· 17 .

The National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and

Administration (NASPAA) has attempted to provide coherence
through development of a 'matrix of professional competencies. -1 B
NASPAA guidelines create common courses of study, while allowing
for a myriad of legitimate specializations.

Some say that the

unhappy consequence of 'trying to be everything to everyone has
unquestioningly brought weakness and discredit to the field of
public administration.· 19

Lack of consensus on appropriate
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definitions and theoretical development have led some to call for a
balanced approach, and a rejection of the persistent dichotomies.
The integration of both theoretical and practitioner orientations has
been proposed as a solution to this dilemma.

The term "praxis" has

been used to denote this balanced approach. 20 Concepts such as
matrix and praxis are clear indicators of an attempt to unify the
field.

Further understanding of the development of public

administration theory necessitates an examination of the subject of
methodologies and information gathering techniques in public
administration.

Methodologies of Public Administration

Since its beginnings as a recognized field of study, public
administration has been associated with academic areas such as
law, political science, and sociology.

Strong identification with the

social sciences is 10und throughout public administration theory and
research.

Methodologies commonly used to guide inquiry are aptly

covered in texts such as those by Earl Babbie. 21

These volumes

outline the proper techniques and methods which are to be used in
scholarly research.

"Methodology organizes assumptions, concepts,

definitions that underlie any systemmatic inquiry. "22

In addition to

gUiding research, it is thought that methods are in fact reflected
through research. Overly structured methods of inquiry are limited
in their exploration of well-defined topics.

It is argued that some

important topics may not be adequately addressed through strict
positivist methods, but are nontheless worth examination. 23
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Alternative methodologies place an emphasis on gaining a
better understanding of a particular topic.

Jay White outlines three

types of social science research: 1. positive or mainstream social
science research, 2. interpretive, and, 3. critica1. 24

White defends

interpretive and critical techniques for analysis of systems such as
organizations.

Use of methods such as focus groups may allow

acquisition of knowledge through communication and action.
Researchers are asked to employ reason to dictate which methods
will be applied to a particular project.
concerned with

Practical rationality is

"knowing when and how to put rules and principles

to work and when not to."25
Those who believe public administration research lacks rigor
warn of the dangers of straying from scientific methods
Descriptive studies serve an important function in the development
of theory, in that they uncover areas of possible further study and
measurement.

However, researchers have described the problem as

cyclical in nature
"Few projects went beyond this conceptual purpose to engage
in empirical theory testing, As a consequence".articles ...do not
systematically use social scientific methodologies or their
alternatives ...the result is a body of literature that is
primarily applied and noncumulative, and that limits the
development and testing of emirical theory."26
The tension that has emerged in this debate is divided between two
motives: 1. The creation of a verifiable knowledge base through use
of rigorous methods. 2. The development of practical, usuable
knowledge. 27 These debates are lested and debated in numerous
studies discussed in the following section.
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Previous Studies

Many studies have examined the nature of public
administration research.

Simular content analysis studies have

appeared in Public Administration Review (PAR)

that have provided

a basis for the on-going debate over research in the field.

Howard

McCurdy and Robert Cleary conducted a content analysis of public
administration dissertations which were completed in 1981.

The

authors chose to focus their inquiry on issues of research quality
and methodological rigor.
study they state:

In establishing criteria to be used for the

"Public Administration does not appear to possess

Widely agreed upon research criteria against which to measure the
quality of these doctoral research projects"28

In light of this lack

of a consensual framework, the researchers identified six problem
areas of scholarly research.

The criteria used to evaluate the

dissertations were:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

the existence of a research purpose
valid design
theory testing
causal relationships
important topic
cutting edge topic.

Each of these elements is thought to indicate or contribute to the
quality of the dissertation.

Of the 142 dissertations examined, 18

percent were found lacking in every quality criteria.
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Seventy

percent of the dissertations met no more than two of the quality
criteria. 29
The six quality criteria are further combined to measure three
main aspects of research.

Overall validity is measured with the

existence of a research purpose and an acceptable research design.
Studies which used social science techniques such as statistics and
experiments are said to have usually passed, while case study
methods did not. Just 21 percent of the projects met the validity
criteria.

The relative impact of the dissertation was judged by the

testing of a theory and causal relationships.
this criteria numbered 42 percent.

Passing projects on

The importance of the research

was examined as a function of the two criteria of importance and
cutting edge topical areas explored.

Important topics were those

which would be expected to be found in public administration texts.
45 percent of the dissertations possessed this criteria.

Cutting

edge topics are defined as those which create new experiences or
explore new topical territory.
satisfied this criteria.

Just 17 percent of the projects

The overall measure of importance resulted

in the failure of 51 percent of the research. 30
Analysis of these results leads the authors to conclude that a
significant amount of doctoral research fails to meet basic
standards put forth by NASPAA.

Absence of quality criteria thus

indicates that .....dissertations are not set up in such a way that they
can make much of a contribution to the development of our
conceptual base or even our base of information."31

Additionally,

the authors discover a relationship between the use of scientific
methodologies and the exploration of major issues in the field.
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A

few dissertations contained cutting edge topics and rigorous
research designs.

However, findings indicate that there appears to

be a trade-off between theory testing, validity, and the importance
of the topic.

Exploration of new issues may necessitate the use of

less rigorous research methods.

The authors conclude that:

'Unresolveable issues may be important, but if they cannot be
resolved their debate is unlikely to contribute much to the
development of the field at this time. "32

This comment highlights

an important aspect of the debate which has been continually been
explored by others.
The issue of quality is often accompanied by issues of the
scope or subject matter of the research.

Robert Cleary replicated

the 1984 study on a group of dissertations completed in 1990.

The

author seeks to compare the two groups of dissertations according
to the six criteria used in the previous study.

It is expected that the

latter group of research will prove to be superior to that which was
completed in 1981.

Examination of the results for the criteria of

research purpose reveals a substantial improvement with 80 percent
qualifying in 1990, compared to 64 percent in 1981,

The aspect of

research design shows a slight improvement of 8 percent for the
latter group.
testing.

Changes were also slight on the criteria of theory

In the 1990 group, 21.8 percent met this criteria up

slightly from 17.6 percent in 1981.

Significant improvement is

found in the area of showing causal relationships,

Here 51.5 percent

of the dissertations of 1990 pass this quality criteria, while just
26.1 percent of the previous group had passed.

The largest

improvement was seen in the area of cutting edge topic, where the

11

improvement represented a 55.8 percent change. Lastly, the only
area which declined was important topic where 1990 dissertations
numbered 32.1 percent and 1981 projects totaled 38.7 percent.

The

overall trends uncovered by this replication show improvement in
the research techniques and designs used by doctoral candidates.
The authors additionally discuss the issue of practitioner projects,
defined

those" ..that involved applied research on management

problems with little attempt to employ a rigorous research design
or methodology."33 This type of project was shown to have
increased slightly from 14.8 percent to 18.2 percent in 1990.

This

increase, according to Cleary, is evidence that "agency narratives'
continue to threaten the credibility of doctoral projects. 34
Cleary also points to the evident topical weakness of the
projects.

The latter study draws upon findings of a NASPAA task

force completed in 1987.

This study identifies two key issues in

need of research attention: 1. the distinction between public and
private administration and, 2. the interface between politics and
administration.
of dissertations.

Cleary uses these issues to analyze the two groups
Slighlly fewer projects dealt with issues relating

to the first topic in 1990 compared with 1981.

Examination of

politics-administration issues went from a frequency of 56.3
percent in 1981 to just 30.3 percent in 1991.

These results support

the earlier findings of a decrease in the important topic criteria.
The author concludes his study with the acknOWledgment of the
improved methodological quality of dissertations and also
challenges administrators to address topical concerns. 35
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A study completed in 1986 by Jay White supports the general
findings of McCurdy and Cleary's initial research.

White reevaluates

dissertations examined in 1981 and an additional group not
previously examined according to simular criteria.

White

categorizes dissertations as having a purpose through an
examination of the title and statements within the abstracts.
finds that 90 percent appear to have a purpose.

White

This finding is about

20 percent higher than that of the McCurdy and Cleary study. The
criteria of validity was inferred from the research design and
methods used.

White finds 29 percent which pass on these elements,

closely matching previous findings.

Theory testing dissertations

numbered 39 percent, up approximately 12 percent from the McCardy
and Cleary research.

White additionally investigates dissertations

for the existence of any hypothesis testing.

Here 38 percent of. the

projects were found to contain evidence of this criteria.
criteria examined by White is causality.

The last

The author uses key words

to discern that 30 percent attempt to examine causal relationships.
Again, White's findings closely ressemble those of McCurdy and
Cleary.

White chooses to elimate the criteria of topical importance

and cutting edge criteria from this stUdy.

The author explains that

the nature of public administration allows a broad scope of research
and exploration.

White further reveals that the lack of consensus

and vague terms such as "cutting edge" may make coding decisions
unnecessarily difficult.

White states that his repetition -...points

out how difficult it is to arrive at a common definition of criteria
and a common interpretation of a cultural artifact like an
abstract. -36
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Researchers have also applied concepts related to scope and
methodology to examine work done in Public Administration Review.
James Perry and Kenneth Kraemer (1986), produced a content
analysis of PAR articles pUblished between 1975 and 1984.

The

criteria used follow the basic concepts found in previous studies.
The Perry and Kraemer criteria of research stage is based on the
research purpose.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The six stages of research are identified as:

problem deliniation
variable identification
determination of a relationship amoung variables
establishment of causality
manipulation of causal variables for policy formation
evaluation of alternative policies and programs. S7

The second category used by Perry and Kraemer is research
methodology.

Specifically, the groupings included: historical,

descriptive, mathematical, logical argument, legal brief, empirIcal
analysis, heuristic analology, literature review, and other.
Approximately 90 percent of the PAR articles were found to contain
empirical analysis.

About 30 percent were described as either

logical argument or legal brief.

Very small numbers were

categorized as using an alternate approach. 38
Where the article used empirical observation, the authors
further categorized by type of techniques used.

Of the 140 articles

examined, 138 were coded as non-empirical analysis.

Cross

sectional and correlational analysis were the next most prevalent
with 78.

Case study accounted for a total of 56. S9

An additional category used in this research is that of focus.
here articles were attributed as primarily theory building or
14

problem oriented.

These findings lead Perry and Kraemer to call for

a greater attention to the core issues of the field.

The authors

recall two issues mentioned previously by McCurdy and Cleary
uncovered by a NASPAA task force, Once again researchers call for
the examination of the differences between pUblic and private
administration and the issues surrounding the politicsadministration

interface. 40

The work of Robert Stallings and James Ferris (1988) further
extends the work of Perry and Kraemer.

A content analysis of PAR

articles for the period between 1940 and 1984 is undertaken to
explore principles of methods and topical scope simular to those
done by previous researchers,

The first category used is devoted to

research approach or purpose. Three headings are used under this
variable: conceptual, relational, and evaluational. Research methods
are also included in this main grouping and are divided as into case
study or multivariate categories.

PAR articles are found to be

primarly conceptual (70 percent), as was the case in the Perry and
Kraemer research.

Case studies have appeared to have declined

since 1949 from 100 percent to 23 percent in 1984.

Multivariate

techniques have steadily increased from 9 percent in 1959 to 2.8.6
percent in 1984. 41
Stallings and Ferris are also concerned with topical
categorizations of PAR articles. Main areas are subdivided as
primarily policy or management oriented.

Management articles are

indicated by topics such as planning, personnel, and administrative
theory.

Policy topics are those which deal with pUblic policy,

citizen participation, and accountablity. Over the period examined,
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management articles have dropped from 79 percent in 1944 to 41
percent in 1984.

Policy articles have maintained an average

freqency of 44 percent over this time period. 42
Topics are further described by the level of government
explored.

The most prevalent level of government is federal, while

local government is the least frequently explored.

Findings indicate

that interest in state government has dropped steadily from a peak
of 22.7

in the 1950's to a 1984 level of about 2 percent. 43

Stallings and Ferris simularly conclude their analysis with a
call for more effective research strategies.

Many methodologies are

available to public administration researchers.
numerous topics may be explored.

Additionally,

A key isssue, according to these

researchers is the establishment of a strategy 'for the coupling of
important questions with the techniques for answering them. -4 4
Another content analysis done by David Houston and Sybil
Delevan (1990), closely follows the analysis of Stallings and Ferris.
Here researchers seek to expand previous work through an
examination of six scholarly journals. Use of this multiple database
of pUblic administration material is thought to lend greater
generalizability to the analysis.

The criteria of research purpose is

broken down into the previously used categories of conceptual,
relational, and evaluational research.

Conceptual articles dominate

for all of the journals with the exception of one. 45

The next criteria

used in this study is the familar variable of research design. Houston
and Delevan subdivide this category into: nonempirical,
preexperiemental, case study, correlational, quasi-experiemental,
and experimental.

Where articles explored a relationship between
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variables, 84 percent employed correlational research design.

The

remainder of the articles are approximately equally divided amoung
the alternative designs. Where statistics are used, articles were
further coded by level (univariate, bivariate, and multivariate) and
type of statistical tests used.

About 60 percent employed

univariate statistics, while approximately 30 percent used bivariate
correlations or crosstabs.

The most popular other technique used

(41 percent) was multivariate regression. 46
Additional results are provided throught the categorization of
the type of data collected.
frequently (74 percent).
examined.

Cross-sectional data was used most

The primary unit of analysis is also

Here 54 percent of the articles examined individuals.

Groups and organizations, as well as States, each appeared 15
percent of the time.

The authors conclude this study with a

confirmation of previous findings.

Research appears to be overly

conceptual, nonempirical, and less rigorous than is to be desired. 47
The next research in this stream of content analysis work is
that of Douglas Watson and Robert Montjoy (1991).

These

researchers chose 249 PAR articles dealing with primarily local
government topics.

Unlike previous studies, the present researchers

focus their analysis exclusively on matters of topical
categorization.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Topical headings used include:

Management
Intergovernmental
Social
Legal and Politcal Institutions
Infrastructure
Economic Development
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The leading topical area, representing 59 percent, is
management.

Some specific titles found here are finance, budgeting,

computers, and planning. 48
The next most common category are intergovernmental topics.
Twenty percent of the articles described relationships between and
among governmental entities.

The last group, accounting for more

than 10 percent, is the category of legal and political institutions
(13 percent).

Topics used here were related to citizen participation,

political power, and court rulings.

These results lead researchers to

conclude that more technical issues are explored.

Applied or

practical problems may be seen to overshadow broader social issues.
This technical approach is referred to as the 'nuts and bolts' of
administration.

The authors suggest that more attention should be

given to topics such as race, gender, and inner city problems. 49
The work of Richard Box (1992) represents an alternate
viewpoint to the previous research.
according to three main groupings.

Box surveyed 230 PAR articles
Categorizations included articles

which are primarily theoretical, issue-oriented, or practical.
Results are found to be in accordance with those of Perry and
Kraemer as the majority of articles (67 percent) are coded as
applied or practice oriented.

Box's interpretation of the results

represents the actual departure. Previous researchers may have
made erroneous assumptions, according to Box. The needs of
practitioners, as well as researchers must be addressed. 50
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CHAPTER III
SETTING

Research for this project has been undertaken on the campus of
Southwest Texas State University located in San Marcos, Texas.
Speoifioally, content analysis has been conducted upon a group of
doouments known as Applied Research Projects (ARPs) completed in
the Master of Public Administration program.

This program is

contained within the Department of Political Science and is
celebrating its 20th anniversary this year.

The ARP was introduced

as an alternative to the thesis in May of 1976.
The program currently consists of 30 hours of core coursework
and 9 hours of career support courses.
are 5304a and 5304b.

Among the required courses

These courses provide students with an

overview of research methodologies and techniques.

During the

second semester of 5304 students are assisted in preparing a formal
literature review and prospectus for their ARPs.

Upon successful

completion of the prerequisite courses and documentation, students
are permitted to enroll in

the capstone course of 5397.

This

capstone course is an arrangement between students, their assisting
professor, and second readers. Completion an approved ARP and
passing of an oral exam over the coursework and research project
are final steps in the attainment of the Master of Public
Administration.
Students involved in this program include police officers,
firemen, social workers, newspaper reporters, professional
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administrators, doctors, lawyers, housewives, and recent graduates.
This diverse group may been seen in seminar courses exchanging
ideas and working together to complete assignments.

These

students do not easily fit into a single, homogeneous

profile.

Much

like the field of public administration itself, individuals are
characterized above all by their diversity.

These qualities may

appropriately be described as the true strength of the Masters of
Public Administration program.
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CHAPTER IV
METHODOLOGY

Content Analysis

The methodology to be used for this research will be content
analysis.

According to Earl Babbie, content analysis is a highly

appropriate method with which to examine social artifacts such as
written documents.

Researchers have often used content analysis to

answer what is called the classic questions of communications
research: "Who says what to whom, why, how, and with what
effect?,"S1

This methodology then provides a description of

documents under analysis.

Documents are read and coded according

to previously developed criteria. Results are then placed into tally
sheets, where findings and trends may be analyzed and reported.
The process of coding for content analysis involves the
specification and definition of the concepts to be examined.

Ideas

found in the conceptual framework must be clearly operationalized.
The rationale for coding an article as "liberal" or "conservative", for
instance,

must have been previously determined by the researchers.

Where coding for manifest, or surface content, researchers are able
to achieve a high degree of reliability.

Objective criteria of readily

apparant content ensures that results obtained may be repeated by
subsequent observers.
Where researchers examine underlying meanings, or latent
content, reliability is reduced. Alternate observers mayor may not
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agree as to the coding choices and categorizations made.

Latent

content often involves the richer characteristics of communications.
Greater clepth of analysis may tend to increase the validity because
the inclusion of the subtle content often aids in the better
understanding of the total meaning of the document.

Latent content

analysis provides this additional depth at a significant cost to
reliability,

Thus, Babbie suggests that a blending of the two

techniques be used,52
The combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques is
thought to be a significant strength of content analysis. 53
Documents examined using both techniques take advantage of the
strengths of each type of research.

As a form of unobtrusive

analysis, this method has advantages over interactive techniques,
Survey methods, for example, may interfere with the process of data
collection,

Where interaction between the observer and the observed

exisls, the possibility exists that the data collected may be
influenced. Document analysis clearly avoids this possible pitfall of
outside influences.
There are many advantages to the use of content analysis in
the present study.

The purpose of this research is descriptive.

Specifically, this study seeks to describe an existing series of
Applied Research Projects (ARPs).

Other data collection methods

which may be used would include interviews or surveys.

Asking

authors of ARPs or their faculty advisors to respond to questions
would not generate the type of data which is sought.

An accurate

description of the ARPs is best found through the direct examination
of the documents themselves.

Analysis and coding of the actual text
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of the projects will therefore provide the most direct and accurate
data.

pata Source

The data source for this research is the ARPs completed in
conjunction with the Master of Public Administration Program at
Southwest Texas State University.

The population of projects

available for examination at the University Learning Resources
Due to the limitations of this

Center numbers approximately 260.

project, a sample of the ARPs has been made.

All projects available

from the years 1987-1991 have been read and coded.

Coding Categories

Some of the overview elata which has been collected include
the year in which the project was completed, the total number of
pages, and the gender of the author.

Additional descriptive

information has been coded for the level of government examined,
ie., local, state, federal, or international.

The ARPs were also

categorized amoung a listing of topical areas. These categories will
be further broken down into the subdivisions
topical coding table (Appendix B).

described on the

Projects may be appropriately

described with one or more of these categories.
The methodology used in the ARP is an addtional coding area
for this project.

The methodology chapter has been specifically

examined for the presence of a stated purpose and for a discussion
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of the methodological techniques used.

Where statistics are

reported, projects have been further coded for the specific
statistical methods used.

Lastly, coding of the stated unit of

analysis has been made.
The attached coding sheet (Appendix A), will provide a
framework for reporting the results of this project.

Several tables

and charts have been developed usIng headings found in coding
categories.

Descriptive statistics such as percentages are used in

the analysis. The results of the project may then be compared or
contrasted with the results reported in earlier studies.
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CHAPTER V
RESULTS

Overview pata

The population of Applied Research Projects were those
available for the years of 1987 through 1991.

The entire group

falling within this time period was examined,

The total number of

projects completed and available for examination was 110.

The

average number of projects completed each year was 22. Each ARP
project was examined for name of the author.

From this information

decisions were made as to the gender of the writer.

Overall 40

percent of the projects were completed by women, roughly 53
percent completed by men, and the remainder of the authors fell into
the 'unknown"

category (Illustration A, below).

The number of

women completing AAPs remained fairly constant throughout this 5
year period,

The lowest participation rate of women may be found in

1989 where just 6 were represented.

In 1991, the last year

examined in this study, men completing projects fell to just 7 (down
from a high of 18 in 1988).
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Gender of Author
7%

53%

400/0

•

Male

II
II

Female
Unknown

Illustration A

Another coding criteria used to provide overview data was the
length of the ARP.

A decision was made before the onset of coding

to tally the entire length of the project, Including appendices,
bibliographies, and any attatchments.

This provision was designed

to eliminate the need for any subjective decisions at the time of
coding.

The downfall of this coding methodology involved those

projects which failed to have complete pagination.

Thus, for some

projects it was necessary to tally a total page count.

These same

projects most likley distort the averages obtained from this
information.

Overall, the highest count was 289 pages from a

project completed in 1991.

The lowest page count occured in 1987,

with a project containing 35 pages.

Looking at yearly averages

(Illustration S, below), it is evident that average project length has
increased over this five year period.
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Illustration B

Level of Government

The next category of coding was for the level(s) of government
explored in each project.

Overall percentages for the five year

period (Illustration C, below), show that projects looking at local
government concerns were the most prevalent (39 percent).

The

next most popUlar area of focus was on state level governmental
entities (22 percent).
to these criteria.

Not all projects could be described according

The 'Other" category contains roughly the same

percentage of ARPs as those which examined state issues.

The least

common level was international with just 2 projects in this five
year period.

Where studies focused on mUltiple levels of

government, they were coded as "Intergovernmental".

This area

accounted for 9 percent of the projects for this time period.
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These results may be contrasted with those of Stallings and
Ferris where a sharp decline in interest in state level concerns and
an increase in federally focused research is reported.

Projects tor

this time period reflect a steady interest in state concerns and a
fairly constant showing of federally based ARPs.

Topical Areas

Coding the projects according to their topical focus was the
most cumbersome portion of this analysis.
be coded in a single topical area.

Very few projects could

Several subdivisions were

developed from main headings such as "Management,' 'Social,' and
'Legal/Political' (Illustration D, p.30).

Projects were evaluated

using key words used in the title and throughout the text.
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Where

projects devoted a significant amount of discussion to a particular
topic, appropriate areas were credited on the coding sheet.

Given

the amount of pages encompassed by this project (over 10,000), a
comprehensive analysis of the appropriate topical areas was
impossible.

Thus, coding for the latent content of project focus was

somewhat subjective and mayor may not be simularly replicated.
However, key words provide a fairly reliable indication of the
mallers under discussion.

The most frequently referenced area was

management issues. This area has been noted as the so-called 'nuts
and bolts· of public administration.54

Most common sUbheadings

were those of Finance/Budget, General/Organizational Issues,
Service Delivery/Evaluation, and Personnel/LaborlTraining.

As was

found in the Watson and Montjoy research of Public Administration
Review articles, these concerns are most frequently explored,
Broader issues, reflected in topical headings such as Social and
Legal/Political were far less frequently mentioned by ARP authors.
Race, gender, electoral issues, political power, and citizen
participation were underrepresented according to the present
analysis,

Watson and Montjoy conclude their research with a call for

more allention in these important research areas. 55
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Topical Areas Examined
6%

•

Management

..

Social

..

LegaVPolilical

I!:i3

Infrastructure

58"10
180;.

Illustration 0

Trends in the area of specific topics chosen by MPA students
are difficult to discern from these results.

During the period

examined, there appears to be a steady representation for each of
the topical areas listed in the coding sheet (Appendix B).

A slight

increase in projects devoted to personnel matters may be seen.
Interest in service delivery appears to be declining along with
projects devoted to analysis and decision making.
Perhaps the most reliable information to be produced from this
coding area would be the absence or underrepresentation of certain
areas. All SUb-topics found under the heading of 'Social' have
received very little attention in the projects covered by this study.
Perhaps this finding would support the belief that pUblic
administration research is overly applied and practitioner oriented.
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Purpose

Goding for the area of purpose was accomplished by an
examination of specific statements such as "the purpose of this
research is .. .'

and from an examination of the methodology chapters

of the projects.

Here results were simular to most of the previous

studies reviewed in the literature.
ARPs were descriptive research.

The majority (61 percent) of the
Approximately 7 percent of the

projects stated an explanatory purpose.

Evaluation research

represented nearly 22 percent of the total projects, while roughly

10 percent stated an exploratory purpose.
Research Purpose

•

9.90%
&1.39%

Descriptive

..

Explanatcry

•

Exploratory

~

Evaluation

Illustration E

Previous research has referenced the lack of causal, theorybUilding projects.

The earlier studies were conducted on the content
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of dissertational efforts or professionally published articles.

Yet

trends from these mutiple analysis indicate an overall emphasis
upon descriptive work.

Thus, in this area there appears to be

agreement among the AAPs at Southwest Texas State University.
However, comparisons between dissertations and the master
level ARP should be cautiously made. The AAP is generally a
student's first formal research study effort.

Lack of experience in

projects of this kind is evidenced by the existence of the
prerequisite courses of 5304A and 53048 as part of the mandatory
degree plan for MPA students. Thus, 6 semester hours is devoted to
an overview of research techniques and methodologies.

Support is

given for the development of a viable topic, literature review, and
prospectus. This initiation into the art of scholarly research may
cause students to approach their AAPs prudently.
Many wish to apply their present knowledge and/or work
environments to the project.

While official data was not collected

to measure the numbers of 'career" or "pre-career" MPA students,
informal observation indicates that a majority of candidates are
currently involved in careers in pUblic administration.

Perhaps the

desire to better understand practical issues having a direct impact
on career development underlies these trends.
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Methods Used

The coding area of methodologies used was operationalized
through an examination of the methods chapters of the ARPs.
projects utilized more than one technique,

Many

Where this was the case,

projects were credited in multiple categories.

Results of this

process reveal a preponderance of survey research (Illustration F).
Case study methods, followed by content analysis were the next
most popUlar methods used.

Analysis of existing data and evaluation

research were also frequently seen.

Methods Used
Historical
Evaluation
Comparitive

~;:::::'iiiiiiiiiiii~

Existing Data
Content Analy ,.

•

Percent

Experiment
Case Study
Survey

lo~~~~~~!!~~~~!!~2:6-:7
a
20
1

30

Percent
Illustration F

Analysis of these results, much like those found in the area of
topical focus, is difficult.

The ARP's appear to maintain interest in

these 5 main research techniques listed on Chart F (AppendiX B).
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Again, the most reliable information indicated here would be those
techniques which were found less frequently.

Historical analysis

and experiments were two methods infrequently seen in the sample
of projects examined.

Units of

Ana!~sis

Coding for the unit of analysis was accomplished through an
examination of methodology chapters of the ARP's.

Overall trends

(Illustration G, below), show that social artifacts are the most
common units of analysis, accounting for 49 percent of the sample.
These results fit nicely with the frequency in which content
analysis methods were shown to have been employed.

Organizations

(26 percenl), individuals (19 percent), and groups (6 percent),
followed in popUlarity.
Units of Analysis

6%

•
•
II

49%

I'?!J

lliuslration G
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Individuals
Groups
Organizations
Soc Arjjfacts

Research by Houston and Delevan revealed a higher frequency
for the examination of individuals, with a lessor showing for
analysis of groups and organizations.

These researchers use their

findings in support of the belief that research may be too applied
and non-emperical.

If the study of groups and organizations implies

a broader importance of research findings, the ARP's for this study
may be judged a source of data having larger implications than those
examined in the Houston and Delevan study.
Examination of social artifacts was often used to better
describe a particular population associated with the documents
analyzed,

An attempt was made throughout this coding process to

discover the unit of analysis that could be appropriately described
(explained, explored, etc.)

by the research design.

clearly stated their units of analysis.

Not all projects

Thus, it was necessary to

read entire chapters in order to sort through these issues.

Where

there appeared to be a lack of agreement between methodology and
the later discussion, coding was based on the most reasonable
selection possible.
Errors such as reductionism and the ecological fallacy may
occur where conclusions are drawn about the units of analysis
inappropriately.

It is likely that any confusion during the coding

process was the result of the legitimate appearance of a general
discussion of results and implications which expanded on the
findings without proposing causal relationships,

The large amount

of projects involved in the present study prevented detailed analysis
of these issues for each project.

Therefore, it is possible that

results in this coding area may be subject to reevaluation.
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Statistical

Analysis

The coding area of s1atistical analysis, as in the areas of
topical focus and methods used, resulted in some projects being
credited for more than one coding area.

The largest category of

ARP's were coded as having no statistical analysis.

Only projects

which generated statistical data were credited in a statistical
category.

Those which reported previous statistical information as

a descriptive tool were coded in the 'none' area.

Statistics Used
0.99%

•

None

II
III

53.47%

Univariate
Bivariate
~ Multivariate
0 Special Tests

Illustration H

The presence (or absence) of statistical analysis has been used
as a focus for many debates over public administration research.

A

review of the literature reveals that a lack of statistical analysis is
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often thought to be an indication of "weak" research.

This debate

has been sufficiently countered by researchers holding an opposite
view.
A separate area of the coding sheet was devoted for noting the
usage of special tests such as those mentioned in methodologies
texts.

Difficulty was encountered in finding this information easily.

The results indicate only one project in the sample utilized special
lests.

The possible error in coding may have been due 10 failure to

adequately describe the techniques to be used in the methodology
chapter.

Perhaps this information appeared in small annotations to

charts and was missed during the coding process.

However, these

findings would seem 10 be somewhat smaller than expected, given
the number of projects which were reported as using some form of
multivariate analysis.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

The results and analysis presented in the previous section
reveal the presence of some overall trends in the ARP's examined.
The results from this content analysis reveal that members of the
sample are approximately equal according to gender of the author.
The projects also appear to have increased in overall length for the
period of time examined.

Also, ARP's appear to have been largely

focused on local and state concerns, rather than focused on issues
involving the federal government.

A project examining international

issues was a rarity for this population of projects.

An exploration

of the number of students choosing international career support
areas might reveal a similar lack of interest.
Conclusions drawn from the results obtained in the topical
coding area are somewhat tentative.

The topics found under the

management heading have made an appearance In the majority of the
projects.

Social issues such as race and gender are explored

infrequently in this research sample.

Earlier research has used

similar results to point to shortcomings often found in public
administration research.

Specifically, narrowly focused projects

have been touted as insignificant contributions to the field. The
impact of a mere narrative of the problems facing a particular
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agency does in fact suffer from a lack of generalizability. Studies
which may not be applicable to broader issues or tha1 cannot
establish causal relationships have been blamed for 1he lack of a
stronger theoretical base for the field of public administration.

The

present study seeks to describe the population of projects analyzed
and therefore does not produce data necessary for a testing of this
debate.

These results could provide some support to the future

selection of topics for MPA students.

Perhaps an exploration of

social and political issues should be tackled more frequently.
Suggestions discussed in earlier research point to a need for
examination of the differences between public and private
administration.

Thus, this coding area .may be seen as useful for the

possible guidance i1 may provide future candidates.
Most of the projects coded in the present research were
descriptive in na1ure.

These results fit nicely with 1hose found in a

review of the literature.

Additionally, as these research efforts

may be viewed as initial attempts in the formal research process.
Explana10ry research is considered a more demanding research
design. 56 There appears to be a genuine concern that candidates are
allowed to acquire skills necess8;ry 10 pursue projects haVing
advanced causal relationships and hypothesis.

However, as a final

requirement towards the successful attainment 01 an MPA, 1he ARP
requires that students utilize techniques of sound research design
and methodology.

The successful project must have these elements

irregardless of the stated purpose.

While descriptive projects may

tend to be a better choice for the novice researcher, claims as to
their lack of rigor may be viewed as value judgments.
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Other results describing overall methodology include the
techniques used. units of analysis, and methodological design.
Findings indicate that ARP's tend to lack statistical analysis.
Similar results have led previous researchers to conclude that
research quality may be suffering.

Across the 5 year period

examined the category coded with showing no statistical analysis
has declined.

If this may be considered an indicator of

methodological rigor, the strength of the proJects may be improving
overall.

Explorations of possible reasons for this improvement

could include examination of the increased quality of MPA students,
improved preparation for the ARP. and possibly

the availability of

technical aids used to facilitate statistical analysis.

These issues

would provide a rich area for future research.
The present content analysis has provided a cursory
description of a sample of the population of ARPs completed during
the 20 years of the MPA program.

As such, it may provide a starting

point for further, perhaps more conclusive research.
approaches are evident to this researcher.

Suggested

Future researchers may

wish to analyze a smaller sample of projects.

Grouped samples,

with greater distance between completion dates may reveal more
dramatic trends than were found in the present five year sample.
Perhaps a limited coding area may be employed.

Conlent coding for

criteria raised by topical focus alone would allow for more
exploration of the relationship between the theory versus practice
debate.

Concentration on methodological issues could similarly

ailow for more in-depth results,

Building on these ideas, it would

ultimately be desirable to attempt to find linkages which may exist
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between the types of topics explored and the methodological designs
utilized.

Input obtained from the 20th anniversary MPA survey could

also be used to expand possibilities for future efforts.
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APPENDIX A:
CODE SHEET

CODE SHEET
TITLE
AUTHOR
YEAR COMPLETED
MALE
FEMALE
# PAGES (TOTAL)
L,EVEL OF GOVERNMENT:
LOCAL
STATE
JNTERGOV
QTHER
TQPICAL AREA(S):

.LF~ED!o!JEiZlRwA~L=-- _ _

.....
INLAT...
E.uRu.N-,='L,

_

METHODOLOGY:
STATED PURPOSE
METHODS USED:
SURVEY
CASE STUDY EXPERIMENT
EXISTING DATA HISTORiCAL COMPARITIVE
OTHER
TRIANGULATION
UNITS OF ANALYSIS;
INDIV
GROUP

ORGANIZATION

STATISTICS USED:
ucNO\,!JN!:!JE!:....~U~Nl.!.JIV'__ _ _ ....
BluV-"'AC!..!R
SPECIAL TESTS
COMMENTS

CQNTENT ANALYSI§
EVALUATION

SOCIAL ARTIFACTS

w
M...
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LT.ul
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APPENDIX B:
CHARTS

CHART A

1987(%)

1988(%)

1989(%)

1990(%)

1991(%)

Totol

Percenl

18(62)
10(35)
1(14)

12(57J
6(29)
3(14)

10(50)
10(50)
-0-

7(41)
9(53)
1(6)

58
44
B

53

Unknown

11(48)
9(39)
3(13)

Sub·Iolal

23

29

21

20

17

110

100

Male
Female
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CHART 8

AVERAGE LENGTH

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

avo,a!!

78.2

92.2

104.1

82.65

97

90.8

CHARTC

1987(%)

1988(%)

1989(%)

1990(%)

1991 (%)

Total

Percent

9 (39)
7 (30)
2 (9)

9 (43)
2 (10)
1 (5)
1 (5)
3 (14)
5 (24)

5 (25)
6 (301
1 (5)

7 (41)
5 (29)

2 (10)
6 (30)

.
-

1 (6)
4 (24)

43
24
7
2
10
24

39
22
6
2
9
21

21

20

17

110

100

Local
Slale
Federel
Inlern'l
Inlergov
Other

1 (4)
4 (17)

13 (45)
4 (14)
3(10)
1 (3)
3 (10)
5 (17)

Sub-lolel

23

29

-

-

CHAAT 0

MANAGEMENT
Ganerel/Organlzatlonal I.eue.
Flnanca/Budgat
Personnell~abor<Tralnlng

Service Detlvary/Evaluallon
Analyala/Daclalon Makino
Criminal Justice
Planning
Emergency Management

Rlak Management
Information/MIS
Sub-tolal

1917(%)
4/11)
8(23)
3CS\
7(20)
8(2S)
2(6)
11S1
0
0
2(6}
35(1001

1Q·~I%)

Hll)
0
1(11)
2(22)
1(11)
2(22)
2122)
9(100)

0
1(8)
4{31\
2(15)
1(8)
1(81
4{S1)
lS(100)

1(8)
](8)

19891%\
4{17)
3(13)
6(21)
3(13)
1(4)
2(8)
31131
1(4)
0
2(8)
24(100)

1990{%)
6(15)
6(18)
5(16)
2(6)
1(3)
6(15)
5(18)
0
0
4(12)
34(100)

199H%)
5(24)
4(19)
7(S3}
2(10}
1(5)
2(10)
0
0
0
21 (1 00)

Iolal('!t)
22(15\
26(18}
21(14)
24(16)
10(7\
11(8)
15111}
2(1)
1(7)
13(9)
146

0
1(17)
1(17}
2(33)
1(17)

6(1 DO}

H61
2(13)
1(6)
4(25)
2(13)
3i19}
3(19)
16(100)

0
0
0
0
1(100)
0
0
1(100)

2(4)
4(9}
7(16)
10(22)
6(lS)
6{lS1
10(22)
45(100}

18

2(15)
5(38)
13(100)

0
2(17)
3(25}
0
7(58)
12(100)

0
](20)
0
0
4(801
5(100\

1(8)
S(22)
1(8)
H8}
7(54)
lS{100)

0
0
0
0
2(100)
2(108)

2(4)
7(16}
8(18)
316}
25(56)
45

1.

1(33)
0
2(67)
3{100)

0

0
1(1 00)
1(100)

1ISS}
0
2(67)
S(100)

2(40)
1(20}
2(40)
5(100)

0
0
2(100)
2(100)

4(29)
1(7)
9(64)
14

6

4113)
5(16)
1(S1
10(31)
0
1(3)
41131
1(3}
113\
5(16)
32(100)

0

percent
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SOCIA~

Race/Gander
Inner City
DrugalCrlma
Education
Houalng
Welfa"
Health
Sub-Iolal

0
1(17)

~EGAUPO~ITICA~

Electoral
Role of Official
CitIzen Participation
Pollilcal Power
Courl Ruling.
Sub·tot.r

4(30)

INFRASTRUCTURE

Maes Transoortatlon
Streeta/Road.
Waler/Sewer
Sub·lotal

•.-

CHARTE

1987(%)

1988(%)

1989(%)

1980(%)

1991 (%)

Total (%)

17(74)
0
2(9)
4(11)
23(100)

21(72)
3(10)
2(8)
3(10)
29(100)

10(48)
1(5)
3(14)
1(33)
21(100)

9(45)
2(10)
3(16)
6(30)
20(100)

9(64)
1(7)
1(7)
3(21)
14(1001

66 (62)
7 (1)
11 (10)
23 (221
107

PURPOSE:
Deacrlptlve
Explanatory
Exploratory
Evaluation

CHARTF

1987(%)

1988(%)

1989(%)

1990(%)

1991(%)

10(30)
7(21)
0
10(30)
5(15)
0
1(3)
0
33

18(40)
12(27)
1(2)
5(11)
5(11 )
2(4)
2(4)
0
45

8(17)
12(26)
0
10(22)
5(11)
2(4)
7(15)
2(4\
46

5(14)
9(25)
0
7(19)
6(17)
1(3)
8(22)
0
36

7(30)
3(13)
0
6(26)
3(13)
0
4(17)
0
23

Total (%)

METHODS
Survay
Case SIudy
Exparlment
Conlent Anal
Exletlng Data
Comparltlve
Evaluation
Hlalorlcal
Sub·Iota'

48
43
1
38
24
5
22

(26)
(24)
(.5)
(21)
(13)
(3)
(12)

2 III
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CHARTG

1987(%)

1988(%)

1989(%)

1990(%)

1991 (%)

5(22)
2(9)
4(17)
12(52)

8(28)
2(7)
6(21}
13(45)

3/14)
0
4(19)
14(67)

2(10)
i(5}
7/35)
10(50)

3(18}
2(12)
7(41)
5(29)

Total (%)

Units of Analysis
Indlvlduala
Groups
Organizations
Social Artifacts

21
7
28
54

(19)
(6)
(26)
(49)

CHARTH

1987(%)

1988(%)

1989(%)

1990(%)

1991 (%)

Total(%)

16(67)
2(8)
0
5(21)
1(4)
24

13(45)

15(71 )
1(5)
0
5(24)
0
21

10(50)
5(25)
0
5(25)
0
20

4(29)
1(7)
1(7)
8(67)
0
14

58(54)
12(11 )
4(4)

STATISTICS USED
None
Univariate
Bivariate
Multlverlate
Special Tests

3(10)

3(10)
10(35)
0
29

33(30)

1(1 )
108
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