Federal Advisory Processes:
Advice and Discontent

How do educational policy advisers

appraise their roles?

Thomas E. Cronin and Norman C. Thomas

Some 5700 representatives of non-
governmental professional and interest
groups currently serve as members of
advisory units to the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare. The
growth of this extensive network of ad-
visory councils is construed both as a
sign of democratic inclusion of private
citizens and as an intelligent quest for
technical competence (/). Used prop-
erly, these outside advisory groups can
effectively help Washington-based offi-
cials obtain new ideas and some mea-
sure of the degree to which federal
programs are being executed wisely.
But the mixed record of the ways in
which the government utilizes outside
advice and the disquietude of many
advisory-council participants, at least
in the sample discussed below, suggests
a need for reexamining the strengths
and limitations of the advisory process.

Appointment to national advisory
groups conveys distinctive status. It
constitutes a form of “patronage” in
both a professional and a political
sense; for those moving upward pro-
fessionally or politically, it is one more
recognition of prestige and acceptance.
Family, friends, and most colleagues
look upon such involvement as decid-
edly within the venerable tradition of
civic duty—a respons¢ to the chal-
lenge “ask what you can do for your
country.” But the potentially influen-
tial and glamorous aspects of the role
of part-time Washington adviser are
often accompanied by frustration and
ambiguity. Advisers often do not have
a clear understanding of what they are
accepting in terms of the definition of
their assignment, the work load, and
the results expected of them. What
are the functions of the council?
Why, really, was the advisory council
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formed? What is the timetable? What
homework or expertise is required?
And what output is anticipated as the
end product of the council’s work?
Not infrequently there evolves a gap
in communications or rapport, wherein
outside advisers become annoyed be-
cause they feel their advice is being
ignored or misused. Alternatively, out-
side advisers can work counter to the
“hidden agendas” of departmental offi-
cials—occasionally to the point of
undermining the realization of a major
Administration priority ().

In this article we examine the indi-
vidual role definitions and the personal
attitudes toward advisory processes of
the members of 26 councils and com-
mittees that “advised” the Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare
(HEW) and the Johnson Administra-
tion on educational policy during the
years 1966 to 1969. The central focus,
in all cases, was on national education,
but the diversity of the specialized
focus is indicated by a listing of the

names of five of the groups: the

National Advisory Committee on Vo-
cational Education; the Office of Edu-
cation Research Advisory Council; the
Advisory Council on State Depart-
ments of Education; the Commission
on Instructional Technology; and the
National Advisory Council on Library
Resources (2). Two-thirds of these
councils were appointed by the Sec-
retary of the Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare or by the U.S.
Commissioner of Education in consul-
tation with the White House; the re-
maining third were appointed directly
by the President. The advisers came
together for 2-day work sessions three
or four times a year in groups that
averaged 10 to 14 members. Most of

the council members of our study
served 2- or 3-year terms. '

These councils are neither short-
duration, ad hoc “task forces” of the
type made popular by the Johnson
White House for generating new legis-
lative proposals, nor technical review
panels that decide upon the merits of
competing requests for federal support
in the physical and social sciences. In
theory, the councils of our study were
designed to tap the administrative and
research experience of outside educa-
tors for suggestions concerning existing
or prospective policy governing federal
educational programs. The authorizing
language of various legislative statutes
or executive orders is sufficiently broad
to permit a variety of interpretations
of the functional tasks of these
councils. The tasks are defined in
phrases such as these: “to advise the
Office of Education in policy matters
related to the administration of Title
V of W program . . .”; “to review
the operation of X federal program
and evaluate its effectiveness, and make
an annual report to the President and
Congress . ”; “to advise on broad
priorities governing Y program, and
recommend changes . . .”; or “to
assist in determining the goals to be
achieved by Z program.”

Data presented in this article were
obtained in early 1969 from responses
to a questionnaire mailed to all mem-
bers of the existing major federal ad-
visory councils in the area of educa-
tional policy. More than 70 percent
of the advisers responded. This was
hardly a sample of typical Americans.
Approximately 60 percent of the sam-
ple held doctoral degrees, more than 80
percent were teachers or educational
administrators, and 88 percent were
over 40 years old. Fifty-seven percent
said they were Democrats, as opposed
to 12 percent who said they were Re-
publicans, and almost all the respond-
ents said they favored (i) an active
federal government role in education
and (ii) the domestic program initia-
tives of the Great Society. Most of the
respondents viewed themselves as edu-
cational policy makers, or at least as
educational. researchers and civic lead-
ers knowledgeable about education.
Though slightly older, the outside ad-
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visers appear strikingly similar, in
vocation and in the values they hold,
to the officials in the U.S. Office of
Education to whom they report as pre-
sumably “independent” advisers.

Previous studies of advisory coun-
cils and their membership have shown
that council members are rarely neu-
tral participants in deliberations about
policy (3, 4). Their biases and loy-
alties can, and often do, have an
effect on policy and on program im-
plementation, even if this effect is
merely that of reinforcing the views
of the officials they are advising. Less
well understood are the personal ex-
pectations of the part-time advisers and
their role perspectives. In our analysis
we sought to answer two sets of ques-
tions: (i) How do the advisers define
their advisory roles, what expectations
do they hold. for themselves, and to
whom do they consider themselves
accountable? (ii) What are their per-
sonal perspectives toward advisory
processes, and what frustrations or
disappointments did they encounter in
the course of council proceedings?
Answers to these questions should sug-
gest some of the strengths and limita-
tions of public advisory councils as
such groups are currently used in
Washington.

Advisory Elites and

Functional Role Preferences

The role of the advisory council
member is conceived here in terms of
two dimensions: preferred function
and perceived accountability. Members
of the national educational advisory
system were asked to rank six func-
tions with respect to the degree the
function characterized their council
work (Table 1). The list of functions
was derived from an open-ended pre-
liminary test of former advisers as
well as from personal discussions with
advisers and government officials.
These are, to be sure, functions quite
commonly ascribed to advisory work
both inside and outside of government.

A fairly distinct clustering of func-
tions appears, as is illustrated (Table
1) by the differential rank order of
preferences. Council members almost
unanimously say they should advise
on program priorities and should re-
view guidelines and regulations. Else-
where in the questionnaires, in their
answers to an open-ended question
asking how they viewed the job of the
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advisory council member, respondents
frequently used such terms as evaluate,
advise, guide, and advocate. The two
functions that the respondents consid-
ered next most characteristic of the
council involved activities related to
the internal decision-making operations
of the agency: making managerial
suggestions and working out new legis-
lation. It should be noted that these
are policy-determining functions, in-
volving genuine participation in the
direction of the agency and in its
internal decision-making operations, as
distinct from consultative opinions on
program planning. Lobbying for Ad-
ministration priorities or engaging in
public relations efforts are activities
which involve the relations of educa-
tional administrative units with Con-
gress or the public, and these were
viewed by the respondents of our
study as least characteristic of advisory
functions.

This rank ordering of characteristic
functions suggests three functional role
types: “advisers,” “directors,” and
“supporters.” These are not mutually
exclusive categories. Nearly all of the
respondents can be classified as “advis-
ers” of one type or another, while less
than half appeared to be “directors,”
and only a distinct minority could be
validly described as “supporters.” The
differences among these roles may be
illustrated by some observations made
by respondents in describing their job.

Adviser role. The “advisers” typically
commented:

» Advice is the primary function [of] the
advisory council . . . not [to] marshal sup-
port and legislative backing for new federal
public policy, [but to] advocate solutions
for major public policy problems.

» An advisory council is not for the pur-
pose of administering an educational pro-
gram. . . . It should serve as a sounding
board or guide to those selected to ad-
minister.

» I would oppose the establishment of
advisory councils for the purpose of lobby-
ing or for simply increasing visibility of
programs. But if the councils are given
adequate staff, specific tasks, and a degree
of independence, councils can perform the
useful functions of analysis and recom-
mendations. They should neither expect
to usurp the duties of the Congress or the
President, nor ‘“‘rubber stamp” the legis-
lative or executive policies. They can add
new dimensions to the views and perspec-
tives available to the federal process, espe-
cially during periods of rapid change and
great diversity. . . .

The “adviser” role contains several
different elements, among them the
“man in the field,” the critic, the mon-

itor, the forecaster, and the wise coun-
selor. The “adviser” conceives of his
assignment, then, as that of sending
information to the government’s policy-
determining officials, concentrating on
the “inputs” rather than on operational
“within-puts” or on external relations
with other groups. The “adviser” re-
spectfully keeps his distance and does
not expect to have operational respon-
sibility for program administration or
policy formulation, although on occa-
sion he may wish that his views were
more instrumental than they are.

Director role. Respondents of the
“director” type commented:

> Members should be more involved in
policy formation rather than reacting to
policy already determined.

> If councils are made up of truly able
individuals, then they should be policy-
making rather than advisory.

> A council member should have more
to say in decision-making within our gov-
ernmental set-up.

The “director” orientation is one as-
sumed by council members who want
greater involvement than “advisers” in
running federal programs and recasting
policy directions. Some “directors” are,
no doubt, frustrated rationalists—indi-
viduals who protest the lack of coordi-
nation and the red tape which hold
back existing grant-in-aid programs.
Some are would-be federal administra-
tors who second-guess current opera-
tions, viewing their council member-
ship as a mandate to play an active,
instrumental role.

Supporter role. The respondents who
were “supporters” wrote:

> A courageous agency, trying to do its
job under ill-informed or politically in-
spired attacks is entitled to have the but-
tressing support of an informed and com-
petent advisory council.

> 1 see the job of the advisory council
. . . [as] interpreting the program to re-
gional or professional interest groups, as
the occasion arises.

» The advisory council I serve on is more
window dressing than actual service—{it
i§] used to get higher Federal appropria-
tions. . . .

The “supporter” role has two aspects:
(i) giving reassurance and (ii) serv-
ing as an interpreter or conventional
public relations agent. Those advisory
council members who mention or
stress the functional role of “sup-
porter” do not necessarily come to
their assignments preferring it, but
they sometimes become convinced that
it was to perform these functions that
they were appointed, or they belatedly
acknowledge that this is the only area

SCIENCE, VOL. 171



in which they can make some kind of
contribution to the program. These
latter sentiments are not infrequently
encouraged by certain types of depart-
mental or bureau officials who quite
unabashedly solicit lobbying support
for their expansionist objectives or for
continuation of their programs.

To be sure, there are occasions when
advisory units are, quite understand-
ably, populated largely with supportive

elites. As one former HEW aide points.

out, occasionally a newly enacted pro-
gram or some element of it becomes
extraordinarily identified with a polit-
ical party or a distinctively partisan
White House point of view. As a con-
sequence, the implementation of the
program in, for instance, the some-
what nonpartisan world of public
school administrators might appear to
be headed for a rocky course. In an
effort to retrieve a large element of ed-
ucational legitimacy for the program,
and “to relieve the program of some
of its intense political overtones,” this
former HEW aide commented, “We
would set about composing an advisory
council of as many non-partisan highly
prestigious professional educators as
we could find.” At least from the
standpoint of some federal administra-
tors, then, this strategy raises an al-
ternative political perspective for what
might otherwise appear to be an elit-
ist and rather undemocratic selection
process. Passing reference should be
made here, however, to the fact that
what is viewed as “supportive” at the
Office of Education may not necessar-
ily be viewed in the same way at the
White House. For example, Harry
Dent, a political operative at the White
House under the Nixon Administra-
tion, is quoted as saying that presi-
dential boards and commissions are
one of “our prime sources of patron-
age,” while James E. Allen, Jr., former
Nixon Administration Commissioner
of Education, reports (5) that 50 to
60 of the names he forwarded, as
nominees for advisory committees, to
the White House for political clearance
were never approved.

Council members were then asked,
in the questionnaire, which of six gen-
eral functions they felt their council
should be involved in. Their norma-
tive statements about the functions of
advisory councils indicate not only
strong preferences for practices related
to the “adviser” and “director” roles,
but also little regard for the “sup-
porter” role (see Table 2).
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Table 1. Educational advisers’ ranking of functions.*

Functions

Reply (%)t

Characteristic charggﬁsﬁc op?:l(i)on
1. Advise on program priorities 91 7 2
2. Review guidelines and regulations 88 8 4
3. Make managerial suggestions 57 30 13
4. Work out new legislation 45 41 14
5. Work on publicity and support 38 49 13
6. Do lobbying work 17 68 15

* The question was presented in a close-ended format: ‘““There are many functions characteristic of

Advisory Councils. Which of the following are characteristic of your unit?”’

176.

Government officials should be alert
to the very real disposition of many
advisory council members to play a
more substantial and involved part
in policy-determining activities. About
half of the council members say
(Table 1) that their council performs
managerial-directorial functions, where-
as almost three-fourths of the members
think the managerial-directorial role
desirable and proper. Presumably this
indicates an interest in increased par-
ticipation in, if not control over, the
decision making of departments and

bureaus. Such participation would no

doubt be of considerable benefit to
“concerned” outside professional and
associational interests, but, on the other

hand, it might be highly undesirable |

for the consumers of educational ser-
vices (students, parents, and ultimately
the public) as well as for those officials
within the government who wish to
remain somewhat aloof and detached
from the producers of educational
services and products (6).

Officials who expect advisory coun-
cils to perform various political or
supportive functions should be pre-
pared to meet with noticeable resist-
ance to such requests. Often the ad-
visers resent or reject attempts on the

 Number in sample,

part of government aides to exploit
an advisory council in this manner.
Often, one would suppose, a closer
affiliation between the advisory coun-
cil member and a federal department
would bring about greater empathy
from the citizen adviser for the job of
the department—a feeling that more
needs to be done, that more help is
required. Advisory council members,
however, show little appetite for as-
sisting with political and public rela-
tions through lobbying or efforts to
forge supportive coalitions. This may
be due to the council member’s well-
developed career orientation as “a pro-
fessional man.” It may be that educa-
tors feel a lack of experience in their
dealings with government at any level,
or even an apprehension about “politi-
cal” activities. In any event, there
seems far less convergence between ad-
visory roles on the one hand and po-
litical or public affairs roles on the
other in the field of education than in
that of law (7). The educational pol-
icy adviser, at least as he defines and
performs his task, contributes more to
the federal executive branch through
adaptive than through supportive func-
tions.

Generally, however, there is a rather

Table 2. Educational advisers’ role preferences.*

Category Role preference

Level of agreement (%)t

Tend to

Tend to . Dis- No
Agree dis-
agree agree agree  reply

“Adviser” Council members should seek 47 29 12 7 5

out and advocate solutions

for major problems
“Director” Councils serve very much like 17 54 16 9 4

a board of directors, lend-

ing advice and opinions
“Supporter” Councils should marshal public 10 21 31 35 3

support and legislative backing

for new federal policy

* The statements of column 2 were included in a closed-choice section of our questionnaire.

ber in sample, 176.

+ Num-~
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Table 3. Educational adviéers’ general accountability perspectives.*

Levels of accountability (%)

Accountability focus

High Low None No reply
U.S. Office of Education 52 29 11 8
Executive Branch 31 31 . 27 10
Interest group organization 24 27 38 11
Professional association 20 - 33 36 11
Home state 13 25 50 12

* The question was posed as follows: “In terms of your service on this Advisory body, what degree
of accountability do you feel toward the following institutions or persons?’” The respondents were

asked to treat each category separately; this encouraged a multiple response.

176.

close correspondence between what
members believe their council is doing
and what they feel it should do. Many
of these outside advisers want, if any-
thing, to be more involved and have a
more direct effect upon what is going
on in national educational policy, and
to avoid situations in which they are
asked to act as lobbyists. We may
tentatively postulate, though, that most
advisers have adequate leeway in de-
termining the functional uses that are
made of their contributions as mem-
bers of advisory councils.

Advisory Elites and
Accountability Perspectives

A second notable feature in the edu-
cational advisers’ definition of their
role is the way in which they view
their accountability. To what groups
or interests do they feel they owe some
measure of loyalty or obligation?
Whose interests are uppermost in their
minds as they participate in advisory
council deliberations? To some extent,
educational policy advisers are free
agents. Unlike legislators or even chief
executives, they have not stood, and
will not stand, for election before an
explicit political constituency. Unlike
civil servants or appointed officials,
they are not subject to extensive legal
rulings and bureaucratic traditions. On
the other hand, they have been desig-
nated by public officials to render pol-
icy guidance to the federal government.
Moreover, they are usually paid a con-
sultant’s fee of approximately $100 a
day, in addition to travel and living
expenses. And, perhaps of greatest im-
portance, most of these citizen-advisers
are closely affiliated with specialized
professional and interest groups. The
designated adviser’s colleagues in such
career associations hold some implicit,
if not explicit, expectations about his
role performances. Hence, it is relevant
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to inquire whether the adviser acknowl-
edges any such obligation (“peer ex-
pectations”) or whether he fashions
his role in response to some set of
competing factors.

In our sample, the advisers, despite
their unfavorable attitude toward the
“supporter” role, evidenced a measur-
ably greater degree of accountability
to the U.S. Office of Education and
to the Executive Branch than to any
external interest. This may in part re-
flect a sense of obligation to the au-
thority that accords them the status of
advisory council membership. Or per-
haps it is merely a realistic acknowl-
edgment that, if one cannot be of help
to the Office of Education and the
White House, then there is little justi-
fication for participation in the first
place. It may also be that the question
concerning accountability elicits a pub-
lic-spirited civic service ethic—which
is one of the several elements that
attract many of these citizens to ad-
visory council work. In any case, they
interpret their assignment more as that
of consultants to the government than
as that of representatives from a more
restricted constituency.

The manner in which the question
about accountability was posed (see
Table 3) permits a multiple response,
and although the highest percentage of
accountability was accorded the host
agencies, it is important to note that
many respondents felt some measure
of accountability to professional asso-
ciations or to interest-group organi-
zations. Their occupational background,
which, for the most part, is that of
educational professionals, is of some
consequence in guiding or forming
their policy preferences and policy-
making behavior (3, 8).

We also asked in the questionnaire
about cue-giving “significant others”
taken into consideration by the indi-
vidual adviser as he performs his task
(see Table 4). Answers to this question

were coded in a manner which would
indicate only the major or dominant
concern of the advisory participant.
Such coding encourages a response
different from “the federal govern-
ment” or “the federal government’s
constituent agencies” in that it implies
the presumption that advisory partici-
pants were recruited to speak for in-
terests and concerns not sufficiently
represented in the government. Despite
the respondents’ highly homogeneous
occupational background as educa-
tional professionals, broader public or
consumer concerns were mentioned
more often than specific professional
or specialized educational concerns.
Perhaps professional socialization has,
at least to some extent, translated profes-
sional interests into public interests,
and vice versa. An equally plausible
explanation is that many of the individ-
uals selected as advisers to their na-
tional government have developed a
personal code of accountability which
is broader than specialized vocational
preoccupations.

While it is impossible to determine
how pervasively the attitudes indicated
in the data of Table 4 guide advisory
performance, they do fit the profile pat-
tern of a public-spirited, voluntary
citizen participation in the altruistic
pursuit of -educational opportunities
for the public. Council members seem-
ingly perceive student and consumer
interests as a major focal point of the
work of their council. Questions con-
cerning ways to improve the quality
of education for all, ways to upgrade
educational opportunities for the poor,
and ways to bring greater educational
advantages to all age groups loom as
central concerns of the typical advi-
sory council participant. In such advi-
sory council endeavors, members act
more as private citizens accountable
to the national government than as
politically motivated individuals pro-
moting their own or specialized pro-
fessional interests. This is not to sug-
gest that private or narrow professional
interests go entirely unrepresented in
the advisory processes. In response to
both of the questions about perceived
accountability (Tables 3 and 4), many
advisers explicitly mention such inter-
ests; if anything, this type of inquiry
is likely to generate a bias toward un-
derstatement of this concern rather
than frank acknowledgment of nar-
rower obligations.

It is a personal observation of one
of us, who has frequently participated
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in national educational advisory groups,
that advisory council participants and
government officials who are present
at council sessions also act as signifi-
cant cue-givers. For example, advisory
council participants with explicit and
sometimes strong occupational and
interest-group orientations often, in
council sessions, temper their expres-
sion of such attitudes in order to win
respect and approval from their fellow
participants. Not to do so might result
in having one’s views discounted. To
speak loudly or at length solely for one’s
client or one’s interest group would
surely earn the disapproval of the
majority of one’s council colleagues,
not to mention that of the attending
public officials. To be sure, it is ex-
pected that on certain occasions a
‘member will submit the facts as they
are viewed back home at his State
House or within his own professional
circles. But exposure to counterbalanc-
ing views lessens strong interest-group
bias and leads to action based on the
participant’s personal convictions, to
a balance of perspectives, to greater
open-mindedness, and to a commitment
to learn about the deleterious conse-
quences of a policy one has favored or
the advantages of a policy one has
opposed.

The operational “rules of the game”
in most of these national advisory
councils can be compared with those
described by Barber (9) in his analysis
of community finance boards. Although
the boards he examined met much
more often than the councils of our
study and had more explicit authority
over budget and tax matters, the norms
he observed at work are strikingly
similar to those operating in the coun-
cils we studied: controversy does not
reflect political partisanship, contro-
versy does not involve personal animos-
ity, and unanimity does not indicate
passivity. Barber concludes that (9,
p. 113):

The important point behind these norms
is that controversy and integration are not

opposites in the deliberative process, but.

rather factors which complement and sup-
port one another. Controversy is possible
because the group has defined it in a par-
ticular way, channeled it into productive
courses. Integration thus includes agree-
ment on the norms by which this defining
and channeling is accomplished. Con-
versely, integration in the sense of unani-
mous agreement on practical solutions in
which the members have confidence is
made possible by controversy, by the
working through of many objections to
the proposal the group finally adopts.
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Table 4. Educational advisers’ interest-group
accountability perspectives.®

. Percent-
Concerns or interests agest
General public interest 20
Students, children 20
The poor or minorities 14
Specific levels of education or 13

governments (for example,
higher education, states)

Professional associations or 15
other special interests

Don’t know, no answer, or 18
other concerns

*The question was open-ended, Responses were
coded according to the predominant accountability
focus. The question read: ‘“When you are par-
ticipating in the work of Advisory Councils,
whose concerns are uppermost in your mind—
whom' do you speak for?” ¥ Number in sam-
ple, 176.

Within the advisory councils of our
study, substantive controversy appar-
ently was kept to a minimum: 63 per-
cent of the advisers say there was little
or no difference of opinion on substan-
tive matters within their council, and
72 percent report that there were few
or no differences on substantive mat-
ters between the council and the gov-
ernment staff members.

Discontent with Various Aspects
of Advisory Council Work

Despite the fact that most ad-
visory council members feel flattered
at being asked to participate in na-
tional policy deliberations, many of
them are not altogether pleased with
the quality of the process. Some ex-
press bitter resentment at the ineptness
of the federal bureaucracy in operat-
ing these councils. Writers in the past
(10) occasionally have pointed out
the disadvantages of relying on part-
time advisers and outside experts. And
more than a few critics have noted that
it is impossible to compose a council in
such a way as to please all parties. There
will always be some interests excluded,
some overrepresented, and so forth.
Similarly, the sensitivity, patience, and
available time of the federal officials
who work with outside groups of ad-
visers are often inadequate to the
demand. Government administrators
often are rushed and think in terms of
expediency and time-saving, whereas
many outside experts want to take a
long-range view of a particular pol-
icy problem. On the other hand, cer-
tain outside advisers who happen also

to be state or local administrators may -
differ in the opposite direction, want-
ing to speed up grant-in-aid processes
or wanting to discuss specific “nuts and
bolts” types of concerns. And, of
course, some advisory council mem-
bers emphasize one type of advisory
function over another, or view them-
selves as representing one particular
interest group. In short, advisory
groups can be unwieldy and difficult
to use to good advantage. '

Our data indicate that advisory coun-
cilmen hold conflicting views about
the advisory process and about the
degree of success their council is hav-
ing. When asked to evaluate the policy
impact of their council’s work, or to
comment on the shortcomings of the
federal advisory process, they are
often quite negative (Table 5). Yet,
as was reported elsewhere (3), ad-
visers feel that their council participa-
tion is “valuable” for themselves and
for the government agency concerned.
Most participants feel that they them-
selves are performing “well” and “influ-
entially.” They welcome the invitation
to serve, and they usually have a
sense of making a contribution to the
nation. This apparent contradiction be-
tween one’s appraisal of (i) an organi-
zation’s work and (ii) one’s own per-
formance in that organization may
reflect a difference in degree of ob-
jectivity.

The impact of council activity is
perceived as somewhat greater on
policy implementation than on new
legislation. This difference quite cor-
rectly reflects the emphasis of advisory
council assignments and the preoccu-
pation of councils with the administra-
tive rather than the legislative process.
Only about half of the councils sur-
veyed had express mandates to report
to both Congress and the Executive
Branch. It should be noted, too, that
advisory councils have frequently been
established in new legislation, primarily
for purposes of program and policy re-
view and only secondarily for the pur-
pose of making legislative recommen-
dations. Furthermore, in recent years
presidential staff members have tended
to rely upon “White House task forces”
rather than departmental advisory
councils when formulating legislative
recommendations (77). It is to be ex-
pected, then, that advisory councils
will have more of an impact on policy
implementation than on legislative de-
velopments. What is notable here, how-
ever, is the generally modest assess-
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Table 5. Advisers’ assessments of their council’s impact on quality of (i) legislation and

(ii) policy implementation.

Degree of impact (%)*

Category Limi
Significant Moderate lrll?)lrtzti:e(t)r No reply
Legislation 16 23 45 16
Policy implementation 25 30 32 13

* Number in sample, 176.

ment of this impact. Although the
respondents of our sample regard their
task seriously and consider their own
performance quite satisfactory, they
nonetheless seem to feel that the coun-
cil has relatively minor impact on
administrative and legislative policy.
There are several factors that may
explain this rather modest assessment.
Some advisers assume that the effect of
their contributions should be meager,
because of their distance from govern-
ment operations. Others have been en-
gaged in their assignments for only a
year or so and probably estimate that
it will be a long time before any “sig-
nificant” changes can be made. It is
also likely that these modest assess-
ments of impact are closely related to,
if not explained by, council members’
dissatisfaction with various aspects of
the organization and operation of the
councils. Table 6 presents the educa-
tional advisers’ responses to a number
of statements about advisory work.
The range of problems afflicting the
advisory process suggests several criti-
cal limitations to the effectiveness of
advisory councils. The noncirculating,
elite membership of the councils calls
into question the rationale for the
existence of “citizen” advisory councils
and raises anew the often-debated
question of whether advisory boards
should be manned by “experts” or by
representatives of the “public interest.”
Some people argue that the political
and legislative processes present ample
opportunity for representative expres-
sion of the public interest and that
what is needed within an advisory
process is the specialist or expert drawn
directly from the professions and in-
dustry (12). Do away with the middle-
man, they say: “The representative fac-
tor is of little consequence except as
an indication of the expert qualification
of the committeeman, the breadth of
his experience, and his close touch with
a profession or industry” (12). But in
more recent years, especially in the
War on Poverty and Model Cities ex-
periences, scores of spokesmen have
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called for greater representation for
both the poor and the program con-
sumers (13).

As may be seen in Table 7, a sub-
stantial proportion of the advisers in
our sample were opposed to the propo-
sition that council participants should
act as spokesmen for their professions.
There is less agreement, however, on
the long-controversial question of
whether councils should have an “ex-
pert” or a more “representative” ori-
entation. A number of the advisers
were in sympathy with the view ex-
pressed by one of their number:

Most advisory council members are rep-
resentative of areas, or race, or seXx, or
political leanings. Many are useless on
advisory committees but seem to come
for the ride. Members should be selected
more on their competencies for creative
ideas in the area they are to advise!

Obviously, the ideal condition is one
where highly knowledgeable laymen
can be recruited along with objective
professionals to introduce a fresh point
of view and something of the “out-
sider’s” perspective. Such people, how-
ever, are difficult to find and, once
found and involved, often become
hardly distinguishable from the “in-
side” specialists and professionals.

A second complaint of the advisers
in our sample concerns the lack of
time available for in-depth discussion
of policy and program alternatives.
Nearly three-fourths of the advisory
participants cite this problem, and this
alone is reason for concern. But the
fact is that it is precisely because gov-
ernment aides do not spend enough of
their own time on comparative analysis
of program implications that the ad-
visory groups are set up, and this is
even greater cause for concern. Never
before has the federal government been
so in need of systematic assessment of
competing policy approaches for the
resolution of critical social and eco-
nomic domestic problems (I4).

The advisers feel, moreover, that
there are not enough council meetings.

- Often there is not enough money to

finance more frequent meetings, and
often meetings are postponed because
of turnovers in personnel within the
government agencies in question. But
the problem here is not entirely the
fault of the relevant government offi-
cials. Often the council members them-
selves are exceedingly busy people. Not
infrequently it takes at least an hour
for a panel and its staff merely to settle
upon a time and place for the next
meeting. And, of course, the more
prestigious the panel is, the more diffi-
cult it is to select a time when its
members can all come for more than
a day and a half.

As a consequence of the short dura-
tion of meetings and their infrequency,
a council often depends quite heavily
upon the quality of research provided
by council staffs or by professional re-
searchers. But almost half of the edu-
cational policy advisers of our sample
view the quality of current research as
“inadequate.” And many of them view
the staff help as inadequate. Witness
the following statements made by mem-
bers of three different advisory coun-
cils:

» The problem is not with the advisory
councils. The problem is that USOE staff
is inadequate in quantity and quality.
They are also subjected to unreasonable
demands on their time. For these reasons
they do not ask their advisory councils
the right questions and are unable to pro-
vide the right or adequate data when the
right questions do come up.

» The advisory council must be evaluated
on the basis of its staff-work. If that is
creative and good, the advisory council
can do an outstanding job. If not, the
advisory council is usually ineffective and
tends to be a cover or screen for inade-
quate performance. In the case of my
own council, the staff is earnest but un-
trained and ineffective—and the result has
been a less excellent performance than
might have been the case.

» Usually they [councils] are badly
staffed, and not advised as to their proper
functions. Usually they are presented with
a staff document that is too long for them
to digest properly; usually it comes too
late, too near the deadline, and is so badly
phrased that the council doesn’t under-
stand much of it. . . .

Funds "are rarely appropriated when
Congress creates advisory councils. In-
stead, these councils almost always
compete for very limited salary and
expense funds allocated for departmen-
tal administration. This means that
councils seldom have an independent
staff or sufficient resources to contract
for independent studies and evalua-
tions.
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All too often these inadequacies are
manifested in something like the fol-
lowing sequence. The first meeting or
two is very well attended, both by the
advisory council members and by
senior officials of the government; ex-
pectations are high and lofty objectives
are set. At succeeding sessions the at-
tendance of participants is uneven,
staff preparation is less adequate, and
fewer government officials are present.
Later in the sequence of events officials
may exhibit indifference toward coun-
cil recommendations, and some may
explicitly request resolutions of en-
dorsement and lobbying activity rather
than “advice”; for example, they may
say, “We need more help on the Hill,”
or “Give us some ammunition to
strengthen our hand with the Budget
Bureau!” In a series of interviews,
some bureau-level officials of the U.S.
Office of Education told us rather
frankly: “Just about everybody knows
these advisory groups are set up mainly
for lobbying, but since it is really il-
legal [to put outside consultants on the
government payroll for lobbying pur-
poses], you have to be somewhat subtle
about it and be sure not to put it in
writing. . . .” This de-emphasis of the
adviser’s potential intellectual contri-
bution in favor of seemingly manipula-
tive solicitation for endorsement may
further undermine the morale of many
advisers. Understandably, but regret-
tably, the more talented and often the
more critical advisers may gradually
stop attending, and the professional
meeting-goers and interest-group repre-
sentatives are left to carry on the
work.

The fundamental concern persists:
Can advisory councils be made to op-
erate effectively in the pursuit of bet-
ter policy intelligence, appraisals, and
program feedback? One-third of the
council members frankly admit that the
expectations held for such councils are
far too high (see Table 6). Complaints
about the misuse or exploitation of the
councils were frequent among the
members. Said one: “Now and then I
get the idea that the council was called
so as to comply with the law, rather
than with any expectation that we
might make some real contribution.”
Said another: “Political sensitivity to
special interest lobbies is more deeply
entrenched than I had anticipated.”
While most of the advisers are not
harsh critics of the advisory process in
which they participate, there is surely
an underlying sense of discontent. This
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Table 6. Advisers’ perceptions of advisory process problems.*

Problems Percentaget

1. Too many of the same people already involved in the policy area 74
are also sitting on advisory councils. Greater efforts should be
made to attract new and younger members.

2. Not much time for critical in-depth discussion of policy and pro- 72
gram alternatives.

3. The quality of basic research relevant to advisory council’s scope 47
of concern is inadequate. .

4. Our advisory council did not meet often enough. 37

5. Advisory councils are far too overrated with respect to what they 34
can do.

6. Advisory councils seem to be used more as “window dressing” or 31
for public relations rather than for genuine advisory work.

7. Quality of advisory council staff has been mediocre or unsatis- .18

factory.

* Each of these close-ended inquiry statements was presented for respondent reaction.

sample, 176.

is clear because the two concerns most
frequently cited are fundamental: the
first questions the openness and demo-
cratic makeup of the membership; the
second questions whether members
have adequate opportunity to make in-
tellectually honest appraisals of pro-
grams and policies, given the restrictive
time framework.

In a discussion of general advisory
boards, MacMahon (I5) has summed
up a familiar -attitude of resignation
toward these two concerns.

Advisory bodies have an advantage
when their scope is limited and relatively
technical. They are inherently disadvan-
taged when attached as standing bodies
for overall counsel to an agency or unit
as a whole. In such circumstances, amid
the pressure of administrative decisions,
items for the agenda are likely to be his-
tory when the committee meets. The ses-
sions are padded with descriptive lectures.
It may happen, therefore, that administra-
tors become irked and the advisers frus-
trated and indifferent even when they
cherish the honor of membership and at-
tend through habit or curiosity.

Other critics question the logic of
relying on outside committees for any-
thing but symbolic or pedestrian func-
tions. These reservations are well ex-

+ Number in

pressed in the following comments
made by Henry Kissinger nearly 10
years before he joined the White
House national security staff (16):

The committee system not only has a
tendency to ask the wrong questions, it
also puts a premium on the wrong quali-
ties. The committee process is geared to
the pace of conversation. Even where the
agenda is composed of memoranda, these
are prepared primarily as a background
for discussion, and they stand or fall on
the  skill with which they are presented.
Hence, quickness of comprehension is
more important than reflectiveness, flu-
ency more useful than creativeness. The
ideal “committee man” does not operate
with ideas too far outside of what is
generally accepted. Thus the thrust of
committees is toward a standard of aver-
age performance. Since a complicated
idea cannot be easily absorbed by ear—
particularly when it is new—committees
lean toward what fits in with the most
familiar experience of the members. They
therefore produce great pressures in favor
of the status quo. Committees are con-
sumers and sometimes sterilizers of ideas,
rarely creators of them.

While Kissinger is perhaps more pessi-
mistic than most government officials,
his observations are not greatly at odds
with our own. For, in general, we con-
clude (admittedly going beyond the

Table 7. Educational advisers’ perceptions of representation focus.*

Percentages who agree or disagreef

Representation statement Tend Tend .
Agree to to Dis- No
agree disagree agree reply
Advisory council members should 19 27 4?2 2
primarily serve as representatives
of their professions
If positive recommendations are 26 31 18 5

sought from an advisory com-
mittee, this should be composed
of experts rather than representa-
tives

* These two statements were presented in a close-ended format.

1 Number in sample, 176.
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evidence of our survey data) that ad-
visory boards are more often conserva-
tive than creative, more often super-
ficial than systematic, and more often
co-opted as supporters of incremental
expansion of existing activities than in-
dependently engaged in fundamental or
fresh policy reappraisals.

Discussion

If a substantial number of partici-
pants in the federal educational ad-
visory process feel that they are not
making a significant contribution to
policy-making activities of the federal
government, one of the basic troubles
appears to lie in the unclear manner
in which advisory councils are con-
ceived and defined at their outset. Is
the council expected to develop legis-
lation, marshal public support, evalu-
ate program implementation, or merely
reassure government officials that pro-
grams are moving along on the right
track? Government officials should spec-
ify as precisely as possible the exact
function or functions that are desired,
and these functions should be explicitly
stated when prospective council parti-
cipants are being recruited.

In general, so long as the individual
council member performs the primary
functional role of “adviser,” there is
little ambiguity regarding his assign-
ment. When, however, he moves more
aggressively into the policy-making role
of “director,” or when government offi-
cials succeed in casting outside policy
advisers in the role of “supporters,”
discontent may develop. An advisory
council participant who wants to be
more of a “director” than an “adviser”
will feel more discontent if his council
does not bring about legislative change
or change in administrative policy. The
role of “adviser,” which encompasses
advocacy of new ideas, assessment of
needs, and a critical evaluation of
existing programs, should be more
rigorously defined and accorded prime
recognition. The propensity of advisory
council members to aspire to active
participation in the determination of
policy and the tendency of government
personnel to prefer that councils per-
form supportive functions should be
acknowledged. In short, the advisory
council process might operate much
more effectively if both advisory coun-
cil members and the governmental
recipients of advice were clearly aware
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from the start of what each expected
of the other.

Even if a more precise understand-
ing about advisory functions and roles
can be communicated between insider
and outsider, significant limitations on
the impact of advisory councils on
federal policy will remain. We strongly
suggest that advisory councils not be
established if staffing must be inade-
quate and meeting time insufficient. A
related and perennial concern, from
the point of view of the advisers, is the
fact that rarely have their government
counterparts kept them adequately in-
formed between official council meet-
ings. However, these shortcomings
should all be amenable to objective at-
tack. Regrettably, few, if any, serious
efforts to improve this basic situation
were made during the latter years of.
the Johnson Administration or have
been made during the first 2 years of
the Nixon Administration (17). In-
deed, in what little attention they give
these councils, both Administrations
have exercised control over them by
blacklisting or politically vetoing cer-
tain types of critics and by recruiting
partisan supporters who were favor-
ably disposed toward White House
policy perspectives and less likely than
others to complain about the limita-
tions of the advisory process itself [see
3] '

There is also a need for a more
thoughtful congressional appreciation
of the use of advisory councils. Con-
gress tends to legislate advisory units
every time it passes a major bill, with
the result that the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare and
the Office of Education end up with an
excessive number of advisory councils,
usually too fragmented or ill-organized
for giving helpful advice on broad
policy problems. The Office of Educa-
tion might be much better off with
fewer councils, some with a broader
focus that, preferably, would cut across
bureau lines rather than run the chance
of being the captive of any one bureau.

The membership composition of
advisory councils should be designed
in the light of the specified functions
the council is expected to serve. Cer-
tain groups might be explicitly made
up only of outstanding individuals in
specialized fields. Others should be as
representative as possible of consumer
interests from all regions and from all
age groups. This latter objective is
rarely achieved—in part because of a

lack of precedent and in part because
of a bureaucratic lack of imagination.
Deep and divisive conflicts in this na-
tion will not be assuaged if government
officials neglect the views and com-
plaints of the poor, the young, and the
disaffiliated. To be sure, formation of
a genuinely representative advisory
group that will function effectively may
require additional time and prepara-
tion. But, to date, relatively little fed-
eral effort has been expended on ex-
perimenting with various modes of
popular or representative consultative
practices. Ironically, the federal gov-
ernment frequently urges a more
broadly based citizen participation at
the local levels of government while
hypocritically eschewing any serious
commitment to such strategy in its own
processes.

It is important to recognize that a
spectrum of options concerning ad-
visory councils is available to federal
officials and that no one format should
become fixed as the model. Occasion-
ally, for example, it is more effective
and productive to appoint five or six
talented specialists and let them con-
stitute themselves a working group of
experts for making explicit recommen-
dations about certain complicated
policy matters. Such a group might
best operate under a 1- or 2-year dead-
line and go about its work in an un-
publicized and highly professional way.
But for a variety of other advisory as-
signments, advisory councils will prove
to be valuable only if they are inde-
pendent of the agencies they are advis-
ing. Many councils of these types
should be sufficiently representative of
the general public to be truly indepen-
dent of (i) the political and professional
interests of the incumbent Administra-
tion and (ii) the vested interests of the
well-organized interest groups in the
policy area in question. To achieve this
end, Congress and the Executive
Branch should occasionally fund such
advisory groups independently of the
federal departments and ensure that
adequate staff is provided and that non-
politicized recruiting operations are
permitted. There are risks involved in
council formats of this latter type;
they may prove unwieldy and costly
for national political leaders. But such
risks and costs may be preferable to
indictments of national advisory sys-
tems as elitist and closed (19). And
Robert Dahl’s recent suggestions (20)
about worker-council and self-manage-
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ment strategies point in the direction of
yet another set of policy-appraisal
possibilities.

Also, there is the important norma-
tive question of how effective or influ-
ential advisory councils should be
allowed to become. Can a political sys-
tem which is based on the periodic
electoral accountability of public offi-
cials accord a special policy-determin-
ing role to an elite, nonelected group
of advisers, responsible not to a con-
stituency but to their own values and
standards? Despite our findings indi-
cating a relatively high sense of ac-
countability to the federal Executive
Branch and the general public, many
of these advisers admitted ties to occu-
pational and interest group organiza-
tions. If these latter interests were
representative of the diversity of pro-
fessions and interest groups within the
country, there would be less cause for
concern, but this is clearly not the
case. This question is one of special
importance in the current period of
strong pressures for expanded popular
involvement in governmental decision-
making processes (21).

Properly recruited and staffed, ad-
visory councils can help to redirect un-
certain federal programs and to recast
misdirected policy intentions. Advisory
councils may also prove to be an effec-
tive means of encouraging critical pop-
ular participation within the existing
governmental system—but this is a
matter that so far has been little ex-
plored (21, 22). The benefits and the
costs of democratically representative
advisory councils will be different from
those of advisory councils whose mem-
bers have been selected for their tech-
nical expertise. And it is possible that,
on occasion, both types of advisory
councils (representative and technically-
specialized) might productively give
advice on the same sets of problems.
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Whatever the function and whatever.

the strategies of advice, advisory coun-
cils are not cost-free; needed intelli-
gence is rarely secured without cost in
any enterprise. Careful projection of
the costs required by the scope of the
advisory task is obviously necessary,
and now all too often neglected. For,
as the record of existing national ad-
visory councils in education suggests,
the process by which policy advice is
obtained seems to be characterized by
its ambiguities and shortcomings as
well as by its potential effectiveness.
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