
LETTERS 

OMB Approach to Management 

The report on the role of the Office 
of Management and Budget (OMB) 
in managing federal science programs 
by Barbara J. Culliton (News and Com- 
ment, 1 Feb., p. 392) reads like a de- 
scription of the early stages of the 
Apollo program. NASA hired Bell- 
comm, Inc., to act as their "OMB" in 
overseeing Apollo activities. As one 
might expect, adversary relationships 
were quickly established. The NASA 
field centers were never as cut off from 
top management as, say, the National 
Institutes of Health appear to be cut off 
from Nixon, so the associate adminis- 
trator for Manned Spacecraft often 
found himself with conflicting advice 
from his management "experts" and 
his operating personnel. 

My responsibility was the space en- 
vironment-radiation and meteoroids. 
Bellcomm arrived on the scene just 
as we finished a major effort to stop 
the spacecraft contractor from spend- 
ing large sums to evaluate radiation 
damage to spacecraft materials (we 
felt that if we protected the astronauts, 
we needn't worry about transisters and 
rubber hatch seals). We suddenly 
found ourselves on the other foot, re- 
quired to show cause for not abolish- 
ing the Solar Particle Alert Network, 
which was the basis for our radiation 
protection system. The hassle was 
eventually referred to the Manned 
Spaceflight Science and Technology 
Committee, a group of noted outside 
scientists, who made recommendations 
in our favor. 

Having been out of the Manned 
Space Program for 5 years, I have 
tried to look at the experience with 
Bellcomm from the point of view of 
the executive who needs help in main- 
taining cognizance and effective in- 
fluence over large programs. Bellcomm 
did some good; I am sure OMB does 
some good. In any large operation, 
some waste, misdirection, and general 
nonsense is swept along with the good 
parts; there is some probability that 
an outside reviewer will recognize the 
nonsense, and successfully bring it to 
the attention of the executive. 

The problem, to borrow a term fromn 
The Peter Principle (1), is that the 
0MB approach is "input oriented."' 
They continually ask: "What are the 
alternatives? Should the government be 
doing this at all?" The problem is not 
the questions; it is their application to 
the entire spectrum of federal pro- 
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grams by people who can't tell whether 
they are given a good answer. The 
President, and the country, would be 
better served by an "M" part of OMB 
that practiced "management by excep- 
tion," an "output oriented" approach 
that extended the executive arm in 
cases where performance showed a need. 
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Operations Research 

On reading Aaron Wildavsky's ad- 
mirable review (28 Dec. 1973, p. 
1335) of Brewer's book Politicians, 
Bureaucrats, and the Consultant (1), 
I was suddenly brought up short by 
the phrase, "some low-level operations 
researcher." I have recently been re- 
minded of my own experiences in that 
field by the release, by British military 
security authorities, of a manuscript I 
wrote in 1946, which they have at last 
allowed to be published (2). In that 
period, we did not think of operational 
research (or operations research to 
Americans) as a low-level activity; 5 
of the 30 to 40 people who worked for 
the Operational Research Section, Coast- 
al Command, Royal Air Force, became 
Fellows of the Royal Society, and 2 
received Nobel prizes. From what 
Wildavsky writes, I suspect that the 
poor results of the attempts to pro- 
vide scientific assistance to the de- 
cision-makers in the cities of Pitts- 
bUrgh and San Francisco arose, partly 
if not mainly, from a neglect of some 
of the basic principles developed dur- 
ing the rather successful wartime ef- 
forts to help the British Air Staff, who 
were running an almost equally com- 
plex enterprise. 

Pat Blackett (later Lord Blackett, 
Nobel Laureate and president of the 
Royal Society) wrote two basic memo- 
randa, in 1941 and 1943, about the 
methods of operational research (2, pp. 
6-9, 25-30). Among his main points 
are these: "The first step, that of col- 
lecting the actual data, is by itself of 
enormous importance, for it is not 
uncommon for operational staffs to be 
unacquainted with what is actually 
being achieved." Then, "Closely re- 
lated to the collection of data is the 
necessity to obtain a clear definition 
of the problem which the data are 
expected to elucidate." It seems that 

neither of these preliminary steps were 
adequately looked after in the two 
city studies. Then Blackett distinguishes 
two methods of attacking the problem: 
the "a priori" method, by which he 
means constructing a model system, 
with variables related by differential 
equations (for the solution of which 
we had at that time no computers to 
call to our aid), and the "variational" 
method, in which one agrees to 
"abandon the attempt to construct 
from first principles a complete imagi- 
nary operation something like the real 
one under investigation, and to replace 
it by the attempt to find, both by ex- 
perimental and by analytical methods, 
how a real operation would be altered 
if certain of the variables were varied." 
He points out that "the results of a 
priori investigations can rarely be left 
to stand on their own feet; in most 
problems they need supplementing by 
the 'variational analysis.' " Surely ne- 
glect of this lesson contributed heavily 
to the failure of the San Francisco and 
Pittsburgh analyses and may also 
greatly diminish the value of the 
"limits to growth" model (3). 

I suggest adding to the very sensible 
general rules given by Wildavsky two 
more, right at the beginning: don't be 
niggardly with time or money in get- 
ting the real facts (not opinions, facts); 
and weave backward and forward 
from model-making to testing the ef- 
fects of interim decisions. I should 
also like to add a final rule. It is not 
enough to see that hypothetical bene- 
fits "outweigh estimated costs by at 
least ten to one." Often the benefits 
and the costs are in any case incom- 
mensurable (for example, aircrew lives 
weighed against the time scientists 
spend figuring, or living standards 
weighed against architects' drawings). 
More important, it is rarely worth al- 
tering existing procedures, which every- 
one concerned is used to, unless the 
forecast increase in efficiency is at 
least 50 percent, preferably 100 per- 
cent, to be attained in some reason- 
ably short period, before the next al- 
teration becomes necessary. 
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