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Beyond Weber: Conceptualizing an alternative ideal type of

bureaucracy in developing contexts
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4. Conclusion

This article proposes an alternative ideal type of bureaucracy, termed bureau-franchising. Drawing upon my fieldwork
in China, I have illustrated four concrete features of this model. Whereas the Weberian model is an ideal type that fea-
tures low opportunistic risks with low-powered incentives, the bureau-franchising model offers high-powered incen-
tives with high opportunistic risks. Insights from neo-institutional economics suggest that no single organizational
form is universally ideal. Weber is right that legal-rational bureaucracy provides the best fit for modern capitalist mar-
kets, which demand predictable administration. In developed economies like the US, public bureaucracies are generally
expected to perform routine tasks in an accountable and rule-abiding manner. In developing and transitional

economies like China, however, the realities are starkly different. Public agencies constantly struggle to make ends meet.
In China, state agents are expected to go beyond the performance of routine responsibilities; they must be
entrepreneurial and devise unorthodox, even daring ways to cope with the novel and fast-evolving challenges of their
environment. To assume a single ideal-type of bureaucracy is to ignore the vastly different demands that are placed on
bureaucracies in established and developing economies.
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