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Trends in the Study of Public Administration: Empirical and

Qualitative Observations from Public Administration Review
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The Future of the Study: Facts and Technique over Values
and Purpose?

Historical, political theory, comparative, legal, biographical, and
generalist articles based on qualitative research are less pursued by
scholars publishing in PAR today than articles employing rigor-
ous quantitative and empirical analysis (more than 60 percent of
articles). Why is that? Are the latter considered superior to, say,
methodologies derived from law, history, or philosophy, or to such
newer approaches as critical theory, postmodernism, hermeneutics,
narratives, and so forth? If considered superior, on what grounds?
Public administration scholars explicitly address methods and
methodology, yet they pay much less attention—if any at all—to
the ontological (Wamsley 1996) and epistemological foundations
on which their choice of methods and, ultimately, administrative
knowledge rests. Thus, the quality of knowledge is seen as deter-
mined by methods and methodology. What does it mean that
one-third of PAR articles employ quantitative-statistical techniques
and that another 28 percent of articles are empirical by nature? How
can this increasing domination of “science,” narrowly defined, be
understood? How can we understand the method-driven nature
of public administration research and comprehend its ever-greater
reliance on expert knowledge? Most critical, does this salient trend
serve to advance the study as a whole?
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