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Chapter 23

Governance in the Midst of Diversity

Issues and Challenges

Harvey L. White

Diversity represents significant challenges for effective public management and service provi-
sion at all levels of governance and in each sector of society. It also constitutes new opportuni-
ties to rethink and expand the capacity of public service and help support human advancement 
in a variety of endeavors. Many challenges and opportunities emanate from rapidly changing 
demographics that are transforming society and affecting delivery of and demand for public 
goods and services. Others are by-products of emerging social and culture values. The mosaic 
of language, racial, cultural, ethnic, age, economic, gender, and sexual groups with demands on 
public resources necessitates not only a more diverse set of services but a variety of management 
strategies, techniques, and technologies for providing them as well. Moreover, an examination 
of diversity should not only consider the composition of the public workforce and recipients 
of public services but also focus attention on when, where, and how services are delivered and 
the technologies employed.

This chapter addresses an array of diversity issues and challenges and their effects on the 
administration of public services. It also gives attention to technologies that are enhancing the 
capacity of public administrators to promote good governance. First, the chapter provides an over-
view of diversity as a governance concept in political and administrative theory literature. This 
is followed by an overview of select human difference issues such as multiculturalism, same-sex 
marriage, and generation preferences. Consideration is then given to diverse technologies and the 
expanding range of services government must provide. The chapter concludes with a discussion 
of management challenges confronting public service professionals.

Diversity as a Concept in Governance

Diversity as a concept in governance is well grounded in political and administrative theory. The 
literature in these areas is replete with discussions on class and social divisions, representative-
ness, culture, religion, gender, race, ethnicity, and other ways humans differ. This includes work 
by classical, modern, and postmodern theorists.

As Arlene Saxonhouse (1992) points out in her work, Fear of Diversity, early theorists such as 
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle addressed the role of diversity in achieving good governance. Socrates, 
for instance, began his philosophical work by abandoning astronomy and focusing his attention on 
differences humans bring to the agora, or marketplace (Meagher 2008). Plato stresses diversity in 
his work as the main characteristic that enables a city to survive and that is also essential for it to 
thrive (Reader 2005). Not only does Aristotle, in Plato’s Republic, argue for diversity but warns, 
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“It is clear that if the process of unification advances beyond a certain point, the city will not be 
a city at all” (Rackham’s translation 1932, 71).

Theorists as different as Adam Smith, Karl Marx, and Emile Durkheim give attention to human 
difference in their work. While these scholars typically focused on the material or class-conflict 
aspects of diversity, they recognize its governance implications as well. As Hartmann and Gerteis 
(2005) point out, there are gestures in these scholars’ work toward the impact and value of diversity 
in “modern societies.” Adam Smith emphasizes the rights of individuals to pursue self-interest 
through which both individuals and their nations would prosper. Marx recognizes diverse class 
interests in society, which he believes necessitate new governance arrangements. And Durkheim 
stresses different social conditions that allow individuals to distinguish themselves and require 
the use of government to prevent structural inequalities or class monopolies. Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau, Immanuel Kant, Georg W.F. Hegel, and other modern theorists also gave consideration to 
diversity and governance. For these theorists, human difference is an aspect of the values that 
govern society, even though it was not the primary consideration in their work (Hartmann and 
Gerteis 2005). Religion, forms of government, natural rights, dialectics, and other factors were 
the principal focus of their attention. This is not the case for many contemporary and postmodern 
scholars, particularly those with a focus on administrative theory.

Twentieth-century theorist John Rawls’s (1993) criticism of utilitarian administrative politics 
was influential in this regard. He calls for a society that permits people with diverse values and 
different ways of life to live in peace with mutual respect for one another’s basic rights in a system 
of political liberalism. Rawls’s work continues to influence the embrace of social equity initia-
tives in public administration (Frederickson 1997). Similarly, Charles Taylor’s (1983) vision in 
his work for a “politics of difference” is very influential in contemporary discussions of diversity 
and governance. In this politics, government would find ways to support racial or ethnic groups 
seeking to retain their unique identities. Taylor’s concept is widely used, in Canada and to some 
extent in Africa, to advocate for inclusive approaches to governance.

Public administration scholars draw upon the work of these and other theorists to address a 
variety of differences that affect the delivery of public goods and services (Hoffman and Graham 
2009). The governance ideals theorists put forth constitute the intellectual foundation for discussions 
of race, age, gender, disability, sexual preferences, ethnicity, and multiculturalism that pervade 
the literature in public administration and allied fields.

Herbert Simon (1976) initiated work on decision making in his acclaimed book, Administrative 
Behavior, by referring to the “pursuits among philosophers.” He then moves to a subtle consideration 
of human differences through a discussion of “group versus individual alternatives.” As he explains, 
“Hence, the alternatives available to the group must be carefully distinguished from the set of alter-
natives available to the individual” (Simon 1976, 105). His views of diversity were enhanced in his 
effort to understand and value multiple perspectives to problem solving. Economist Scott Page (2007) 
uses Simon’s work in his highly acclaimed book on the value of human difference to illustrate how 
groups that display a range of perspectives outperform groups of like-minded experts.

A parallel to Simon’s work that continues to have a tremendous impact on diversity literature 
in public administration is Donald Kingsley’s (1944) early scholarship on public service. Kings-
ley draws upon the work of modern political theorists in his writings on the British civil service, 
in which he coined the term “representative bureaucracy.” He argues that “. . . bureaucracies, to 
be democratic, must be representative of the groups they serve” (Kingsley, 1944, 305). A large 
number of public administration scholars utilized the representative bureaucracy concept to ad-
dress diversity and governance issues (Long 1952; Van Riper, 1958, Mosher 1982; Riccucci and 
Saidel 1997; Grissom, Nicholson-Crotty, and Nicholson-Crotty 2009).
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Race and Ethnicity

An early focus of representative bureaucracy was on the low levels of racial and ethnic inclusion 
in the civil service (Riccucci 1987; White and Rice 2010). In this regard, public administration 
scholars point out that to be truly representative, the public service must be inclusive of diverse 
racial and ethnic groups. They spell out specific governance enhancements that result from a more 
racially inclusive bureaucracy (Kranz 1976; Pitts 2009). These include:

•	 More democratic decision making and better decisions by expanding the number and diversity 
of views brought to bear on policy making;

•	 Improved bureaucratic operations and outputs from decisions and services that are more 
responsive to the needs of all citizens, particularly members of minority groups;

•	 Better human talent development and management decisions;
•	 An increase, both symbolically and actually, in the legitimacy of public service and other 

governance institutions; and
•	 Elevation of social equity and justice to prime administrative values on par with other values 

in public administration paradigms (Kranz 1976; White and Rice 2010).

As representative bureaucracy scholars have come to realize, racial and ethnic groups possess 
distinct cultural values and perspectives that can enhance governance (Kranz 1976). Numerous 
studies have confirmed racially differentiated perspectives on an assortment of governance and 
public service–related issues (Gabbidon and Higgins 2009; Rushefsky 2002; Lipset and Schneider 
1983). Bringing diverse perspectives to bear on deliberations is also shown to improve outcomes 
(Page 2007; Linstone 1984; Linstone 1999). Demographics suggest that the challenges and op-
portunities for achieving a more representative bureaucracy are expanding in the United States.

If current trends continue, the demographic profile of the United States will change dramati-
cally by the middle of this century (Kinder and Sanders 1996). Population projections by the Pew 
Research Center indicate that nearly one in five Americans (19 percent) will be foreign-born in 
2050, well above the 2005 level of 12 percent, and also surpassing the historic peak immigrant 
population percentages of 14.8 percent in 1890 and 14.7 percent in 1910 (Figure 23.1) By 2050, 
the racial and ethnic mix will be quite different as well. Non-Hispanic whites, who made up 67 
percent of the population in 2005, are projected to decrease to 47 percent. Hispanics will rise from 
14 percent of the population in 2005 to 29 percent in 2050. African Americans will continue to 
make up 13 percent of the population (Passel and Cohn 2008).

Although racial and ethnic inclusion in the civil service has been enhanced, most minority 
groups are still underrepresented at all levels of government in the United States, particularly in 
management and leadership positions. Not only does the quest continue for a more racially repre-
sentative bureaucracy; it has also gradually expanded to embrace other differences. This includes 
the focus on gender representation in the civil service.

Gender Representativeness in Civil Service

Gender scholars are using representative bureaucracy to focus attention on the proverbial glass 
ceiling which prevents the advancement of women and minorities to higher levels of manage-
ment. Many public administration scholars also address issues of “gender representativeness” 
in public service. Riccucci’s (1986, 1987, 1990) research addresses women’s employment and 
other protected groups at all levels of government and within not-for-profit organizations. Naff’s 
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(1994) work on the glass ceiling draws attention to gender inequity in upper-level management 
at the state and federal levels of government. Strivers’ (2002) work applies a gender lens to the 
field of public administration by looking at issues of status, power, leadership, legitimacy, and 
change. Guy (2002) focuses on the difference that gender makes in policy development and 
implementation. These and a variety of other gender scholars continue to highlight the need for a 
more representative bureaucracy and attention to women’s contributions for the advancement of 
public service and effective governance.

Multiculturalism as Differences

Advocates of multiculturalism draw upon theories of representative bureaucracy as well as political 
liberalism to justify the embrace of cultural differences in public administration. This entails two 
basic arguments. First is Rawls’s liberal premise that a fully human existence entails the freedom 
to live according to one’s cultural traditions (Hoffman and Graham 2009). The second asserts that 
an understanding of cultural behaviors of individuals and communities served is a requisite for 
effective public administration (White and Rice 2005). Victoria Antonova’s discussion of diversity 
management and concepts of multiculturalism in Russia draws upon both of these arguments. From 
a pluralistic perspective, Antonova (2007, 8) notes, “If multiculturalism’s principles are within the 
very fabric of the civil service this would indicate that multicultural principles are highly valued 
by public administration and the state—which, in turn, would make it possible to assume that such 
principles are shared by both citizens and government.” Antonova (2007, 5) makes an equally 
persuasive argument for a more representative public service: “If multiculturalism actually works 
within the civil service (which is the centre of public administration) it could be said that civil 
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society and government institutions will benefit from multiculturalism—and that multicultural-
ism should thus be developed within a diverse society, and within the civil service, which would 
enable the latter to demonstrate and increase its ability to achieve its own goals.”

Antonova is only one of many scholars who use multiculturalism to challenge and expand pub-
lic administration. Her uniqueness, however, is not only the linkage of her work to the two main 
arguments for multiculturalism in public administration, but the emphasis placed on governance as 
well. As she points out, “Another important issue related to the governance level is the role played 
by the civil service when forming multicultural policies and putting forward antidiscrimination 
legislation” (Antonova, 2007, 7).

Antonova’s observations on governance and multiculturalism deserve particular notice. It is 
important, in this regard, to not confuse the authority to govern with the capacity to govern. Although 
achieving a political majority is extremely important in a democracy, majority-centered politics 
does not ensure effective governance. Achieving a majority enhances authority to govern, but, 
as the emerging body of work on multiculturalism makes clear, achieving inclusiveness enhances 
capacity to govern. Whether moral majorities, silent majorities, ethnic majorities, or racial majori-
ties, the lack of inclusiveness has hindered effective governance (Sheeran 1983; Makanza 2008; 
Schiesinger 2009). Clarification of both subtle and often major distinctions between majority rule 
and effective governance deserves more attention from public administration scholars.

Valuing Differences

Walter Broadnax (2000) contends that the desired state of inclusiveness suggested by multicultural-
ism can be achieved by shifting the current focus on rights to “valuing differences.” Similarly, Lani 
Guinier describes the valuing of difference as a strength to be built upon to enhance several aspects 
of governance that are crucial features of democratic societies. According to Guinier (1994, 175), 
“Decision making that values diversity multiplies the points of access to government, disperses 
power, and struggles to ensure a full and developed rational dialogue.”

Building on this premise, Jong Jun argues in the Social Construction of Public Administration 
that there is a very special role for public administrators in fostering an atmosphere for valuing 
differences. For Jun (2006, 199), “the perplexing questions are about how public administrators 
in a multicultural society can help citizens see diversity as a strength to be built upon and how 
public administrators can provide opportunities to develop intergroup discourse for dialogue and 
sharing for mutual concerns in the community.”

The concept of a “representative bureaucracy” has helped sensitize public administration 
scholars and practitioners to the need for a more inclusive public service. It continues to serve as 
a conceptual framework for advancing a variety of diversity issues. Although widely embraced, 
the concept has not diminished diversity as a challenge for governance.

Diversity as a Challenge for Governance

The diversity challenge for governance is long-standing and the source of many societal ten-
sions. These tensions continue to manifest themselves in race and gender legacy debates around 
taxation, representation, employment, career advancement, and suffrage. They are also present 
in census activity, immigration, educational opportunity, rights and citizenship privileges for 
same-sex couples, access to public facilities, and many other social issues. Essentially, the ten-
sion is about the rights afforded members of a society and whether there will be limits on the 
access to these rights for a subset of members because of their differences (Walzer 1995). That 
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is, will the concept of diversity continue to expand and value differences manifesting themselves 
in contemporary society?

If the expansive nature of diversity developed through various governance initiatives reflects 
society’s capacity to become more inclusive, the answer to the question posed above may be 
yes. There are also strong tensions that suggest otherwise as well. The progression of initiatives 
to address racial and ethnic disparities, prevent religious persecution, enhance opportunities for 
racial minorities, provide access for the disabled, and advance gender equity is indicative of how 
encompassing diversity has become. Added to this mantle are diverse groups that have been given 
protected class status against discrimination and harassment (i.e., national origin, skin color, age, fa-
milial status, sexual orientation, disability, veteran, and genetic information nondiscrimination).

Even though the expanding nature of diversity has resulted in a succession of challenging and 
contentious issues, governance has effectively ameliorated emanating tensions with new laws, 
policies, programs, and administrative procedures. An emerging group of complex differences, 
however, are far more challenging, and there are few generally acceptable governance mechanisms 
available to address them. These include issues relating to citizenship rights and privileges of 
same-sex couples, and recognition of multiracial and generational group differences.

Citizenship Rights and Privileges of Same-Sex Couples

Same-sex couples are demanding spousal privileges, benefits, and marital and parental rights 
available to other couples. These demands have sparked contentious debates in the United States 
and other parts of the world. Same-sex couples argue that they should not be denied the rights and 
privileges afforded others couples simply because of their same-sex difference.

The complexity of this difference is that it may conflict with values important to other groups, 
religious communities, and traditional families. Deciding what constitutes a marriage and subse-
quently a family, as well as who has the right to make this determination, is not clear. Legislation, 
court decisions, referendums, and religious edicts have not given clarity to these issues. Even 
religious communities themselves are deeply divided over same-sex marriage.

The Catholic Church and most Evangelical Christian churches are actively opposed to gay 
marriage. Gays and lesbians are fully accepted in some but not all Protestant denominations. 
Several denominations are grappling with whether to ordain gay men and women as clergy and 
whether to require celibacy. Questions surround churches’ right to perform or prohibit same-sex 
wedding ceremonies in their facilities. Still being resolved are federal and interstate governance 
issues pertaining to tax status, employee benefits, and provision of children and spousal benefits 
that may have implications for religious organizations. The federal system, separation of church 
and state, and equal protection provisions make same-sex marriage a particularly complex chal-
lenge to governance.

Same-Sex Differences in a Federal System

The U.S. government does not recognize same-sex marriages and is prohibited from doing so by 
the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) passed by Congress and signed into law by the President 
on September 21, 1996. Same-sex marriages are currently performed in five states: Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, Iowa, New Hampshire, and Vermont. Legislation authorizing same-sex marriage 
for the District of Columbia is also being implemented there. The different legal status same-sex 
marriage is afforded within the U.S. federal system has the potential to generate interstate gov-
ernance challenges.
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Even though DOMA proclaims, no “state needs to treat as a marriage a same-sex relationship 
considered a marriage in another state” (Section 2) differences do arise (Sanders 2007). One area 
highlighted in this regard is parental rights. As Joanna Grossman (2009, 1) observes, “two recent 
cases—one from New York and one from Florida—are a potent reminder of the potential conflicts 
created by states’ taking different approaches to the legal recognition of same-sex parenting.” 
Questions that have arisen include:

•	 Can an individual adopt the biological children of his or her same-sex partner?
•	 Is a same-sex spouse entitled to a presumption of parentage for children born to the other 

partner during the marriage?
•	 Can a same-sex couple jointly adopt a child that is not biologically related to either?

The collage of emerging rules varies from state to state and can be extremely problematic when 
same-sex couples with children relocate or separate, and the children are taken to a state that does 
not recognize their parents’ marriage (Grossman 2009).

This problem was evidence in the recent custody case involving former same-sex partners 
who live in different states. The former partners were joined in a Vermont civil union and are the 
parents of a young child. After the couple broke up, the birth mother moved to Virginia, denounced 
homosexuality, and denied her former partner visitation rights prescribed by a Vermont family 
court when it dissolved their civil union. After the Vermont court switched custody to the other 
parent, the birth mother disappeared with the child. However, local authorities in Fairfax County, 
Virginia, refused to investigate the case, citing jurisdictional concerns (CBS/AP, 2010).

Custody and other legal issues between same-sex couples have been actively litigated, and the 
patchwork of rulings has been very mixed. If forecasts for interstate taxation and employment 
benefits challenges materialize, governance issues surrounding same-sex marriages will become 
even more complex in the United States (Black 2008). The global political nature of same-sex 
relationships also adds to its complexity and challenge for governance.

Global Complexities of Same-Sex Relationships

At least seven countries with which the United States has strong diplomatic, political, and economic 
relationships allow same-sex marriages: the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, Canada, South Africa, 
Norway, and Sweden. Others provide for civil unions or domestic partnerships (Pew Research 
Center, 2009; Masci et al. 2009). How will citizens who are same-sex couples from these countries 
be treated in the United States? In contrast, how will same-sex couples from the United States be 
treated in countries that do not recognize their marriage? Four countries ban same-sex marriage 
and at least seventy explicitly outlaw homosexuality (Pew Research Center, 2009).

The two countries that border the United States have conflicting policies. Same-sex marriages 
have been legal nationwide in Canada since 2005. Neither same-sex marriages nor civil unions are 
recognized at the federal level in Mexico. The Mexican state of Coahuila and the Federal District 
(Mexico City), however, allow civil unions. The Mexico City government recently passed legisla-
tion authorizing same-sex marriage, which is being challenged by the federal government. How will 
these contrasting laws affect relations among the three countries, which are connected together in an 
economic federation by the North American Free Trade Agreement? Will they be forced to accept 
one another’s laws, and how will governance issues be reconciled? At least one legal scholar argues 
that recent legal, economic, social, and technological developments make it nearly impossible for the 
United States not to recognize same-sex marriage so long as it is lawful in Canada (Spitz 2004).
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Multiracial as a Governance Issue

Another complex issue is the United States government’s allowance for the classification of indi-
viduals as “multiracial.” The growing number of minority groups gives individuals a multiplicity 
of ways to define themselves. Respondents in the 2000 census were given the option to mark one 
or more races on the questionnaire to indicate their racial identity. While multiracial ancestry is 
an unquestioned cultural phenomenon for many Americans, some groups question whether or 
not there are political motives behind establishing it as a new classification. For instance, if this 
classification is widely embraced, it can significantly reduce the official size of African American 
and other population groups with diverse ancestry.

Historian Henry Louis Gates (2009), with the help of geneticists, has discerned that most 
African Americans may be multiracial. As his work reveals:

•	 58 percent of African Americans have at least 12.5 percent European ancestry (equivalent 
to one great-grandparent);

•	 19.6 percent of African Americans have at least 25 percent European ancestry (equivalent 
to one grandparent);

•	 1 percent of African Americans have at least 50 percent European ancestry (equivalent to 
one parent); and

•	 5 percent of African Americans have at least 12.5 percent Native American ancestry (equiva-
lent to one great-grandparent)

The option to declare oneself multiracial became an extremely sensitive political issue just 
prior to the 2000 census. As Kim Williams (2006) asserts in her book on multiracial America, 
adding a multiracial category to the 2000 U.S. Census provoked unparalleled debates about 
race. House Speaker Newt Gingrich, affirmative action opponent Ward Connerly, and Project 
RACE were proponents of “multiracial” as a new racial category, while most civil rights leaders 
opposed it.

Supporters of the multiracial classification argue that it is vital for both genetic and self-
knowledge components. The genetic factor is said to be important for personalized medicine, 
which will be a basis for much of public health and medicine in the future. The knowledge 
about oneself, one’s family, and one’s ancestors is thought vital to individuals because it al-
lows them to “claim and embrace ALL of who they are” (Rand Reed 2009, 1). Opponents insist 
that it has the potential to diminish the political strength of traditional minority groups. The 
number of multiracial individuals is increasing, and the compromise option to mark more than 
one category on the 2000 census does not appear to satisfy either supporters or opponents of 
the new classification.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there were fewer than 500,000 children who could be 
classified as multiracial in 1960. This number increased to almost 2 million in 1990 and to more 
than 6 million by 2000 (DeBose and Winters 2002). The complexity of this diversity issue extends 
far beyond black and white concerns. The 2000 census allowed for sixty-three possible combina-
tions of six basic racial categories, including six categories for those who report exactly one race, 
and fifty-seven categories for those who report two or more races (Table 23.1).

The census multiracial classification does give recognition to an expanding and diverse group 
of citizens; however, it still falls short of Rawls’s premise that a fully human existence entails the 
freedom to live according to one’s cultural traditions. It also does not facilitate an understanding 
of cultural behaviors of individuals and communities that constitute this group. Without question, 
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individuals within these sixty-three categories have cultural rights, but are there limits to the value 
society places on differences? Or, to paraphrase Herbert Simon, is the embrace of unlimited de-
mographic differences possible, or is it necessary to “satisfice” and accept “bounded diversity”?

Generational Differences and Public Service

Issues surrounding generational differences also represent demographic governance challenges that 
are receiving significant attention. Generational cohorts have been identified that possess unique 
cultural, political, and economic orientations that transcend race, ethnicity, and gender. These 
cohorts are aggregations of individuals with similar experiences into groups, which often have 
unique values, have competing demands and needs, and make different contributions to society.

The concept of generational cohorts was introduced by Karl Mannheim in the early 1920s and 
gradually expanded and applied to subsequent population groups. Six main cohort groups are 
identified in the literature. Each group is said to have experienced a common set of “memorable 
events,” and group members exhibit similar “key characteristics” (Meredith and Schewe 2007). 
The memorable events experienced by each cohort are believed to produce unique group perspec-
tives and accompanying behavioral characteristics (Strauss and Howe 1992). These generations’ 
memorable events and key characteristics are delineated in Table 23.2 along with each cohort’s 
age range in 2010.

The memorable events, experiences, and accompanying behavioral characteristics unique to 
each generational cohort have also produced diverse sets of social and political preferences and 
public service requirements. There are also differences in cohort groups’ value for, contribution 
to, and demand for public services. View of authority and political orientation also vary across 
generations. While there are transgenerational similarities, there are also significant differences. 
A brief summary of generational relationships to public service is depicted in Table 23.3.

The diverse perspectives, values, demands, and orientations of generations represent multiple 
governance challenges that are often contrary to expectations and not easily reconciled. For 
instance, the baby boomer and millennial generations have similar political orientations and 
voting patterns. Both generations express strong support for environmental initiatives, diversity, 
and health care. Nearly three-quarters (74 percent) of millennials and two-thirds of baby boom-
ers (69 percent) who voted in 2008 supported the assertion that there is more that government 
should be doing (Madland and Teixeira 2009). Collectively, these two generations will make up 
nearly 55 percent of the voting-age population in the near future. This suggests the possibility 
for clear policy choices in several areas and a rare governance opportunity to enhance the status 

Table 23.1

Multiracial America

Number of Races Selected  
on 2000 Census Number Percent of Total

Percentage of  
Multiracial

2 6,368,075 2.26 93.29
3 410,285 0.15 6.01
4 38,408 0.01 0.56
5 8,637 0.00 0.13
6 823 0.00 0.01

Source: Census 2000 analyzed by the Social Science Data Analysis Network (SSDAN).
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and performance of public service. However, these two generations have significantly different 
policy preferences in other areas that could be extremely detrimental to collaborations between 
the two cohort groups.

Same-sex marriages, privatization of Social Security, and the war in Afghanistan are three of 
these areas (Madland and Teixeira 2009). Baby boomers oppose same-sex marriages, and millen-
nials are more inclined to allow them. There are wide generational differences on Social Security. 
This division is evident in poll responses to whether Social Security funds should be aggressively 
invested in the stock market. The millennials (78.3 percent) appear to want their Social Security 
funds invested aggressively, while baby boomers (54 percent) prefer conservative investment 
practices (Zogby International 1999).

Afghanistan is another area of significant intergenerational difference. An August 2009, Har-
ris Poll (Voters For Peace, 2009) on support for troop levels exemplifies this difference. Older 
generations are more likely to support committing more troops and younger generations are more 
likely to oppose increasing troop levels. Just less than one-quarter of those between the ages of 
eighteen and thirty-four (23 percent) say they want to commit more troops compared to 44 percent 
of those fifty-five and older. The reverse is true for sending fewer troops, as almost two in five of 
those between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four (38 percent) say they believe the United States 
should commit fewer troops, while only 14 percent of those aged fifty-five and older support 
sending fewer troops (Zogby International 1999).

As the data in Table 23.3 indicate, the baby boomers are closely aligned with generations that 
precede them in some issue areas and with millennials in others. Millennials’ and generation Xers’ 
views are closely related in some areas and contrast in others. Both the similarities and the dif-
ferences have policy and governance implications. The size of millennials’ and boomers’ cohort 
groups suggest that they have the capacity to build or stifle collaboration and consensus needed 
for successful policy making and effective governance. The smaller generational cohorts are also 
positioned to build alliances to advance their interests.

The view of authority is another area of generational difference that has governance implications. 
In addition to enforcement areas, such as police and fire protection, zoning, and code enforcement, 
that require citizens’ compliance, the uniquely rebellious view toward authority prevalent in the 
millennial generation has significant management and leadership implications as well. The record 
number of millennials expected to enter the workforce in the near future will require different 
types of leadership, management, structures, technology, and work options. It will also require 
leadership and management practices attuned to the values and needs of this generation. Person-
nel management, human resources management, and human capital management are embedded 
with precepts that reflect baby boomers’ work behavior, which are often antithetical to the needs 
of millennials (White 2009). A multigenerational approach is needed.

Human Talent Management

One approach that is gaining acceptance is human talent management and development, which 
involves a shift away from valuing employees as resources and capital assets and toward what 
is described as the more salient tenets of human talents. At the core, human talent management 
is a fundamental change in how organizations value people and their differences, which includes 
changing how they recruit, develop, align, assess, and retain employees. As Heidi Spirgi, president 
of Knowledge Infusion, points out, the new focus on talent management represents “a paradigm 
shift in the way HR defines its mission and measures its success” (Reuters 2008, 1). This emerg-
ing paradigm is enabling organizations with a framework for redesigning and rethinking talent 
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processes, and using new technologies to transform and enhance the way human talent performs 
(Spirgi and Corsello 2009). The paradigm shift that Spirgi argues for and the corollary embrace 
of new technologies seem opportune given the generational divide described previously. It also 
bodes well as a mechanism to help address the diversity of technology that is a challenge for 
governance.

Diversity of Technology and Governance

Providing public employees the diverse technologies they need to be productive is a difficult and 
costly challenge. Compounding this challenge are the range and expanding nature of public services 
that must be provided; variant skill and experience levels of employees; and skill, competence, 
and experience of individuals and organizations public administrators must serve. These factors 
make diversity of technology an important governance consideration.

An indication of the need to consider diverse technologies is the array of tools generational 
cohorts use in their daily routines. For example, the Depression, pre–World War II, and World War 
II generations continue to use telephones, letters, and various forms of print materials for most of 
their communications. These generations were the first primary users of the personal telephone 
and maintain it as their technology of choice. They also occasionally use the telegraph and fax 
machine and other wire-related technologies. Baby boomers prefer face-to-face conversations, 
telephones, and e-mail, with some reliance on print materials. Although members of this genera-
tion were the first regular computer users, interpersonal communication continues to be extremely 
important to them (Aging Is an Asset Forum 2009).

The generation Xers were the first to make extensive use of cell phones but continued to 
rely on e-mail. The Xers began the move away from the reliance on face-to-face communica-
tion, which continues to accelerate with the millennials. The millennials used information 
technologies to institutionalize text messaging, and popularized MySpace, Facebook, and 
Twitter (Aging Is an Asset Forum 2009). These diverse communication styles suggest both 
limits and enhanced possibilities for the provision and production of public services. They 
are also helpful in discerning the appropriate leadership and management styles for a multi-
generational workforce.

From a workforce perspective, the generation Xers’ and millennials’ affinity for technology 
suggests the possibility of greater efficiencies in the delivery of public goods and services. These 
generations have grown up with computers and advanced technologies and expect to use them 
in their work. Remote collaborations, alternative work options, decision making based on real-
time data, and other innovations made possible with information technologies offer promising 
opportunities for enhancing public services. Hard science technologies and applications from 
bioengineering, geology, and genetics are facilitating similar advances, particularly in the areas 
of security, criminology, and environmental remediation.

Reduction in paperwork and paper cost are real possibilities, as is the ability to respond 
instantaneously to citizens’ needs and receive immediate feedback from them. While the prom-
ises of technologies are real, so are the challenges. Perhaps the biggest challenge is the diverse 
technology capacity and willingness of citizens to utilize public services generated with this 
technology. Citizens will bring their generational preferences with them when they utilize public 
services, which may clash with the preferences of those providing the services. For example, 
baby boomers’ preference for face-to-face communication contrasts with generation Xers’ and 
millennials’ propensity for communicating electronically. The computer literacy of many in the 
pre–World War II and World War II generations is another challenge. The preferences of these 
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generation groups for print media and telephone services will require a variety of technologies 
for the provision of public services in the immediate future.

The capacity to manage and deliver services via the Internet is one of the exciting opportuni-
ties being realized. For example, the U.S. National Institutes of Health and other federal agencies 
currently encourage, and in some instances require, online applications and reporting for funded 
research. Although the savings from technology innovations are significant, the opportunity to 
transform work processes is perhaps more profound. Accompanying this opportunity is the re-
sponsibility of managing information technologies and the expanding array of goods and services 
they facilitate in a manner that is inclusive and equitable.

Diversity of Services

The expanding diversity of public services that must be provided is also an area that is a chal-
lenge to governance. The 9/11 attacks, Katrina, the Haiti and Chile disasters, cyberattacks, H1N1 
influenza (swine flu), global warming, the financial crisis of 2008–10, the Gulf Coast oil disaster, 
and an array of other events are expanding the demand on public services at an exponential rate. 
The costs and diverse needs for health care have solicited demands for government to not only 
place performance criteria on industry but to become a competitor in this market as well. Food and 
product safety concerns are compelling inspection and enforcement activities to focus on global 
production of consumer goods. Another area that will require the attention of public service is 
civilian activity in outer space.

Space tourism is already experienced through the Russian Federal Space Agency with major plans 
under way in several countries to expand this industry. Serious consideration has been given to the 
production advantages of a zero-gravity environment, which outer space offers. Also, use of private 
commercial space cargo enterprises to resupply the International Space Station is expected when the 
U.S. Space Shuttle program ends its activities in this area. With these space activities will come ad-
ditional regulatory and management responsibilities for public servants (Date 1992; Pasztor 2008).

The expanding range of responsibilities placed on public servants is a response to the array of 
social, biological, and technological issues influencing contemporary governance. Whether the 
collapse of financial markets or natural disasters, differing generational needs, adequate health 
care, pandemics, energy needs, oil spills, or the emergence of new and exotic concerns related to 
space tourism, there is an expectation that government will respond. Juxtaposed to this expectation 
is the libertarian principle of limited government that public administrators must traverse. These 
countervailing forces represent important differences and management challenges that public 
administrators are often not prepared to address.

Differences as Management Challenges

Recognizing and appreciating differences have become central aspects of public managers’ duties 
and responsibilities. Critical in this regard is employing management practices that embrace dif-
ferences and foster an inclusive workforce. The challenge is to understand the ways people differ 
and utilize these differences to enhance the delivery of public goods and services. This requires 
developing a consensus on the differences that should be recognized in the public sector workforce 
and recognizing the sociological phenomenon they represent.

The enhanced participation by women, people of color, persons with disabilities, new and 
recent immigrants, gays and lesbians, and intergenerational mixes in the workforce represents 
sociological phenomena that are transforming not only the workplace but the lexicon used to 
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define it. Similarly, technological manifestations are universalizing the workplace and providing 
access to copious collaborative resources for the provision of public service. Managers must, 
therefore, expand both their understanding of diversity and its capacity to enhance individual 
and organizational performance. They must also prepare and manage differently. This includes 
developing the ability to manage across and within an expanding array of issues and networks that 
are beyond the traditional domain of public administration. Moreover, effective public managers 
must be able to skillfully collaborate with and participate in a complexity of diverse technological 
and sociological networks, peculiar to the twenty-first century.

Management in the context of prevailing technological and sociological phenomena requires 
multidisciplinary approaches beyond those within traditional management sciences. For instance, 
public managers must design and implement policies to prevent exclusionary and predatory 
practices made possible through genetic analyses, bioengineering, and information sciences. In 
the process they are expanding regulatory activities into new spheres of human endeavor. Similar 
expansion is emanating from forays into regulation of financial markets, energy, the environment, 
and health care. The accelerated levels of global warming and environmental degradation are forc-
ing governments worldwide to design and implement new energy and building alternatives.

Public administrators must represent the public’s interest in complex issues relating to nano-
technology, molecular engineering, new commons, open-source software, cyberspace governance, 
intellectual property rights, high-tech-product recycling, and life-extension technologies. They are 
also tasked with resolving an array of ethical issues, ranging from the distribution of human organs 
to property rights for new forms of life. Representing the public interest and finding solutions in 
these areas require knowledge and expertise often unavailable in public organizations.

The Road Ahead

Governance in the midst of diversity is both a challenge and an opportunity. The diversity chal-
lenge for governance is long-standing and has been the source of many societal tensions. These 
tensions continue to manifest themselves in debates over a variety of policy and administrative 
issues. They are also present in political and social issues that pervade public service. One of 
these issues is whether rights afforded some members of a society will not be available to other 
members because of their differences. A corollary to this issue is the question of whether there are 
appropriate limits to diversity and if so who has the right to establish these limits.

Variant skill, competence, and experience levels of employees as well as those of individuals 
and organizations using public services evidence the need for a diversity of technology. Tech-
nology competence levels vary across generation groups as do preference and need for public 
services. Meeting the complex needs and demands for public service also requires drawing upon 
technological applications from the sciences and humanities, and the expertise available through 
networks and collaborative management.

Research on the expanding nature of diversity as a governance issue is wanting. Discerning 
and documenting the specific contributions of diversity for enhancing delivery of public service 
also needs to be explored. Finally, theoretical and empirical research is sorely needed on ques-
tions concerning the limits of differences or bounded diversity and who has the rights to set these 
limits.

Diversity is both old and new; it transcends time. The issues surrounding diversity represent 
significant challenges for governance. The dynamics they generate, however, continue to be an 
important source of energy for sustaining, invigorating, and expanding effective governance, 
which the social contract requires and public administration helps to achieve. The opportunity 
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to shape these dynamics is what makes public administration such a fascinating and rewarding 
profession.
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