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I

ntroduced at a time when faith in the efficacy of government had hit rock bottom and when many citizens perceived the government as grossly incompetent and

offensively wasteful, the National Performance Review (NPR)

found a willing and receptive audience both within the Beltway
and beyond. In proclaiming the arrival of "more for less" government, President Clinton boldly asserted that
Our goal,

is to make the entire Federal

Government both less expen..<;ive and more efficient,
and to change the culture (if our national bureaucra~y

away from complacenc:y and entitlement [and in-

stead) toward initiative and empowerment. We intend
to redesign, to reinvent, to reinvigortlte the entire national government. l

Certainly the four-pronged thrust of the NPR, grouped under
the trendy and poll-tested standard of "entrepreneurial government," was hardly something with whil'lI any rational taxpaYf
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could disagree. However, while NPR's
original good' intentions made for effective sound bites and were roundly applauded by many in government, it was
not long before some people discerned a
more profound mOltar uniting in those
four bullet points.
NPR's adoption of private sector management techniques per se did not cause
concern among public administration academics and practitioners alike; indeed,
government reform efforts since the New
Deal had largely patterned themselves
on paradigms of private sector management reorganization and change. 2
Rather, it was what Ronald Moe called
"the unwritten assumptions about government agencies, their missions, and
their professional cultures" of NPR that
caused deep concern.3 What critics observed was that, whatever its clarion appeal to common sense, NPR constituted
a political ideology, a theory of government with a distinct vision. NPR was not
simply a program based on "results," but
a distinct set of principles that put forth a
philosophy of governing and demarcated the legitimate bounds of government
action.
Critics charged that in its emphatic
results-based approach, NPR not only
concealed the incalculable diversity of
government functions with pre-cast,
one-size-fits-all thinking in an effort to
reduce the cost of government, but also
reduced the very possibilities of government. NPR's reductionism is most obvious in agencies whose goals are creative
and whose results are often intangible,
such as the National Aeronautical and
Space Administration (NASA).

NASA's experience under NPR offers
an ideal test of the program's theories
and practices. NASA's mission, while historically grounded in Cold War competition, is rooted in the possibilities of
exploration and its companion, imagination. Indeed, since its inception, NASA
has served as a tangible symbol of this
nation's ongoing, collective curiosity to
explore worlds beyond our own.
However, once the cost-cutting and consolidations recommended by NPR have
been made, NASA will be at a treacherous crossroads at which increased "efficiency" may undermine safety and,
perhaps, more tragically, suffocate the
imagination that created and continues
to infuse NASA.

The Vision of NPR
NPR was the policy tool that intended to make government nm better. Its
preoccupation with quantifiable results
served the double function of increasing
efficiency and restoring public faith. To
do this, NPR pursued efforts to cut unnecessary spending, develop budgets
based on outcomes, and encouraged
federal workers to solve problems on
their own. Results governance would
provide more efficient agencies, a less
expensive government, and eventually
greater satisfaction by the customers of
the federal government, the public.
The first area that NPR addressed
was cutting red. tape. All organizations
have rules that direct their operations,
selve as a frame of reference for employees, and constitute a basis for institution
decision-making. NPR proposed to
reign-in and pare down the nmaway reg-
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ulations of government such that the
rules would no longer constrain workers
from doing their job effectively and efficiently. More importantly, cutting red
tape would enable government workers
to develop new and more efficient ways
of doing their job. The second area that
NPR emphasized was the private sector's
commitment to putting customers first.
President Clinton wrote "putting customers first means insuring that the federal government provides the highest
quality service to the American people. "4
Under NPR, agencies were now expected to identify tl1e people who used government services and ask them if they
were satisfied with the level of service
they received. Performance measures
were to be established so agencies could
measure the quality of their work and
identify areas where they could improve.
By placing the customer first, NPR intended to remove barriers to assistance,
make information easily accessible, and
proVide ways to address customer complaints.
The third aspect of government reform addressed by NPR was the empowerment of frontline employees. NPR
described the ingredients of a healthy
work environment as, "managers who
innovate and motivate, and workers who
are free to improvise and make decisions."5 The goal of this reform was to
help lift the burden of regulations from
workers and allow those who were in
the trenches, and able to see firsthand
what was needed to be done, to make
necessary changes. In turn, these
changes would facilitate NPR's other
goals by cutting red tape and putting
customers first. By allowing front line

workers to innovate on their own, necessalY changes could be made more quickly and easily, and satisfaction with
government goods and services would
improve. Finally, government under NPR
would do more with less. To do this,
agencies would be restructured to eliminate duplication of services and unnecessary participants in the federal
workforce. Through strategic cutbacks in
exceSSively "thick" levels of bureaucracy,
government would come to mn more efficiently. Fewer levels of bureaucracy
would also lead to less red tape and
hopefully, a more responsive government.
These goals have elicited scorn from
critics across the political spectrum.
House Majority Leader Dick Armey has
been a consistent critic of the initiative
and even Democrats on the Hill have become weary of the program, viewing it
as groundwork for Vice President Gore's
presidential campaign in
2000. 6
However, the most sustained and sophisticated criticism of NPR has come from
public administration academics. Donald
Kettle has called their criticism
"Madisonian" attacks on the velY
"Hamiltonian" NPR.7
First, in the spirit of Madison's preference for strong checks and balances on
executive power, public administration
academics attack NPR as a dangerous encroachment on legislative authority.
Indeed, the inaugural NPR report chided
Congress directly, saying its programs
were not "designed at all; the legislative
process simply churns them out year after year."8 Second, reemphasizing public
administration's intellectual foundations,
academics argued that the radical differ-
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ence between the public and private sectors denied the possibility that the private sector held any ideal models for the
public sector. Without the possibility for
entrepreneurial behavior within government, market incentives are vastly inappropriate and no substitute for law.
Ronald Moe blasted NPR for "seeking to
break the public law basis of the
agency's mission and replace it with an
'outcomes' mission orientation as defined by the agency's political chief."9
This would confuse lines of accountability precisely at the time when these lines
needed to be sharpened and reinforced.
Moe's comments touch on two final
criticisms made by public administration
academics, namely the substitution of a
political model in place of the administrative management paradigm, and the
political roots of many "administrative"
problems. NPR plainly intends to reduce
the authority of administrative management's career civil servants through a
two-fold decentralization, one downwards to frontline employees and a second upward to agency heads and other
political appOintees. However, academics argue that many of the most severe
problems in the administrative apparatus
are the consequence of political failures.
H. George Frederickson wrote, "The
problems are power and politics, not bureaucracy."lO Thus, according to this critique, shifting additional decisionmaking authority to political appointees
would only serve to worsen the situation.
NPR silently delimits the boundaries
of government action and dramatically
redefines government functions according to the logic of the market. Critics ar-

gue that this market sensibility is not only
problematic given their perception of a
public-private division, but also for the
types of relationships that it produces.
The reformulation of social bonds between the government and its citizenry
into producer-consumer is a profound
shift. It is a new and limited normative
order in which only the idea of "the consumer" remains to weakly unite the nation's fractured social infrastructure. It is
this conception of national identity for
which NPR has advocated.
In this "reinvented" context, what
can we reasonably expect from our government? NPR's goals of efficiency and
de facto consumption would seem to
render government actions which do not
produce immediate results, or whose
value is high but eludes basic quantification, quite implausible. For example,
government initiatives that embody values like imagination and exploration are
effectively impossible under NPR, as its
understanding of what unites us, namely
consumption, precludes non-marketbased goals. Agencies whose missions
are suggestive of different bonds and
whose mandates cannot be readily confined within the strict parameters of market logic may find themselves adrift both
in terms of their ability to quantify their
outcomes and in justifying their very existence. This is precisely the dilemma in
which NASA now finds itself.
NASA
In 1958, amid escalating Cold War
tensions, Congress enacted the Space Act
and created the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA).l1 The
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Space Act entnlsted NASA with the responsibility of coordinating and executing all American activities in space, with
the notable exception of certain military
operations under the pUlview of the
Department of Defense. 12 Significantly,
the agency's statutory authority required
that all its "activities in space be devoted
to peaceful purposes for the benefit of all
mankind. "13 NASA was not intended to
be a political agent in the Cold War, but
an agency that would undertake research that would benefit all of humanity. There can be little doubt, however,
that NASA owes a debt to the Cold War's
nationalistic tenor, which helped to funnel billions upon billions of federal dollars into its programs.
Congress set out several specific areas for which NASA would be responsible. The first area is broad in scope and
stipulates that if NASA undertakes a project, it should contribute to the expansion
of human knowledge in space. 14 So long
as research deals even in part with space,
NASA is the controlling authority. In
1985, Congress enlarged NASA's scope
to include the expansion of the human
knowledge of the Earth as well.1 5
Weather satellites, the Global Positioning
System, and communications and mapping of the globe from space also became NASA's responsibility.
To reinforce NASA's civilian focus,
the Space Act called on NASA to preserve the role of the United States as a
leader in space technology and its application,16 As we shall see, the implications and execution of this statutory
requirement have become increaSingly
difficult under NPR, where budgets are
to be stretched to get the most for each
appropriated dollar. The final objective

guiding NASA involved improving the
usefulness, performance, safety, and efficiency of space vehicles,17 Along with
improving the vehicles already in existence, NASA was also asked to develop
and operate vehicles capable of carrying
people and instruments through space.
Perhaps NASA's greatest achievement, however, was its success in inspiring the nation to dream and aspire to
goals that were once only the stuff of science fiction. Credit in this regard belongs
to President Kennedy who, in three short
years after the creation of NASA, made
the seemingly impossible goal of sending a man to the moon and returning him
safely to earth a national priority. This
ambitious task and its successful completion set the stage for many other space
programs for NASA. This scenario could
have been dramatically different, however, had President Eisenhower's vision of
the agency prevailed. IS In fact,
Eisenhower was dead set against
manned space flight beyond the singleseat MercUlY capsule and consistently
dismissed the Apollo program as a "mad
effort to win a stunt race."19
The richness of popular imagination,
combined with the apocalyptic undercurrents of nuclear proliferation, forged a
powerful movement that drove the nation to seek the limits of technological innovation. NASA's storied history of
triumph and tragedy illustrates how
imagination can generate inventions that
ultimately reshape the way people collectively envision possibilities. 2o As our
discussion of NPR makes clear, NPR
strikes at the heart of this kind of creative
enterprise and, in doing so, cuts deep
into both the spirit that made NASA possible and NASA itself.
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NASA Integratt;s NPR
It must be noted that since the formal
introduction of NPR in 1993, NASA has
been able to implement some of NPR's
recommendations in three areas: contracting practices, separation of unnecesSaty personnel, and consolidation of
project sites. NASA routinely contracts
for projects that are large, sophisticated,
and usually on the cutting edge of technological innovation. NPR recommended that "NASA should insure the
selection of the appropriate contract
type, and follow through with vigorous
post award programs and contract management."21 The contract reform entails
not only selecting the right contractor,
but also ensuring that project delivety remains timely by rewarding or fining contractors according to their adherence to
deadlines and performance quotas.

Based on these
changes,

NASA's
streamlining
efforts would

appear to have
achieved a
modicum of
success.

1
\

NASA has integrated this recommendation throughout the agency, and its application can best be illustrated in its
largest program, the space shuttle fleet.
Under an agreement with the United
Space Agency (USA), 75 separate contracts were consolidated into a single
package within a single company. The
contract involves $6.9 billion in spending
over six years and projects seven to eight
shuttle flights for each year of the contract. 22 The contract includes rewards
for savings and fines for overruns during
the six-year contract. USA will be able to
keep over one-third of every dollar that
is saved during the length of the contract. 23 If USA does not meet the goals
specified in its contract with NASA, comparable fines would be levied against the
company and the contract could be canceled at the discretion of the director of
NASA.

This contract has benefited NASA
greatly. Since Fiscal Year 1992, operating
costs for the shuttle program have been
reduced 27 percent. 24 NASA has also
been able to reduce the number of employees working in the shuttle program
by 2,800, a total of $1 billion in projected
savings over five years. 25 Moreover, during the same five years that the $1 billion
in savings occurred, USA's turn-around
time on space shuttle flights was up 40
percent. This increased efficiency translated into an increase in flights from seven to eight.
Effolis to consolidate tasks and eliminate redundant personnel have also
been successful within NASA.26 By consolidating all NASA employees working
in a specific area in a Single research facility, NASA has taken aggressive steps to
eliminate the duplication of work that
was being done among nine facilities.
Instead of having engineers work on
propulsion systems in Florida, Maryland,
Alabama, and California, these employees are all now working at the Jet
Propulsion Laboratory in California, a
move that saved NASA $1.98 million. 27
The consolidation allows workers to directly coordinate their activities and limit
mistakes and waste due to errors in the
transmission of information across the
agency. Non-essential personnel have
also been cut: between the years of 1993
and 1997, the overall number of civil servants employed by NASA was reduced
by 23 percent. These reductions coincided with an increase in the number of
days the shuttle was in orbit, the number
of payloads launched, and an increase in
the number of shuttle flights. 28
Based on these changes, NASA's
streamlining efforts would appear to
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have achieved a modicum of success.
NASA has acted aggressively to cut personnel, consolidate resources, and make
its contracting and procurement procedures more efficient. Unfortunately,
these achievements are only part of the
story.
Beyond Cuts and Consolidation

As the foregoing discussion makes
clear, some of NPR's recommendations
have proven useful for NASA. Specific
streamlining measures have increased
the agency's efficiency and have also
generated some budgetary savings.
However, success has been far from
complete. The intersection of NPR principles and NASA's unique mandate has
proved complicated. There is a fundamental conflict between the ideals of
NPR reforms and the statutory mission of
NASA. This rift has left the agency with
difficult decisions that not only will affect
the safety of NASA's programs, but the
very ideals that underscore NASA.
NPR's original report stated that
NASA's physical and intellectual resources
were not being used to their fullest potential. 29 Specifically, the report expressed
concern that NASA developed technology
for a project with only a single use in mind.
By making NASA-developed technology
available to private U.S. companies, NPR
hoped that more applications, or "spinoffs," could be developed for commercial
use. NASA's research has in fact resulted in
numerous commercial applications.
Cordless tools, smoke detectors, lightweight compound materials used for helmets and sports gear, and quartz- timing
crystals for battery powered watches, to
name a few, have all been spin-offs of
NASA "single purpose" research.3o

Given the amount of research and
development done by NASA, the potential for the development of new consumer items is very high. However, while
private companies benefit greatly by
having access to NASA research, these
companies are generally unwilling to
work jointly on projects which would
generate proprietary knowledge and
technology. Concerns regarding the lack
of exclusivity to the results of the joint research make NPR's technology transfer a
risky prospect for most private sector
firms.
As a consequence, NASA has institutionalized a research and development
program that has little focus on commercial applications for its research)1 In order to change this situation, NPR
recommended that NASA change its research and development policy to attract
private sector firms to joint projects with
the space agency. NPR has recommended that participating companies be granted the rights to joint research for a
five-year period. Thus, only after the exemption period is over will the results of
the joint research be shared with the entire industry.32 This recommendation
has yet to be implemented, due in part to
the fact that it would require a change in
existing legislation. This change is made
more difficult and time consuming, as it
requires clearance from the several agencies that would be affected by the recommendation.
Another NPR recommendation faces
similar problems involving competition
in the aerospace industry,33 In this instance, the forces of globalization and a
dramatically changed aeronautics industry affect NASA's ability to implement
NPR's recommendation. Increased for-
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eign competition and the divergence of
civil and military technologies have contributed to a global indust11', with a global infrastructure.3 4 For example, in
today's 'global market, planes are no
longer manufactured completely within
the United States. Several companies
from several countries may contribute
palts or technological knowledge to the
plane's construction. Consequently,
aeronautical innovations developed by
NASA or U.S. aerospace companies
could potentially spread worldwide,
thereby lessening U.S. aerospace manufacturers global competitiveness. This
potentiality not only causes problems
with U.S. companies ability to compete,
but is also conflicts with NASA's statuto11' mandate. As previously stated, NASA
is entmsted with ensuring that the United
States is the world leader in aerospace
activities. However, remaining the leader
in the industry would be impossible if
NASA's research were to spread beyond
the boarders of the u.s. by the same industry with which NPR would like NASA
to collaborate.

If N PR can not
tolerate even a
modicum of
failure, then
innovation in
any researchbased agency
is rendered
almost
impossible.

Formal NPR recommendations, like
those concerning technology transfer,
are not the only items that have proven
difficult for NASA to implement. The application of general NPR id.eals can also
affect how NASA currently operates, or
may operate in the future. Not only do
problems arise between NASA and its
private sector partners, but between
I NASA and its international and intragovermental partners. It is difficult for NPR
! reforms to be fully integrated into
NASA's operations when projects often
involve numerous international, commercial, and governmental partners. A
prime example of this type of collabora!t

tion is the international space station,
one of the largest and most ambitious
projects ever undertaken by NASA.
The United States may be the leader
in this joint venture, but its regulations
and operating procedures are hard to
press upon NASA's 13 foreign partners;
each with their own regulations and operating procedures. Russia, for instance,
has fallen behind in the constmction of
one of the key components needed to
start the assembly of the space station.
This delay will cost NASA in excess of
$200 million. There are also serious
questions as to whether Russia can fulfill
the rest of its initial financial obligations
to the project. Consequently, NASA will
ask Congress to help foot the bill to keep
the space station on track. Due to the international nature of the space station
project, NPR guidelines will likely be
compromised regardless of how well
NASA adheres to them.
Even Boeing, the prime US contractor for the space station, is currently
walking a fine line of conforming to NPR
guidelines. Boeing officials have commented that pressure to build the space
station faster, better, and cheaper has left
the company without room for mistakes
or surprises. 35 If NPR cannot tolerate
even a modicum of failure, then innovation in any research-based agency is rendered almost impossible. The likely
consequence would be the erosion of
the most imaginative and innovative
components of the agency.
Moreover, the notion that NASA can
ope rationalize the NPR recommendation
to make its contracting practices more
"competitive" is pattly illUSOry. Given the
fact that the NASA's projects require an
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extraordinalY level of technological and
technical expertise, punitive contract
cancellations are far more complex than
in other government agencies. For example, in the event that Boeing fails to fulfill its contract, NASA will have few, if
any, salient alternatives. Most likely,
NASA will have already invested tens of
millions of dollars in the project, and
Boeing will have developed a highly
specialized expeltise in the project area.
In short, there will be no "competitor" to
complete the project. This dilemma is exacerbated by the recent wave of massive
consolidations in the aerospace agency.
NPR's high value on speed and efficiency have also increased the potential
for accidents to occur at NASA, where
the margin for error is slim and the cost
of errors can be high in both financial
and human terms. At the Kennedy Space
Center, for example, the number of processing mishaps that involve either personal injury or $25,000 in equipment
damage, have averaged around 60 incidents per year. At the same time, mistakes serious enough to warrant a work
stoppage have increased as well. 36 It is
understandable that accidents of some
type or other will occur in a workplace
similar to a construction site. However,
the trend towards increased work stoppages suggests that some NPR reforms
have proved both couriter-productive
and dangerous.
Further, additional personnel cuts,
while saving scarce dollars, also threaten
to undermine the efficacy of NASA's programs. A 1998 report by GAO cited that
"there was a dear need for NASA to take
steps to ensure the availability of a
skilled and experienced civil service
workforce in sufficient numbers to meet

ongoing safety needs. "37 If fmther cuts
are made, safety concerns will be raised.
Cuts will also put NASA at risk of losing
some of its more precious intellectual
and technical resources, as experienced
employees are let go to meet employment targets established to make the
agency more efficient.
While attempting to understand the
relationship of NPR and NASA, we must
also realize that NASA has projects that
have completion dates that are well into
the next centllly. The international space
station, several planetalY missions, and a
various array of satellites may currently
be underway, but their completion and
launch dates are still years away. Hence,
any potential savings or cost overruns
will not be realized until the completion
of these projects. The short-term results
orientation of NPR makes assessment of
these long-term projects difficult.
Tallying the "Results"

NASA has been charged by Congress
to be a world leader in space. It is an ambitious role that requires the implementation of calculated risks. NASA has
benefited from the efficacy of some NPR
recommendations, but it is important to
recognize that NASA's role as a research
agency cannot be compromised in the
name of efficiency and cost-minimization. While some aspects of NPR reforms
are clear and have been readily applied,
implementation of others has undermined safety, technical and intellectual
resources, and the very spirit of the
agency.
In a report to the House Committee
on Science, the GAO reported on the
ability of NASA to formulate goals in accordance with NPR and the Government
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Performance and Results Act (GPRA). In
less than glowing terms, the GAO pointed out that NASA's goals were vague and
inadequate. 38 Given that NASA has had
more time than most agencies to bring its
operations into NPR's fold, this surely
was not the commentary that NASA
wanted to hear.
Goals are difficult to define for research and development agencies due to
the nature of their activities. Managers
often have to choose measures such as
dollars spent or people served in order
to yield quantitative results for agency
programs.39 Unfortunately, NASA has the
difficult task of quantifying goals that are
not always quantifiable. Of course, it is
easy to point to information such as the
number of launches in a year, but it is
only demonstrative of a small portion of
what the agency does. Such a measure
does not report on the scientific findings
of a 5-year climate study only in its first
year, nor can it anticipate the results of
experiments yielded from shuttle flights.
Often these experiments have been
, years in the making, and the results will
require a significant time frame to understand. Consequently, a measurable result
will only be available at the end of the
project, if there is one at all.
NASA has difficulty attempting to
conform to the NPR rubric. Research and
development goals are easy to envision,
but their fruition is not always a guarantee. With performance-based reporting
to the public, the results may not be in
the quantity, but in the quality of the research that is successful. If NPR demands
more results for less money, then a research based organization such as NASA
may conSistently fall short. However, the
failure of a specific project does not

mean that successful research was not
conducted, or that it was a waste of
funds, it only means that the initial application was not successful. In an agency
that must reach to the sky and push
space technology to its limit, placing restrictions on activities also limits NASA's
ability to be the world premier space
agency.
Perhaps, then, NASA needs to redefine its mission in more modest terms.
This redefinition concurs with the opinion of the Congressional Budget Office
(CBO). In a recent report, CBO stated
that "improving the way NASA conducts
business, buying more for less, is unlikely to produce significant budgetary savings. If NASA's problem is trying to do
too much with too few dollars, (then} one
solution is to do less. "40 In other words,
in a country taken hostage by a commitment to efficiency, a scaled down NASA
may be the only NASA possible.

Conclusion
NASA and NPR are simply not a good
match. The problem fundamentally
stems from the limited role and function
that NPR has assigned to government:
the supplying of goods and services to
citizen consumers. NASA, by contrast,
does not directly "produce" anything for
public consumption. Rather, since its
founding, NASA has symbolized imagination and a national curiosity to explore
and uncover new possibilities through
research and development. Given that
these kinds of possibilities are not readily quantifiable, they are in jeopardy of
being severely curtailed under NPR's imposition of a vety different conception of
national unity. While simple cost-cutting
measures have achieved modest success
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at NASA, most NPR recommendations
actually have reduced the effectiveness
of the agency, impeded the fulfillment of
the agency's mission, and undermined
the safety of its programs.
It appears that NASA under NPR will

continually fall short. Thus, NASA is an
agency that now finds itself at serious
cross-purposes. While it is charged with
the mandate of global leadership in
space technology and exploration, it is
also denied the proper funding to affect
those goals. In addition, NASA is summoned to assist the international private
sector with development of commercial
technology, but without sacrificing
American primacy in the world market.
It is an impossible situation that is already negatively affecting NASA's safe
operation. There appear to be three options. First, NASA could take the advice
of CBO and limit the scope of its actions.
However, such a move would require
statutory revision of its mandate and
could prove politically unpopular.
Second, NASA could continue to attempt
to implement NPR reforms and potentially undermine agency safety and confuse
its function further. Lastly, NASA has the
option of continuing to attempt modification of its implementation of NPR, and
potentially erode its budgetaty and popular SUPpOlt. Clearly, none of these options are particularly appealing.
UnfOltunately, no other option is readily
forthcoming. Thus, for the time being,
NASA's future will remain highly uncertain and contentious, inextricably linked
as it is with larger questions that the advent of NPR has occasioned regarding
new expectations and possibilities of
government. .:.
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