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Chapter 2 Seminar activity 4 – Dysfunctions of bureaucracy

Tutor notes

Duration – Variable 


Exercise A: Red tape (Variable)

This exercise gets students to think about how bureaucracy – particularly rules and paperwork – gets in the way of workers doing their jobs; red tape which can lead to the level of service deteriorating.

A short, in-class version can be done with two short, online articles which examine:

Police force: 	http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10471566
Social work:	http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-10788737

If more background reading is required, the students can be directed to the following original reports:

Berry, J. 2010. Reducing Bureaucracy in Policing. Home Office, London. Available at: http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/police/reducing-bureaucracy/reduce-bureaucracy-police

Munro, E. 2010. The Munro Review of Child Protection. Department for Education, London. Available at: http://www.education.gov.uk/munroreview/firstreport.shtml 

In both cases, students should address the question: ‘In the case that you have just read, how does bureaucracy hinder workers trying to do their jobs? How would you change bureaucratic procedures in order to help the workers perform their jobs?’

Further links to problems with red tape are given in the extension material for Chapter 2, including some more contemporary cases relating to Brexit and refugees from Ukraine.

Exercise B: Discretion (Variable)

This is based on an academic article, remaining with the theme of the Police force. 

Barton, H. 2003. Understanding occupational (sub) culture—a precursor for reform: The case of the police service in England and Wales. International Journal of Public Sector Management 16(5): 346–358.

Much of the article touches on themes encountered in other chapters (for example organizational culture, resistance to change) and so is useful for drawing together different aspects of organizational behaviour. 

If you wish to direct reading specific to bureaucracy, then two areas are notable, with the following accompanying questions:

i) On page 346, it is suggested that ‘most police organizations are illustrative of Weber’s classical bureaucracy.’ What aspects of police organization do you think suggest this? This relates to Section 2.1 of the textbook which discusses Weber’s ideal type.

ii) On pages 351-3 it is suggested that police officers exercise ‘discretion’ in implementing laws. Why might laws be implemented differently in different situations and by different officers, when they are meant to standardize behaviour? Drawing on Section 2.8 of the textbook, students can discuss the relative merits of the bureaucratic personality and exercising discretion when dealing with the day-to-day activities of police work.


Exercise C: personal experience (variable)

This is a general discussion in a seminar to get students to think about their own experiences as workers, or with organizations, where they may have encountered dysfunctions of bureaucracy. Examples of discussion might include:

i) Have you ever bent or ignored rules in order to get a job done?  (link with Blau, Section 2.8)

ii) Have there ever been rules or policies in place at work which are simply ignored – by you or by managers higher up in the hierarchy? (link to Gouldner’s mock bureaucracy, Section 2.8)

iii)  Have you ever found rules or paperwork getting in the way of you doing your work? (link with red tape, Section 2.8).

iv) Have you ever followed rules, knowing that they will not lead to the best or most sensible outcome? (link with Merton’s bureaucratic personality, Section 2.8).





© Oxford University Press, 2022. All rights reserved.
image1.png
y, OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS





