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Abstract: Throughout much of representative bureaucracy literature, scholars have primarily focused on the 
representation of people seen as other in the professional workforce—people of color and women. However, whiteness 
and masculinity have been central to the development of public administration as a field of scholarship and practice. 
As a field, we have often avoided explicit discussions regarding the impact whiteness and masculinity. We argue that 
silences around race and gender have significant implications. Using representative bureaucracy as a frame, we seek 
to highlight how acknowledging whiteness and masculinity in our scholarship can help provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of race and gender in public administration.

Evidence for Practice
•	 Traditionally discussions of representation in public administration focus on women and people of color, 

overlooking the ways that whiteness and masculinity have shaped outcomes in our field.
•	 By directly addressing whiteness and masculinity in public administration scholarship, the field can gain a 

deeper understanding of race, gender, and inequity.

Representative bureaucracy scholarship largely 
began as a normative discussion about the 
makeup of bureaucracies and how they should 

be more inclusive in western democratic nations. 
Initially conceived by Kingsley to address problems 
of class and gender representation in the British 
civil service (1944), the early focus of representative 
bureaucracy scholarship centered on legitimacy—
workforces reflecting the community would be seen 
as more legitimate in modern democratic societies. 
Kingsley (1944) made these arguments without 
regard to race—he was largely focused on class issues. 
Reflecting on the bureaucracy, Long (1952) wrote of 
the democratic nature of the federal civil service and 
his belief that it could effectively reflect the will of the 
public. Building on these early normative arguments, 
Van Riper (1958) and Krislov (1967) argued in the 
1950s and 60s that representative bureaucracy could 
also be used to explore the under-representation of 
people of color, specifically Black constituents, in 
American public sector positions. Underlying these 
early normative arguments was the assumption 
that bureaucratic organizations that reflect their 
constituents, reflect the interests of those constituents 
(Kingsley 1944; Krislov 1967; Long 1952).

Mosher’s (1968) work in the late 1960s shifted 
the discussion from a purely normative one to 
a theoretical framework that could be tested 

empirically by arguing for a distinction between 
passive and active representation (Rosenbloom and 
Featherstonhaugh 1977). Research has since primarily 
focused on these two forms of representation, passive 
and active. Passive representation emphasizes that 
bureaucracies reflect the demographic characteristics 
of constituents (Selden 1997; Sowa and Selden 2003), 
while active representation emphasizes attempting 
to reflect constituents’ interests (Keiser et al. 2002). 
Scholars have also explored symbolic representation in 
public management. Symbolic representation suggests 
“that the mere existence of a passively represented 
bureaucracy can itself translate into benefits for 
the citizenry—without any actions being taken by 
bureaucrats” (Riccucci and Van Ryzin 2017, 25).

Prior research suggests that symbolic representation 
is associated with enhanced government legitimacy 
(Riccucci and Van Ryzin 2017; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, 
and Jackson 2018). More recent literature has 
contributed additional nuance to this discussion, 
speaking to the complex dimensions of representative 
bureaucracy and the significance of individual lived 
experiences (Headley et al. 2021).

Whether normative, theoretical, or empirical, 
representative bureaucracy scholarship has historically 
focused on who is missing from public employment. 
This focus on who has been left out is important 
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and has been essential in moving the field forward in discussions 
of social equity and social justice. As a field, we must know how 
the presence of traditionally underrepresented groups (i.e., people 
of color and women) in public service roles shape organizations 
and outcomes. However, the focus on who is missing, has led us to 
overlook the actions of those who have historically had the most 
representation across public sector organizations—White men.

Our purpose is to highlight how acknowledging whiteness 
and masculinity in our scholarship can help provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of race and gender in public 
administration. Using representative bureaucracy as a frame, we 
argue that whiteness and masculinity are implicit in much of 
this scholarship, but rarely addressed directly. By overlooking the 
representative actions of White men (i.e., what bureaucratic actions 
they have taken to reflect the interests of constituents that share 
their identity), we have reinforced whiteness and masculinity as an 
ideal type within public administration. We then suggest how the 
field might move forward. Ultimately, we cannot make progress on 
racial and gender justice as a field, if we do not talk about how race 
and gender shaped the very foundation of public administration 
in the United States— this comes from understanding the latent 
presence of whiteness and masculinity.

Problems from What is Left Unsaid
Representative bureaucracy theory is a significant area of research 
in public administration, making substantial contributions to our 
understanding of diversity and equity in citizen-state interactions. 
With its focus on equity and diversity, it is an area of research ripe 
with the opportunity to explore whiteness and masculinity, and 
the problems that can arise when these concepts are not given 
appropriate attention. Specifically, by not exploring the implications 
of whiteness and masculinity, representative bureaucracy theory 
implicitly establishes White men as neutral, taken-for-granted 
actors, while placing the burden of resolving equity issues on 
historically marginalized groups.

Our focus here, is on what is not said and the problems that arise 
from not taking on discussions of whiteness and masculinity 
directly. We seek to highlight the inferences that have been created 
by avoiding critical and empirical investigations of values and 
motives of White male bureaucrats. By recognizing and addressing 
these underlying problems and their implications, we can gain 
a more comprehensive understanding of race and gender in the 
context of public organizations.

In organizational scholarship, masculinity and whiteness have 
traditionally been positioned as the implicit norm within 
organizations (Bishu, Guy, and Heckler 2019; Nkomo 1992). From 
early feminist critiques of the administrative man (Denhardt and 
Perkins 1976) to more recent scholarship exploring how to create 
human resource practices that do not reinforce masculine gendered 
norms (Mastracci and Arreola 2016), it is apparent that masculine 
identities are deeply rooted to the field’s understanding of public 
service. Looking back at the field’s genesis, Stivers (1995, 2002) 
notes that during the Progressive Era, men interested in reform were 
often criticized by politicians in a manner that questioned their 
masculinity. In response, these men sought to connect masculinity 
with the ideals of scientific management so they would not be 

thought of as unmanly. Specifically, when criticized for wanting 
to end the spoils system, they leaned on ideals of science and 
rationality, as a way to separate themselves from qualities often 
associated with women (Stivers 1995).

With a few notable exceptions, whiteness is a relatively new concept 
in public administration (Blessett et al. 2019; Lopez-Littleton 2016). 
We define whiteness as the social and legal benefits given to those 
who have been allowed to identify as White (Brown et al. 2003). 
We use the term “allowed” because as Roediger (2005) points out, 
for many immigrants there has been a journey toward whiteness, 
meaning that many of the people we consider White today were 
not considered so during previous eras of our history. Because 
whiteness is seen as valuable (Brown et al. 2003), it has always 
involved gatekeeping, with communities bonding together to use 
skin color, ethnicity, or geography, to deny those benefits to others. 
It is important to note that whiteness is often seen as the norm 
(Bonilla-Silva 2006), and as a result people of color are often put 
in the position of having to demonstrate their value, while the 
beneficiaries of whiteness are assumed to be valuable until proven 
otherwise. Heckler (2017) has suggested that whiteness is, “part of 
the institutional setting of public organizations” (176), that creates 
prescriptions on how public employees should conduct themselves. 
Combined, masculinity and whiteness help create an implicit 
standard for what identities are often associated with public servants.

When whiteness and masculinity are held as the standard for public 
service identities, it is important to consider the consequences this 
has for public servants that do not possess these characteristics. Role 
congruity scholarship provides a helpful lens to explore this issue. 
Within organizational settings, role congruity theory proposes that 
incongruity between stereotypes of a social group and assumed 
prototypic behavior of specific organizational roles leads to prejudice 
(Eagly and Karau 2002). For instance, women may receive harsher 
performance evaluations in managerial positions thought of as more 
masculine due to the perceived incongruence between feminine 
traits and managerial jobs (Eagly and Karau 2002; Funk 2019). 
Research on racial role congruence suggests that compared to 
White employees, people of color are often seen as incongruent 
with managerial jobs (Chung-Herrera and Lankau 2005; Rosette, 
Leonardelli, and Phillips 2008). A mythos rooted in the Progressive 
Era origin story of the mostly White, mostly male, strong, 
scientifically minded bureau men (Stivers 1995), whiteness and 
masculinity are often an implicit standard used in both research and 
practice throughout the field.

Because whiteness and masculinity have traditionally and 
presumptively been seen as the standard, White and male 
bureaucrats have largely not been linked to outcomes for 
community members aligning with their identities. So, while the 
outcomes of women and clients of color are tied to bureaucrats 
matching their identities, outcomes for White male clients are rarely 
linked to White male bureaucrat’s performance. Stated another 
way, we have studied the impact of active representation among 
women and people of color but have not explored this topic among 
identities that are not considered to be historically marginalized.

In short, what we see here is the myth of neutrality (Portillo, 
Bearfield, and Humphrey 2019), which presents White men as 
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neutral and objective actors whose behavior does not require specific 
analysis, while the behavior and actions of historically marginalized 
groups require examination. By not discussing the performance 
or outcomes of White men, they are presumed neutral while their 
counterparts are presented as actively representing constituents. By 
not addressing whiteness and masculinity in organizations much 
of the scholarship implies White men are a neutral category of 
comparison.

Accepting the selection bias problem in the literature where positive 
results are more likely to be published, there is an inference in the 
representative bureaucracy scholarship that suggests that women 
and bureaucrats of color can help improve outcomes for women and 
people of color, while still improving the outcomes of all people. It 
is important that we extend this understanding of representation, 
acknowledging that White men may improve the outcomes of those 
they socially align with. When extending this view of representation, 
an additional question worth asking is if White men are capable of 
improving outcomes for others, while still improving outcomes for 
those they identify with. We are not suggesting a new version of racial 
or gender essentialism here, where people are only compelled to help 
those who share their racial identity. There is evidence that individuals 
of all races can feel a legal, moral, or professional obligation to 
serve those who do not share their racial or ethnic backgrounds 
(Penn 2021). Still, this question has not been consistently asked, but 
is essential to understanding inequitable outcomes.

When empirical research began to suggest that bureaucrats of color 
improved the experiences of constituents of color, some began to 
voice concerns that these benefits might be achieved at the expense 
of White constituents. While women and people of color have 
been found to improve outcomes for clients sharing their identity, 
research has shown their ability to also improve outcomes for all 
constituents (Meier, Wrinkle, and Polinard 1999). Representative 
bureaucracy scholarship confirming that the presence of historically 
underrepresented groups does not create problems of distributional 
equity is essential to understanding the contributions these groups 
make to public sector organizations. However, it is concerning 
this is a question asked of marginalized groups, and not groups 
that have historically held more dominant positions in society and 
public organizations. If our goal is to deepen our understanding of 
representation, we cannot allow assumptions to prevent empirical 
investigation.

Moving Forward
As a field, we have failed to recognize the ways in which our 
scholarship has implicitly reinforced norms and values that 
potentially harm marginalized communities and public servants. 
Our purpose here is to apply a critical lens to public administration 
scholarship. While representative bureaucracy is the focus of 
this work, the critical lens used could be applied to several other 
areas of public administration research. For instance, given recent 
discussions and research on election administration (Portillo, 
Bearfield, and Riccucci 2021), it is vital to explore the ways 
in which whiteness and masculinity are connected with who 
can vote and which votes will count. As a field of practice, it is 
tremendously important to be clear in what we say, but also in what 
we mean. Scholars throughout the field of public administration 
have conducted a substantial amount of research highlighting the 

inequalities in public organizations. As practitioners look to this 
body of research for ideas on how to make their organizations more 
fair, equitable, and inclusive, the need to be explicit about what we 
mean, and what we do not, becomes abundantly clear.

In recent years, representative bureaucracy theory has emerged as 
a dominant approach for empirical examinations of race, gender, 
ethnicity, and sexual orientation in the field (Bearfield 2014). In 
addition, representative bureaucracy presents an area of research 
where we can begin to have this conversation and enhance our 
understanding of diversity, equity, and representation. To truly 
understand why women, people of color, and other marginalized 
groups are underrepresented in the workforce, we must do more to 
lay out the historical and legal case that produced the inequality. 
Much of the lack of representation in public sector organizations 
are the result of legal, cultural, and local administrative decisions 
that sought to harm historically marginalized groups. Without this 
context, readers are left with an incomplete understanding of the 
systemic problem of underrepresentation—as if women, and people 
of color, were left out by accident, or even worse, as result of their 
own decision making.

To address these concerns, we must begin to take a deeper look 
at the ways whiteness and masculinity shape the values, practices, 
and ideas in our field. By failing to explore whiteness, what we 
often see in the literature is White normativity, or the idea that 
certain “cultural norms and practices” exist that allow whiteness to 
appear as the standard or right (Ward 2008, 564). Recently scholars 
have posed that whiteness, as well as masculinity, is an institution 
(Heckler 2017, 2019). To address White normativity, scholarship 
suggests “interrogating whiteness” by identifying and questioning 
assumptions about whiteness that are often latent in practice and 
research (Grimes 2002). This process allows us to explore how 
whiteness has become institutionalized in our organizations, even 
when they are racially diverse, and recognize what the implications 
of this are for concepts like equity and justice.

Similarly, scholars invite us to consider how organizations are 
gendered (Acker 2006). Stivers has argued that as a field, we have 
focused on the masculine nature of public service since our very 
founding (Stivers 2002). More recently scholars have asserted that 
we have become oblivious to the ways that gender is infused within 
public organizations (Doan & Portillo Portillo, Bearfield, and 
Humphrey 2019), highlighting the need to explore how masculinity 
has become normed within organizations. Several scholars have 
argued that intersectionality can provide critical insight into the 
way that gender, race, and class inform decision-making in public 
organizations (Bearfield 2009; Breslin, Pandey, and Riccucci 2017). 
Ultimately, masculinity and whiteness blend into the organization, 
reinforcing the idea of women and people of color as “other” and 
outsiders in the field. Moving forward, it is important that we as a 
field, begin to question how whiteness and masculinity underly our 
research and practice.

References
Acker, Joan. 2006. Inequality Regimes: Gender, Class, and Race in Organizations. 

Gender & Society 20(4): 441–64.
Bearfield, Domonic A. 2009. Equity at the Intersection: Public Administration and 

the Study of Gender. Public Administration Review 69(3): 383–6.

 15406210, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/puar.13477 by M

ichigan T
echnological, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/07/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Representative Bureaucracy Theory and the Implicit Embrace of Whiteness and Masculinity  597

———. 2014. It’s Been a Long Time Comin’ An Examination of Public Personnel 
Research in PAR and ROPPA in Celebration of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964. Review of Public Personnel Administration 34(1): 59–74.

Bishu, Sebawit G., Mary E. Guy, and Nuri Heckler. 2019. Seeing Gender and its 
Consequences. Journal of Public Affairs Education 25(2): 145–62.

Blessett, Brandi, Jennifer Dodge, Beverly Edmond, Holly Goerdel, Susan T. 
Gooden, Andrea Headley, Norma M. Riccucci, and Brian N. Williams. 2019. 
Social Equity in Public Administration: A Call to Action. Perspectives on Public 
Management and Governance 2(4): 283–99.

Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo. 2006. Racism without Racists: Color Blind Racism and the 
Persistence of Racist Inequality in the United States. Lanham, MD: Roman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

Breslin, Rachel A., Sheela Pandey, and Norma Riccucci. 2017. Intersectionality in 
Public Leadership Research: A Review and Future Research Agenda. Review of 
Public Personnel Administration 37(2): 160–82.

Brown, Michael K., Martin Carnoy, Elliott Currie, Troy Duster, David B. 
Oppenheimer, Majorie M. Shultz, and David Wellman. 2003. Whitewashing 
Race: The Myth of a Color-Blind Society. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press.

Chung-Herrera, Beth G., and Melenie J. Lankau. 2005. Are We There Yet? An 
Assessment of Fit between Stereotypes of Minority Managers and the Successful-
Manager Prototype. Journal of Applied Social Psychology 35(10): 2029–56.

Denhardt, Robert B., and Jan Perkins. 1976. The Coming of Death of 
Administrative Man. Public Administration Review 36(4): 379–84.

Eagly, Alice H., and Steven J. Karau. 2002. Role Congruity Theory of Prejudice 
toward Female Leaders. Psychological Review 109(3): 573–98.

Funk, Kendall. 2019. If the Shoe Fits: Gender Role Congruity and Evaluations of 
Public Managers. Journal of Behavioral Public Administration 2(1).

Grimes, Diane Susan. 2002. Challenging the Status Quo?: Whiteness in the Diversity 
Management Literature. Management Communication Quarterly 15(3): 381–409.

Headley, Andrea M., James E. Wright, and Kenneth J. Meier. 2021. Bureaucracy, 
Democracy, and Race: The Limits of Symbolic Representation. Public 
Administration Review 81(6): 1033–43.

Heckler, Nuri. 2017. Publicly Desired Color-Blindness: Whiteness as a Realized 
Public Value. Administrative Theory & Praxis 39(3): 175–92.

———. 2019. Whiteness and Masculinity in Nonprofit Organizations: Law, Money, 
and Institutional Race and Gender. Administrative Theory & Praxis 41(3): 266–85.

Keiser, Lael, Vicky Wilkins, Kenneth Meier, and Catherine Holland. 2002. Lipstick 
and Logarithms: Gender, Institutional Context, and Representative Bureaucracy. 
American Political Science Review 96(3): 553–65.

Kingsley, J. Donald. 1944. Representative Bureaucracy: An Interpretation of the British 
Civil Service. Antioch Press.

Krislov, Samuel. 1967. The Negro in Federal Employment: The Quest for Equal 
Opportunity. University of Minnesota Press.

Long, Norton. 1952. Bureaucracy and Constitutionalism. American Political Science 
Review 46(3): 808–18.

Lopez-Littleton, Vanessa. 2016. Critical Dialogue and Discussions of Race in the Public 
Administration Classroom. Administrative Theory & Praxis 38(4): 285–95.

Mastracci, Sharon, and Veronica I. Arreola. 2016. Gendered Organizations: How 
Human Resource Management Practices Produce and Reproduce Administrative 
Man. Administrative Theory & Praxis 38(2): 137–49.

Meier, Kenneth J., Robert D. Wrinkle, and J.L. Polinard. 1999. Representative 
Bureaucracy and Distributional Equity: Addressing the Hard Question. The 
Journal of Politics 61(4): 1025–39.

Mosher, Frederick Camp. 1968. Democracy and the Public Service. Oxford University 
Press.

Nkomo, Stella M. 1992. The Emperor Has no Clothes: Rewriting ‘Race in 
Organizations. Academy of Management Review 17(3): 487–513.

Penn, Daphne M. 2021. Beyond Receptivity: Exploring the Role of Identity in 
Educators’ Orientation Toward Newcomers in a New Immigrant Destination. 
AREA Open 7(1): 1–13.

Portillo, Shannon, Domonic Bearfield, and Nicole Humphrey. 2019. The Myth of 
Bureaucratic Neutrality: Institutionalized Inequity in Local Government Hiring. 
Review of Public Personnel Administration 40(3): 516–31.

Portillo, Shannon, Domonic Bearfield, and Norma Riccucci. 2021. The 
Disenfranchisement of Voters of Color: Redux. Public Integrity 23(2): 
111–28.

Riccucci, Norma M., and Gregg G. Van Ryzin. 2017. Representative Bureaucracy: 
A Lever to Enhance Social Equity, Coproduction, and Democracy. Public 
Administration Review 77(1): 21–30.

Riccucci, Norma M., Gregg G. Van Ryzin, and Karima Jackson. 2018. 
Representative Bureaucracy, Race, and Policing: A Survey Experiment. Journal of 
Public Administration Research and Theory 28(4): 506–18.

Van Riper, Paul P. 1958. The Senior Civil Service and the Career System. Public 
Administration Review 18: 189–200.

Roediger, David R. 2005. Working toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants 
Became White. New York: Basic Books.

Rosenbloom, David H., and Jeannette G. Featherstonhaugh. 1977. Passive and 
Active Representation in the Federal Service: A Comparison of Blacks and 
Whites. Social Science Quarterly 57(4): 873–82.

Rosette, Ashleigh Shelby, Geoffrey J. Leonardelli, and Katherine W. Phillips. 2008. 
The White Standard: Racial Bias in Leader Categorization. Journal of Applied 
Psychology 93(4): 758–77.

Selden, Sally Coleman. 1997. Representative Bureaucracy: Examining the 
Linkage between Passive and Active Representation in the Farmers Home 
Administration. The American Review of Public Administration 27(1): 22–42.

Sowa, Jessica E., and Sally Coleman Selden. 2003. Administrative Discretion 
and Active Representation: An Expansion of the Theory of Representative 
Bureaucracy. Public Administration Review 63(6): 700–10.

Stivers, Camilla. 1995. Settlement Women and Bureau Men: Constructing a Usable 
Past for Public Administration. Public Administration Review 55: 522–9.

Stivers, Camilla M. 2002. Gender Images in Public Administration: Legitimacy and the 
Administrative State, 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Ward, Jane. 2008. White Normativity: The Cultural Dimensions of Whiteness 
in a Racially Diverse LGBT Organization. Sociological Perspectives 51(3): 
563–86.

 15406210, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/puar.13477 by M

ichigan T
echnological, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/07/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense


