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Conceptual Foundations
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CHAPTER 1

Blind Spots, Biased Attention,
and the Politics of Non-coordination

Tobias Bach and Kai Wegrich

INTRODUCTION: ORGANIZATIONAL LIFE IN A POLITICAL
CONTEXT

The laundry list of contemporary bureaucratic malaises is as long as it is
predictable, with common complaints ranging from cost inefficiencies and
inflexibility to presumed aversions to entrepreneurship and ‘customer’ ori-
entation. When buried among these items, coordination problems—
whether despite or due to their pervasiveness—might be easy to overlook.
The individual citizen lost in a burcaucratic maze, shuffled from one office
to another, seemingly without end, epitomizes one such problem of
(poor) coordination in the public sector. But while this kind of coordina-
tion problem is certainly embarrassing and has spurred an entire folklore
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about the insufficiencies of bureaucratic organizations (Goodsell, 1985),
coordination problems within and between bureaucracies hardly stop
here.

Although the lion’s share of coordination problems do not end in
large-scale disaster, more than a handful of major blunders on the part of
public organizations can be related to problems of inter-organizational
coordination. Those blunders—and the chain reactions some ignited in
their wake—have cost numerous lives, as in the case of the US intelligence
agencies’ failure to piece together information that might have prevented
9/11 (National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States,
2004; Parker & Stern, 2002). An example on a smaller scale, though with
no less of a tragic end, is the German police authorities’ protracted failure
to link serial killings of mostly immigrant citizens in different parts of the
country to an underground right-wing terrorist group (Seibel, 2014; this
volume). And even the 2007-08 financial crisis can be partially explained
by certain facets of organizational behaviour, including a lack of coordina-
tion between regulators due to ‘policy groupthink and shared blind spots’
(Gieve & Provost, 2012, pp. 62-63) and regulators’ one-sided attention
towards specific tasks (Gilad, 2015).

Although diverse, these examples illustrate three points. First, they
identify organizational factors as the main causes of coordination prob-
lems and biased attention and hence speak to established literatures on
pathologies of information processing in formal organizations (Parker &
Stern, 2002; Pidgeon & O’Leary, 2000; Wilensky, 1967). Second, they
both highlight blunders and failures and reveal coordination problems in
day-to-day decision-making in organizational life. Indeed, the idea of a
clear analytical distinction between success and failure in public policy
seem rather elusive, as success and failure are subjective and contested
categorizations (Bovens & ’t Hart, 2016). Third, whereas solutions seem
to be available for some of those problems (such as one-stop shops to ease
citizens’ encounters with administrative specialization), finding straight-
forward answers to other questions, such as how to reorganize intelligence
services (Hammond, 2007) or how to draw lessons from government
blunders (Bovens & ’t Hart, 2016), are more challenging tasks. Any
attempt at addressing the source(s) of failure is likely to entail new chal-
lenges. In other words, we are facing administrative dilemmas that are
inherent to organizational life (Hood, 1974; Wilensky, 1967). These
themes lie at the core of this book, which puts a spotlight on the organi-
zational foundations of biased attention and coordination problems in the
public sector.
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The study of coordination within and between public organizations
and problems related to achieving coordination occupies a prominent
place within the scholarship on organizational dysfunction, especially since
coordination appears to be normatively desirable but inherently difficult
to realize in practice (Bouckaert, Peters, & Verhoest, 2010; Metcalfe,
1994; Scharpf, 1994; Wegrich & étimac, 2014). The need for coordina-
tion within and between organizations is a consequence of specialization
‘through which the organization reduces a situation involving a complex
set of interrelated problems and conflicting goals to a number of simple
problems’ (Cyert & March, 1963, p. 118). At the same time, specializa-
tion leads to a multiplication of organizational goals through the develop-
ment of local rationalities or the well-known ‘tendency for the individual
subunits to deal with a limited set of problems and a limited set of goals’
(Cyert & March, 1963, p. 117). The above-mentioned examples are illus-
trations of different types of biased attention and coordination problems,
sometimes causing inefficiencies and annoyance, sometimes leading to
drastic failures.

This book addresses various phenomena that tend to be considered
irrational or pathological behaviours of public bureaucracies. The ‘blind
spots’ that figure prominently in this book are a distinct type within a
larger universe of biases in organizational decision-making leading to
potentially dysfunctional effects, or to accepted negative effects in the case
of administrative trade-offs and dilemmas (Hood, 1974). As we argue in
more detail below, those biases emerge from intentionally rational behav-
iour of bureaucratic organizations operating in political contexts. We
study these biases with respect to their implications on coordination within
and between organizations and in particular the absence or rejection of
coordination, as illustrated by previous examples and which we clumsily
call ‘non-coordination’. The aim of the book is to provide theoretical
tools and empirical insights that address the conditions for effective coor-
dination and problem-solving by public bureaucracies using an organiza-
tional perspective. And while one might argue that blunders have received
undue attention compared to success stories in the coordination of public
sector organizations, we consider a grounded understanding of the inevi-
table biases in organizational behaviour in a political context as critical for
understanding not only what goes wrong but also how things could work
out positively.

The book’s distinct contribution is looking beyond cases commonly
considered to be major policy failures and government blunders by
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focusing on everyday decision-making and coordination within and
between public organizations. That said, several contributions take disas-
ters as their starting point, yet they provide theoretical insights that are
relevant for a better understanding of how public organizations work on a
day-to-day basis (see the chapters by Seibel and Rend). We seek to advance
this purpose by developing a typology of four distinct biases in organiza-
tional attention and decision-making that engender coordination prob-
lems or the outright absence of coordination (non-coordination): selective
perception, inherent weaknesses, bureaucratic politics, and blind spots.
These four biases reflect recent advances in public administration scholar-
ship such as bureaucratic reputation theory (Carpenter & Krause, 2012;
Maor, 2015) and blame avoidance (Hinterleitner & Sager, 2016; Hood,
2011) as well as established theorizing on the drivers of organizational
behaviour, especially approaches emphasizing the boundedly rational
nature of organizational decision-making (Jones, 2017; Simon, 1947) and
an institutional perspective on organizations (Selznick, 1957; Wilson,
1989). Those theoretical contributions have already been somewhat influ-
ential in and of themselves, but public administration scholarship has yet
to consolidate these perspectives and develop a broader agenda that tack-
les the permanent challenge of supposedly rational organizational behav-
iour exerting centrifugal forces on individual organizations and
organizational units. We think this is a more than appropriate agenda at a
time when the reality of power dispersion often meets unrealistic expecta-
tions regarding the potential—and logic—of collaboration and
coordination.

Selective perception, inherent weaknesses, bureaucratic politics, and
blind spots have three aspects in common. First, they are instances of o7ga-
nizational behaviour rather than individual misconduct or exploitation
such as corruption and patronage. While it is ultimately individuals who
make decisions, we are interested in how organizational roles and contexts
shape decision-making, guide attention, and create blind spots. Second,
the different biases are a result of intentionally rational behaviour leading
to biases, imbalances, and other unintended effects, rather than the result
of deviations from role expectations, norms of appropriate behaviour, and
formal rules. Whereas deviant behaviour and organizational failure are
important issues, we are primarily interested in how ‘normal’ behaviour
leads to unintended and potentially disastrous eftects (Pidgeon & O’Leary,
2000). Third, we maintain that the political context of bureaucratic orga-
nizations has important repercussions on organizational behaviour. The



BLIND SPOTS, BIASED ATTENTION, AND THE POLITICS... 7

political element in particular implies the existence of plural, competing
rationalities (Cyert & March, 1963); ambiguities of organizational objec-
tives and performance (Allison, 1997); competing evaluations of organi-
zational performance by various stakeholders (Bovens & ’t Hart, 2016);
and a concern with organizational maintenance in light of multiple and
often conflicting demands for accountability (Wilson, 1989).

This introduction first places these phenomena into a broader theoreti-
cal context, which revolves around the notions of bounded rationality,
institutionalized organizations, and unintended and paradoxical effects of
collective action. After that, we flesh out key characteristics of the above-
mentioned biases in organizational attention and discuss relevant scholar-
ship to illustrate their analytical purchase. We focus on two biases in
particular—bureaucratic politics and blind spots—as those have the great-
est potential for providing novel insights into the politics of non-
coordination. Throughout this introductory chapter, we highlight the
subsequent chapters’ contributions to an improved theoretical and empiri-
cal understanding of coordination and decision-making in the public
sector.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS: BOUNDED RATIONALITY
AND INSTITUTIONALIZED ORGANIZATIONS

In this chapter, we follow a tradition in public administration, public pol-
icy, and organization research that rests on a theoretical foundation of
bounded rationality and is interested in organizational, and governmental,
decision-making (Egeberg, 2012; Jones, 2017; Simon, 1947). Bounded
rationality is often discussed as a corrective concept to the assumptions of
classic rational choice theory and is invariably connected to the work of
Herbert Simon, who assumed that while decision makers are intentionally
rational and thus set clear objectives, they have limited information-
processing capacity. Hence, decision makers do not maximize their prefer-
ences but reduce their ambition and ‘satisfice’; that is, they stop searching
for an optimal solution when an acceptable one presents itself (see Jones,
2017, for a succinct summary).

While attention and cognitive biases are certainly relevant for under-
standing decision-making at the individual level, we are interested neither
in individual bureaucrats’ decisions nor in deviations from an objec-
tively rational form of decision-making. Simon (1947) developed the
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concept of bounded rationality from the limited capacities of individuals
to process information, yet he applies the concept to organizational deci-
sion-making (‘administrative behaviour’). The main interest of the earlier
debate on bounded rationality was in the ways that organizational con-
text shapes decision-making. Simon considers formal organizations to be
rationality enhancing devices, since they allow the parallel processing of
issues and problems through division of labour and specialization, and
their organizational integration through procedures and hierarchy. The
key lesson from behavioural organization theory is that recurrent features
of organizations have to be understood in connection to humans’ limited
attention capacities (Jones, 2017). Therefore, understanding organiza-
tional behaviour means understanding how organizations process infor-
mation and what limitations they face in doing so.

For many scholars, formal organizational structure such as horizontal
and vertical specialization is key to understanding those processes and
limitations (Egeberg, 2012; Wilensky, 1967). According to this literature,
formal structure channels the attention of decision makers in organiza-
tions (thereby directing attention away from other facets of a given prob-
lem or policy). A key foundational contribution to this literature is Luther
Gulick’s (1937) work on administrative organization, which argues that
each fundamental method of departmentalization (purpose, process, loca-
tion, clientele) will involve unavoidable trade-offs, especially if only one
principle prevails (Hammond, 2007). Although Gulick’s (1937) ideas
were largely discredited after Simon’s (1947) devastating critique of what
he famously called ‘proverbs of administration’ that allegedly lacked
empirical substance, recent scholarship provides a more optimistic view of
Gulick’s writings (Hammond, 1990; Meier, 2010). The bottom line of
this literature is that organizational attention is a function of formal orga-
nizational structure, with different structures eliciting distinct behavioural
effects.

However, as anyone who has ever been part of a formal organization
knows, formal structures are only one aspect of organizational life, which
is driven at least as much by informal values and norms. According to
another intellectual tradition, informal values and norms are important
drivers of organizational behaviour, and formal organizations gradually
turn into institutions with distinct identities recognized by employees and
stakeholders alike (see also Christensen, this volume). This tradition
explicitly questions the importance of formal organizational structure for
decision-making. In his seminal work on administrative leadership,
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Selznick (1957) tamously argues that organizations develop into institu-
tions by acquiring a distinct identity or a ‘distinctive competence’.

That said, an institutional perspective on (public) organizations also
emphasizes that a unique identity goes hand-in-hand with a ‘distinctive
inadequacy’: the same organization cannot be equally good at everything
(Selznick, 1957). An example used by Selznick is the NAACP (National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People), which had a distinct
competence as a political organization able to lobby for its cause but also
a distinctive inadequacy in mobilizing large numbers of street-level pro-
testers. Likewise, in his well-known analysis of bureaucratic dysfunctions,
Merton (1940) shows that goal displacement and bureaucrats’ identifica-
tion with impersonal rules are virtually inevitable consequences of bureau-
cratic organizations. The flip side of bureaucratic virtues such as precision
and effectiveness is the inflexibility of bureaucracies to adapt to complex
and changing realities.

In general terms, Merton (1940) suggests that any action or decision
‘can be considered in terms of what it attains or what it fails to attain’
(p. 562). Thus, by focusing on one aspect of a given problem, other
aspects of that problem as well as altogether other problems are neglected.
This neglect may take the form of a simple administrative dilemma in
which pursuing one objective negatively affects another (Hood, 1974). A
typical dilemma is ‘multi-organizational sub-optimization’ (Hood, 1974,
pp- 450—452), which includes both simple ignorance of what other orga-
nizations are doing and the pursuit of conflicting objectives by different
public bodies. This may not be a bad thing as such; the representation of
different legitimate interests in policymaking by ministerial departments is
a case in point. At the same time, division of labour within the public sec-
tor may also lead to counter-productive developments such as ‘switching
yards’ between national and local welfare systems (Lodge & Wegrich,
2014).

These instances of coordination challenges are obviously rooted in the
intellectual tradition of Herbert Simon and Luther Gulick stressing how
formal structure guides organizational attention. However, neglect or dis-
interest in specific aspects of the organizational environment may also take
the form of a blind spot or ‘not seeing the not seeing’ (Lodge, this vol-
ume). Those blind spots are the result of the institutional nature of orga-
nizations entailing ‘interpretative frames that individuals use to generate
meaning’ (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999, p. 719). It is precisely those inter-
pretative frames that result in biased processing of information as a distinct
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weakness of institutionalized organizations. We now turn to a more exact
definition of blind spots and other biases in organizational attention in
public bureaucracies.

FOUR Bi1asES IN ORGANIZATIONAL ATTENTION

Following from the above discussion, we focus on two distinct ways of
understanding organizational behaviour. A structural perspective follow-
ing the tradition of bounded rationality emphasizes how organizational
design predictably channels decision-making behaviour. In contrast, an
institutional perspective focuses on the gradual process of organizational
‘emancipation’ from the original intentions of institutional design, which
results in unique norms and values that guide decision-making behaviour.
These approaches use distinct analytical perspectives on organizations,
emphasizing formal structure and goals (‘instrument’), on the one hand,
and institutional identity and uniqueness (‘institution’), on the other. The
purpose of this distinction is certainly not to provide an exhaustive analyti-
cal toolbox (for a more comprehensive perspective, see Christensen, this
volume). For instance, alternative perspectives could address how the
dynamics of decision-making in small (leadership) groups affect organiza-
tional attention (Janis, 1989) or might consider multiple explanations
beyond organizational factors in the study of attention biases (Parker &
Stern, 2002). That said, we believe that both formal structures and infor-
mal norms and values are essential elements of any analytical framework
for understanding attention biases in organizational life.

Moreover, one can distinguish between intended and unintended
aspects of organizational behaviour. This requires further elaboration, as
different analytical perspectives come with different notions of (un)inten-
tional behaviour. As mentioned above, our understanding of attention
biases or blind spots in a broad, metaphorical sense is based on the assump-
tion of intentionally rational behaviour. That said, any kind of intentional
behaviour may also have unintended consequences (Lodge, this volume).
A structural perspective on organizations emphasizes the intentions of
those in charge of designing formal structures. For public organizations,
this will usually be elected politicians using institutional design as a means
to achieve policy objectives.

In contrast, an institutional perspective almost by definition assumes
that the process of institutionalization has a distinct flavour of ‘agency
drift’ away from the intentions of those initially designing an organization
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Table 1.1 Four biases in organizational attention

Organizational behaviowr Analytical perspective on organization

Instrument, focus on structure  Institution, focus on identity

Intended Selective perception Bureaucratic politics
Unintended Achilles” heels Blind spots

(i.e. the intentions of legislatures or governments). This is, however, not
the kind of unintentional behaviour we have in mind. We simply acknowl-
edge that decision-making in institutionalized organizations may also have
instrumental features, which involve the deliberate protection of organiza-
tional identity through ‘administrative leadership’ (Boin & Christensen,
2008; Selznick, 1957). Table 1.1 combines these two analytical dimen-
sions into a simple matrix containing four distinct biases in organizational
attention. Those biases may lead to problematic outcomes in terms of
coordination and problem-solving, yet they are not organizational pathol-
ogies or policy failures per se. As the next section shows, establishing an
objective standard for what constitutes a failure is inherently difficult
(Bovens & ’t Hart, 2016; Lodge, this volume).

Selective Pevception

The notion of selective perception refers to the channelling of attention as
a function of the division of labour within and between organizations
(Dearborn & Simon, 1958). As Simon (1964 ) argued in his discussion on
the concept of organizational goals, individuals in organizations are con-
strained by the demands and expectations associated with their role in the
organization. Importantly, except for those at the highest level, organiza-
tional roles are defined by attention to subsets of the proclaimed ‘official’
organizational goal (such as improving transport infrastructure or public
health). Any organizational subunit will be in charge of a specific aspect of
the organization’s overall goals, yet this does not necessarily ensure goal
achievement (Cyert & March, 1963). In many ways, this is perhaps the
archetypical form of organizational attention bias. Public bureaucracies
usually have a clearly defined sphere of authority that guides their atten-
tion and priority setting. This is not problematic as such but is in fact
necessary to ensure sufficient levels of expertise.
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However, as outlined above, organizational specialization and selective
perception have important implications for intra- and inter-organizational
coordination (Cyert & March, 1963). In the context of public organiza-
tions (and beyond), specialization leads to pervasive coordination prob-
lems (Wilensky, 1967, pp. 48-57). For instance, different units in
ministerial departments will approach the same issue from different (and
similarly selective) perspectives (Scharpf, 1994). The standard research
perspective related to coordination deals with deliberate attempts to
achieve some level of coordination, that is, alignment and integration,
between different interdependent organizational units (Metcalfe, 1994).
In analytical terms, the question is whether the solutions produced by
subunits within organizations or by different organizations will contribute
to solving overarching problems (Cyert & March, 1963). While the litera-
ture on coordination has been continuously interested in the difficulties of
achieving (effective) coordination, the often implicit starting point is the
existence of some degree of motivation to achieve more than just indepen-
dent decision-making by interdependent organizations or organizational
units. The key problem around which a rich body of scholarship has devel-
oped is the problem of finding agreement in a context where coordination
can only be achieved by some level of voluntary engagement of (more or
less) autonomous actors (Scharpf, 1994).

In contrast, little attention has been paid to the other side of coordina-
tion, namely the issues and topics that are not even put on the agenda in
inter-organizational arenas, that fall between the cracks of organizational
attention, or that are even deliberately avoided or shifted around between
organizations because they are associated with little credit and much
(potential) blame or high costs (see the section on ‘bureaucratic politics’
later in the chapter). Those coordination problems may lead to issues of
coordination ‘underlap’, as opposed to ‘overlap’, between different units’
spheres of responsibility. While the latter is characterized by the desire of
various parties to be involved in an issue when it falls within their organi-
zation’s competence, the former is defined as the absence of responsibility
by any one organization for the issue in question (Koop & Lodge, 2014).
In policy implementation, a typical underlap problem would be a single
case that does not fit into any specific category leading public authorities
to take action, such as offenders that are under the age of criminal liability.
In policy formulation, cross-cutting policies such as demographic change
or de-bureaucratization represent issues that all departments are supposed
to consider but that in fact fall between the cracks of departmental bound-
aries (Wegrich & Stimac, 2014).
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Most current research implicitly assumes, rather than empirically tests,
the effects of selective perception on organizational behaviour and coordi-
nation within and between organizations. In many ways, the other atten-
tion biases discussed below build upon the notion of selective perception.
That said, recent studies on the European Commission’s administration
highlight how selective perception drives decision-making behaviour in
the policymaking process by narrowing down different units’ attention to
specific aspects of policy problems and solutions (Hartlapp, Metz, &
Rauh, 2013; Vestlund, 2015).! At the national level, in a meticulous analy-
sis of a series of killings of mostly immigrant shop owners in Germany,
Seibel (2014; this volume) shows how selective perception resulted in a
protracted lack of coordination between police authorities investigating
murders that had been committed in different states but with the same
gun. The contribution by Fink and Ruffing (this volume) illustrates how
selective perception drives the processing of information received though
public consultation by a regulatory agency on the location of large energy
grids. Their analysis shows that while the feedback from citizens and orga-
nizations touched upon multiple implications of a given alternative, the
regulator disregarded all consultation statements while privileging an
expert report on technical aspects in its assessment of various alternatives.
This kind of selective attention to information can plausibly be related to
the regulator’s formal jurisdiction of considering technical aspects of grid
planning.

Achilles’ Heels

The second type of bias in organizational attention encompasses unin-
tended effects of formal organizational structure. We define these as inher-
ent and potentially known weaknesses, or Achilles” heels, of different ways
of organizing (see also Lodge, this volume). The basic idea is very simple:
any organizational form comes with particular strengths and weaknesses.?
Hood (1998) draws on cultural theory as a way to classify organizational
styles—hierarchical, egalitarian, individualist, and fatalist—and discusses
how each organizational style comes with particular types of organiza-
tional failure and breakdown. Also, each style comes with its own particu-
lar logics of responding to blunders and failures, namely aiming at
‘purification’ of organizational styles (i.e. failure in implementing rules
will call for more and more detailed rules and methods of control). The
more any of the four distinct models of organization is used, the more



